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1. Act I - A Fragile Identity


ACT I - A Fragile Identity

Poison-tipped fangs plunged into Owen's chest. The Charmander cried out, struggling through his pierced lungs, and pushed against the stone serpent wrapped around him. He didn't know what it was. It had the face and colors of a Tyranitar, with its rocky edges and black gaps in its armor. Yet it had the winding, coiling body of a Seviper, a poisoned blade at the end of its tail, and long, sharp fangs stuck deep within him. He tasted blood; he couldn't breathe. His lungs were full.

"OWEN!" cried a Gardevoir.

"M-Mom!" Owen mouthed.

Behind the Gardevoir was a Magmortar. With fire in his eyes, he launched a volley from his cannons that exploded right next to the amalgamation. It hissed in pain; the Flame Burst sent him flying, along with Owen. The bursts lit up the surrounding field of lush grass, cutting through the evening twilight's darkness. Only the fading fire of Owen's tail and the Magmortar's shoulders lit the area—making them easy targets.

The impact on the ground gave Owen just enough time to escape, wriggling out of its rocky hold. He felt free for only half a second. Owen turned his head and saw the thing launch a succession of large rocks toward his father, the Magmortar. Three hits. They went straight through him. Blue fire erupted from the resulting holes. And then, his father exploded in a flurry of embers.

D-dad? Owen stared with wide eyes, distracted.

The serpent hissed and swung its tail forward—a sharp pain surged through Owen's back. A jerking motion forced Owen's head down. He saw the blade coming out from his chest. He had no way to scream.

"Get AWAY!" the Gardevoir, his mother, screamed for him. An incredible heat washed over Owen's back, and then a horrible, shrieking wail filled his ears. He fell; the tail slipped out from behind. Blood gushed on the dirt beneath him.

Owen fell face-first into the dirt, but despite this, it felt like the coziest pillow in the world. Everything felt cold, and then warm.

"Owen! Owen!" She rushed toward him, paying no mind to the fire on the ground. It didn't look like the flames affected her body at all. "Owen, it's going to be okay!" She held his back, pushing wave after wave of healing energy through his body. His breath returned to him; he coughed the remaining blood out.

What happened to his Dad? Owen's eyes darted in all directions, his expression asking what his mouth couldn't.

"Shh, it's okay," she said, placing her hand firmly on his back. The pain was unbearable. "It's okay, it's okay. Calm down. Sleep…"

The world curled itself up in a tiny circle in front of Owen, darkening into a distant tunnel. But then, the world uncoiled, much to Owen's displeasure. He just wanted to sleep.

The Heal Pulse intensified, the warmth almost too hot even for his Fiery body. He gasped his first breath, life—and pain—returning to him in full.

But then he felt a different energy course through him. It wasn't healing him. "Shh," Amia said softly. "Just sleep. Just sleep…"

It felt awful. Energy drained from his core. His vision faded. And then, darkness.


The dim glow of nighttime mushrooms colored the rocky walls of the cave. Mixing with this light were flickering embers of orange and yellow. Owen was lying in the middle of these flames, enjoying the warmth; they licked at his scales and washed over his back. The flame at the end of his tail got hotter, brimming with energy. He rolled over to sear his belly next.

Wait. What happened? Wasn't he—

"No resting on the fire, Owen."

"Wh—huh? I wasn't!" He rolled away and quickly hid beneath his bed of leaves. Some of them turned black from the fire, but they didn't burn. "Ngh," He held his chest. It felt horribly bruised. And his back was killing him. No wonder he was sleeping on the fire! But why did he feel that way? He remembered a fight. A fight that he'd lost. Badly. But was that just a dream? He remembered a rocky serpent. And fire, and explosions. It was all so garbled—he wasn't sure what was real.

The Gardevoir peeked into the room, her white dress aglow from the mushrooms and the fire. She sighed, smiling. "You're lucky we got you that special Rawst Leaf bed, or we'd need to replace it every night!" She laughed, but then walked over, patting him on the head. "Go to sleep, dear. Tomorrow's a big day for you, isn't it? Another expedition as a trainee. You don't want to do that while sleep-deprived, do you? When you get up, Alex and I will get you a good meal ready."

"Yeah…"

Another voice whispered quietly from the other room. "Amia, is he okay?"

Owen saw the burning shoulders of his Magmortar father. A vague image flashed in front of his mind of that very same Magmortar bursting into an explosion of blue embers. Bluer than his mother's hair. That must have been a dream.

"It's very late, Owen. Get some rest." The blue Gardevoir gently pressed her hand against his back, making him reflexively tense. She frowned at this, biting her lower lip with concern. "Owen, did you have a nightmare?"

"I think so…"

"Well, it's gone, now," Amia said. She looked back to Alex, who shuffled to the other room. "Get some sleep. It's still late at night."

Owen eased himself onto his bed of leaves again, giving a defeated nod. "Okay, Mom."

Right before going to bed, his mind felt muddled again. In the corner of his eye, he saw an eerie glow. His consciousness abruptly cut out.


Breakfast was a hearty stew. The table had three seats. Two were sized for the smaller frames of the mother and son. Both were approximately the same width, albeit oversized for Owen. The third seat was much larger than the rest—in order to accommodate for its usual occupant. Alex, bumping his cannon-arms nervously, looked down at his food without a hint of an appetite.

"What's wrong?" Owen asked.

"N-nothing," Alex said. He refused to make eye contact.

Owen squinted suspiciously. He glanced at Amia, who giggled nervously and looked at her half-eaten bowl.

"Mmm. How are you feeling, Owen?" she asked.

"Perfect! But, uh, I don't know. Did you ever have that feeling where you had a really good dream, but then you can't… remember it?"

Owen noticed the subtle, shocked expressions in his parents' eyes, but he didn't acknowledge it.

"I had one of those. But I can't remember any of it. I think I was having a really big fight. I remember my heart racing!" Owen played with a lump of a potato in the stew. His parents always got uncomfortable when he talked about his dreams, and he never knew why. He did admit that they felt too real to be dreams, but what else could they be? He had decided long ago not to press the issue. He grabbed his bowl and downed half of his breakfast. His parents' expressions were grave, but they feigned a smile when he looked at them again. "Weird, huh? Dreams are funny."

"Oh, Owen, m-maybe you're just nervous about all this," his mother said. "Becoming stronger, more responsibilities. Being part of the Thousand Hearts is a big deal, after all! …If you get in. Remember, there's no shame in failing the exams."

She was trying to help him feel better, but that didn't help the knot of inferiority tightening in his gut. How many times had he tried and failed to get in? No, this would be different. That was the whole reason he was going out on a practice exploration in the first place.

"Y-yes, exactly," Alex said. "Are you sure you want to do this? It's not too late to… live quietly? Perhaps take on a farming job."

"No way!" Owen said, beaming. "Fighting is the way to go. I can't live without a good fight. And what better way to fight than to, uh, y'know, fight bad guys?"

"Of… of course." At this point, his father's flaming shoulders were mere cinders. Owen's mother put her hand on Alex's back, shaking her head.

Owen returned to his meal.

. "So… today's the day, right?" Alex asked, breaking the tense silence.

"Oh, Alex, you weren't up all night, were you?" Amia asked.

Owen wouldn't doubt if Alex spent all night fretting over his planned excursion.

"No! I shut my eyes," he said. "…Owen, are you sure about this?"

"Super totally!" Owen said, tipping his bowl of stew directly into his mouth.

Alex gulped. "Amia, don't you think it's a little early?"

"Oh, Alex, we can't baby him forever. He's an adult!" she said. "It's just one exploration. Into a known area. In a Dungeon, sure, but nothing he can't handle! He'll be just fine." She fidgeted with her hands. It was a telltale sign she was trying to convince herself it would be okay. Owen chose not to acknowledge this, either.

"Yeah," Owen said. "And if I get horribly maimed, I'll just warp back to the entrance! It'll be fine!" He grinned, but he wondered if his word choice could have been better. He was trying to be funny, but he practically heard his father's heart explode through his giant torso.

"B-but it will still be dangerous! You'll be badly hurt, Owen! There are stories of bandits and outlaws and even ferals waiting for defeated Pokémon to return to the entrance. You'll be too weak to fight back, and then—and then—" Alex's shoulder fire nearly touched the ceiling of the cavern. "And what if you bring something important with you? If you get kicked out of a Dungeon in that way, you'll—lose it! You'll lose almost everything on you! Perhaps even your—your life!"

"Well, if wild Pokémon think it's safe," Owen said, "then it must be really nice, y'know?"

"B-but…! That's…!" Alex's arms heated up. He looked like he was going to collapse into himself with worry. "Wh-which Dungeon is it again?"

"It's only the Wooden Wilds, dear," Amia said. "It isn't even very far. And it's mostly just Bug and Grass Pokémon—you have nothing to worry about! He won't strain himself." She nodded at both of them.

Alex hummed against his lips, expression twisted with an endless pit of worry. "Okay," he said. "Okay. Then… then, you can go, Owen. But—be careful! Very, very careful. And if you ever run into trouble, we'll tell the Hearts about it right away."

"I'll be fine, Dad," Owen said. How humiliating would it be for his parents to ask the Hearts to rescue him? He was supposed to be part of them, not one of their clients! He hopped out of his seat. "Okay! I'm gonna go now, alright? See you!"

"W-wait!" Alex said. "Did you meditate?!"

"Did this morning!" Surprisingly, this was the truth.

Owen hopped out of his seat. He grabbed a small, lightweight, golden Badge with a heart-shaped insignia from a nearby rock, and then grabbed his little exploration pouch from the front, wrapping it around his back. "See you!" He glanced at the Provisionary Heart Badge within his claws, nodding to himself.

They watched Owen leave. Amia leaned into Alex's chest, sighing.

Alex's fire finally returned to something normal in size. "I hope he isn't self-conscious of his size. It might affect how strong he is, even if he's stronger than the average Charmander, you know, given the…"

Amia giggled, patting Alex on the shoulders, completely unaffected by the flames. "He's got a strong will, though, and he's resourceful, too. He'll make up for it. And who knows? Maybe this adventure is what he needs to control that spirit of his." She sighed, staring at the empty bowl Owen left behind. "I wish Rhys was still here. Maybe we wouldn't have had to…"

Alex hummed worriedly. "That was a close call, yesterday," he said. "I've never seen one of those mutants so powerful before. What if he runs into another of those—those things in the Dungeon?"

Amia bit her lip. "I know, dear. But that Dungeon is safer than most. If he runs into any trouble, well, it'll be better there than anywhere else. You know it's me they're after, not him."

"That doesn't make me feel any better." Alex rubbed his cannons together. "If I was just a little stronger, I could have defended us both. But I just… evaporated after the first strike. Curse this body. It's so foreign, even now. Sometimes I wish I…"

"It's not your fault, dear," Amia said soothingly, holding his shoulder a bit tighter. "It's my fault, too. I should have been more careful when leaving the caves. If we just stayed put, we wouldn't have had to put Owen through all that again."

Alex frowned, but then the Magmortar forced a smile to the Gardevoir. "Let's clean up the table," he said. "And—and if he isn't back by the evening… N-no, late-afternoon…!"

"We'll call the Hearts. I promise."
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2. Kilo Village


Chapter 1 – Kilo Village

Owen walked with a spring in his step, tail flame blazing happily. The caverns that he lived in had no natural sunlight, but the mushrooms that lined the rocky walls and ceilings gave more than enough light. Not that it mattered; complete darkness was a foreign concept to most Charmander.

The central cavern was a stone's throw across, with many smaller offshoots in either direction. Other villagers made their homes in these rocky caves, mostly Fire Pokémon like himself. In that sense, his adoptive mother was an exception to the population, though she could deal with the heat like any other Fire could.

"Oh, Owen!"

Owen stopped, spotting a large Arcanine bounding over to him. "Hi, Granny Arcanine!"

"Oh, hush, I'm not that old. Auntie Arcanine is just fine." Despite this, she smiled, passing a small bag of apples over. "You're going on a little mock-expedition, are you? I gathered these up just for you."

"Aw, thanks!" Owen graciously took them, counting them for inventory, and slipped the three apples into his pouch.

"I figured it would save you the trouble of going by the apple garden yourself," Arcanine said, fluffy tail wagging. "It's not far, but you're a busy Heart, aren't you?"

"Well, I'm not a Heart yet," Owen said, though his tail and chest both expanded at the thought. "Just wait! This time, I'll get it!"

"Ohh, your eyes are so bright, Owen." She laughed, waving him off.

Owen left at a full sprint, too full of energy to go any slower, and only looked back to wave her goodbye.

The passage narrowed until it was only a reminder to Owen that, one day, he'd have to be more careful about how he walked through it. When he became a Charizard, he'd have to keep to one side so he didn't take up the entryway. Though, now that he thought about it, he didn't see a lot of other villagers pass through this area. They usually kept to themselves—it was a secret location, after all. Which made it even cooler.

Owen stopped at what appeared to be a dead-end of the caves. He hopped onto a small, flat square on the ground. Nothing happened.

"Oh, come on."

Owen stepped off of the tile, swung his arms back, and hopped a bit higher into the air, putting his full weight and gravity behind the jump. The tile depressed a little, but still, nothing happened.

He used to open this so easily. Did he lose weight? Muscle weighed more than fat. Owen worriedly pinched at his gut, wondering if his chubby Charizard genes were coming through before the rest. But it felt normal.

The apparently lightweight Charmander scanned the ground and found a large rock. That'll do. He hauled it over with him and jumped onto the tile again.

Click.

The dead-end glowed a bright cyan, much like the glassy mushrooms. The blockage, a huge boulder, rolled aside, revealing the bright sky. Owen squinted, reptilian pupils narrowing until he could finally adjust to the new normal.

He emerged to the base of a rocky hillside behind him; green fields of grass as tall as he was greeted him ahead. To his left and right was a simple dirt path, carved by traveling Pokémon. Owen headed to the left, knowing that it would be a quick walk to get to Kilo Mountain.

It was a little raised hill in the distance from his perspective, but that was a whole mountain of black rock. The ground rumbled, the boulder that had led to the opening of his hidden village rolling back into place, blending in with the rest of the hill.

A short, quiet walk later, with the summer breeze tickling his flame, Owen stopped where the dirt road converged with many others. Embedded into the ground was a flat, silvery hexagon with a few dim lights lining the sides. The lights weren't very bright in the morning sun—it was mostly for visibility at night. Instead, it made for a colorful, intricate pattern that, from what Owen had read, was meant to be aesthetically pleasing, and had little other functional value.

Owen stepped onto the Waypoint and gently tapped his ankle on the tile. In a flash, he disappeared.


The sky was a blinding blue that morning, not a cloud in sight. With the help of the Waypoint, the fiery explorer appeared in the middle of town in a flash of light. It hadn't felt like anything but a blink, yet in that blink, he went from staring at Kilo Mountain from far away to being within the crater's top, within Kilo Village itself.

"That was so cool!" Owen said. It wasn't his first time, but the wonder of being able to teleport from any other Waypoint to the central one would never wear off for him. Just as this wasn't going to be his first exploration, but it'd be the first one in a slightly harder Dungeon that he could remember.

Owen looked around to gather his bearings. Immediately in the center of town was a sign that said, 'Welcome to Kilo Village!' It was odd to have a welcome sign in the exact middle of the location, but it made sense when most individuals entered through the Waypoints scattered across all of Kilo. The town itself was in the middle of a crater at the top of an extinct volcano. From inside town, one couldn't see anything beyond the dark hills of the crater. The altitude, however, wasn't very high; the mountain was mostly underwater, rather than above the sea—according to the Water Pokémon, at least. Owen didn't intend to test such theories out.

The buildings that surrounded him were no more than two stories tall. Oblong rocks bound by mortar shaped the buildings near the center of town—the oldest buildings of the crater. These black stones were home to nobody. Instead, it served as a hospital for rescued and injured Pokémon. Owen spotted a Chansey through windows of wood and glass, holding a few soft-boiled eggs in her tiny arms. A Miltank was carrying a large jug of milk in the opposite direction.

Owen decided not to think too hard about it.

All around Owen was everything that a Heart would need. The northern side of the crater was dedicated to Dungeon items and equipment. These buildings were made from the same material, but were more recently renovated, lined with displays of seeds and berries, wands and orbs, tonics and vitamins.

The east was dedicated to eateries and restaurants for Pokémon that were either preparing for a mission or returning from one. Sweet and savory scents mixed in the air and the jovial energy of a job well done permeated the atmosphere. If it wasn't for the price, Owen would have eaten there every night.

The west was for training and sparring, fighting one another, attacking dummies, and conquering obstacle courses set up by retired explorers. These buildings were often where experimental materials were used before shifting the techniques into the older buildings. After all, if it could withstand the attacks of the Pokémon that trained there, it could easily handle whatever else the rest of the town had to deal with.

Owen then glanced longingly at the southern part of town. The Thousand Hearts. The building itself was a big, red, heart-shaped structure, with many smaller hearts scattered around: kiosks and special-purpose facilities. Inside the biggest building was where all Hearts met for check-ins, assignments, and training. Why a heart? Owen had no idea, though it might have something to do with their leader's personality.

All of the sights and the bright sky lifted his spirits. He couldn't ignore how nervous his parents were, and that dampened them slightly—but he figured that if he kept acting cheerful, maybe he'd be able to fool himself into truly feeling confident, too. That feeling always nagged at him. The idea that something wasn't right with anything he did. Not that he did it incorrectly, but that something, in general, felt wrong. Even now, it tugged at his mind.

Lost in thought, he didn't notice a passerby Zangoose.

"Kid," he said, "you oughta get off the Waypoint."

"S-sorry!" Owen scrambled away. "Okay. Okay, time to go. I need, uhh, what do my supplies look like?" He rummaged through his bag. "A-and I'm not a kid!" he shouted. "I'm just a late evolver!"

He had two Oran Berries, two elixirs, two apples, a Pecha Berry, a Heal Seed, a Totter Orb, and—just in case—an Escape Orb. That should be enough, hopefully. No need to go to the shop to get anything. He'd want at least one Reviver Seed, or even a tiny one just for the boost to escape from trouble, but he didn't have the funds for that sort of thing. Oh! But what if they had a rare berry or two? Sure, he preferred having his bag half-empty in order to make room for scavenging in the Dungeon, but a few extra berries wouldn't hurt. If he just shuffled the Oran Berries around, perhaps carried the Totter Orb instead?

"Kid. You're in the way."

"S-sorry!" He stumbled. "Wait—I'm not a kid! I told you, I'm a late evolver! I'll have you know, I—uh—I, er…" He finally realized who he was talking to. Not the Zangoose this time. It was a Golem, a behemoth of a rocky sphere, staring down at him from his great height. Defiantly, Owen puffed out his chest. He was a full-grown adult! Or at least an adult! Lots of weaker Pokémon never evolved. He just happened to be strong and slow at evolution.

The Golem sighed and wobbled away.


"Kid… not a kid… I'm just a little late, is all. I bet I'm way stronger than even the average Charmeleon! Stronger than that Golem, too, if he didn't have an advantage." Owen mumbled more to himself, the rest incomprehensible, clutching his bag. "I didn't train with Dad for nothing." He hesitated on that line of thinking. What if he didn't evolve yet because he never got to train with a Charizard before? Could that happen? Is that how evolution worked? Owen shook his head. No, many Pokémon were raised without the same species around, and they evolved just fine. Adopted Pokémon weren't at some—some disadvantage, were they? No, he was just fine! "Yeah, I'm just—"

He bumped right into another patron. "Sorry! I'm sorry!"

"Ahh, it is not a problem."

Owen saw an Alakazam whose mustache was large enough for Owen to walk on like a carpet. Owen's gut twisted with a feeling he couldn't comprehend. But then, he shoved that feeling away, and instead tried to take in exactly who he was talking to.

"Y-you're—you're—!" Owen's eyes sparkled. "Alakazam Nevren! Oh—oh, wow!"

"Ahh, you've spotted me!" Nevren chuckled. He put his two spoons in his left hand and shook Owen's with his right. "It's very nice to meet you."

Owen tilted his head, confused. Hadn't they met before? No, they hadn't. He was just so well-known that he must have had that impression.

Nevren continued. "Ahh, I see you have a Provisionary Heart Badge. Training to become one of the Thousand, are you? There are quite a few open slots coming up soon, you know. Sixteen official retirements."

"Sixteen?" Owen asked. "Wow! How come? Are… are some Pokémon not doing well?"

"Ahh, no, no, it's nothing like that," Nevren said. "These Pokémon are retiring on schedule. There will be a ceremony about that soon, you know. Perhaps you should attend and network with the others."

"But you're an Elite Heart," Owen said. "Do you think I'll be able to, um, get to that level?"

"Well, surely with time, you can. Everybody begins at the Entry tier, of course. But, looking at you…"

Owen felt a cold pit in his stomach at that analytical gaze. Was he being judged, right there, by one of the most Elite Hearts in the whole world?

Nevren nodded. "I see potential. Quite a bit!"

"Y'do?!" Owen said, worries gone instantly. "Wow! Okay! Then I'll definitely do better!"

Nevren nodded. "In fact, why don't I give you a small gift?"

"What? A gift—from you?! Yes! Yes, yes, yes! Please! I'll treasure it!" Owen had no idea why Nevren would want to give him a gift so randomly. But he wasn't going to question a freebie!

"Of course! Here, have this." He handed Owen a small stone. It sparkled in the sun, but was mostly gray, like a shiny rock.

"Cool!" Owen said politely. "What, uh, what's it do?"

"It is a special stone that protects Pokémon that have not yet fully evolved. It's called an Eviolite—and it will be useful as long as it is near your body. I, of course, have no use for it, but you certainly do."

"Oh! That means, so, when I get super strong, that's when I won't even need it." It was a constant reminder that he was a larva when he shouldn't have been. But, at least now he had a boost. "That's the perfect item! Thank you!" Psychologically it was undoubtedly going to feed into some complex, Owen thought, but in terms of practicality? Priceless.

Nevren chuckled. "Be sure to keep it with you!" He walked past Owen, and the Charmander was left puffing a little plume of confused smoke at the Alakazam. Keep it with him? Of course he would!

Completely forgetting about going to the shop, he headed south again to the Heart. There, along the pathway, were many lines of warp tiles, each one with a label engraved on it. They were Waypoints set up by explorers of the past in different regions across the continent, meant for getting there instantly, rather than on foot or by wing. With the tiles sorted by a strange derivative of Unown runes, Owen searched for Unown-W's symbol. "Western Crystal Cave, Western Wetlands, oh! Wooden Wilds! That's it, alright." Owen took a breath. "Tenth section. That's my goal."

Before he had the chance to enter, someone bumped into him.

"S-sorry! Again!" Owen said, a hint of irritability in his voice. This place was too crowded.

"Feh, quit standin'." A huge, orange jaw chittered in front of Owen, owned by a Trapinch.

"Gahi, don't be rude," said an Axew just behind the Trapinch. Right next to the Axew was a Chikorita, who rolled her eyes.

Owen's heart fluttered as if he'd seen old friends. Yet, he didn't even know their names.

The Axew was the first to speak. "I'm sorry about Gahi," he said, motioning to the Trapinch. "We were actually on our way to do a little mission. Or, well, to find one."

"Oh, really? I was going to go exploring in the Wild Woodlands."

"Y'mean the Wooden Wilds?" Gahi asked.

"Y-yeah, that."

"Heh, well, g'luck," Gahi said. "Figure yeh ain't too experienced."

"I am too! I'm super strong! I just… didn't evolve yet."

"Oh, really?" Gahi asked, his starry eyes shining with interest. "Well that makes four o' us. Mispy, Demitri, 'n I all're late evolvers, but we're super tough!"

"Oh! Wait—late evolvers. Is that real?" Owen had just made up the term, but they used it, too. Owen's tail-fire burned a bit brighter at the validation.

"'Course it is!" Gahi said, stomping his tiny foot. "Otherwise, I'd be a Flygon by now!"

"And I'd be a Haxorus," Demitri said. "Well, maybe just a Fraxure." He rubbed at his tusk, tending to a little nick on the right side.

"Meganium…" Mispy said, leaf drooping.

The three collectively sighed.

"I know how you feel." Owen's tail drooped slightly. "I've trained hard enough to become a Charizard already. I'm sure of it! But, it just never happened. It's so weird. Everybody else in my scales would've evolved by now, but…"

"It's too bad," Demitri said. "But, what can you do? We work with what we have, as Heart Entries."

Owen's eyes sparked. "You're one of the Thousand?!"

"Well, three," Demitri said. "We're our own little team!"

"That's so cool! How'd you get in?"

"Hard work," Gahi said.

"And," Demitri said, "we got a good word in from our mentor, an Elite Heart."

"What? Who? Which one?" Owen asked.

"Lucario Rhys," Demitri said.

There was the smallest pause from Owen. He knew the answer. He knew these three were his students. Trapinch Gahi, Axew Demitri, Chikorita Mispy. It was obvious to him! But why? No, don't look crazy. Not today, Owen thought. He feigned a beaming expression. "He's so cool! He's the aura expert, right?"

"Yeah," Demitri said. "And he's super tough!"

"I already met Alakazam Nevren a little while ago! Those two are friends, right?! Oh, can I meet—I mean," he paused. "Um… I mean…"

"Heh," Gahi said, amused. "Maybe when yeh get stronger. 'Til then, we're gonna do our mission." He led the way to the main building. Demitri followed, waving back in farewell. Mispy gave Owen an apologetic smile and followed after them.

Owen watched them with a tilted head. Their entire conversation felt like one giant déjà vu. Everything today did. He shook his head; if he kept thinking like this, his entire day would be ruined. He forced excitement to take over. He had an exploration to do!


"Peh! Pah!"

Embers filled the air. Shrieks of wild Pokémon accompanied them. With their bodies burned, they vanished in thin air, returning to the entrance to the Dungeon. "Sweet!" Owen said, pumping his fist in the air. "This is super easy!" He felt a little bad about hurting those Pokémon, but they were the ones attacking him. Owen felt a gentle sting to his side; one of the Paras had jabbed him in the thigh.

They should be fine enough. Getting ejected from a Dungeon often left the victim exhausted… but ferals like those were resilient.

Owen puffed and leaned against a nearby tree that jutted out from a soft wall. The corridors of Dungeons were always so awkwardly narrow, made from raised ground nearby—in this case, of dirt and rock. A strange gravity prevented him from climbing the walls, let alone flying over them if he ever sprouted wings. Perhaps in his dreams he could.

Owen's stomach growled loudly, breaking him from his train of thought. He tittered and dug through his bag. "I guess fighting all the time can work up an appetite, huh?" The crackling flames of the battle's aftermath spoke back to him. "I need to stop talking to myself."

Owen sat down to enjoy his meal. He grabbed a stick nearby and stuck it through the core of the apple. He wrapped his tail around and kept it in front of him, roasting the apple above the flame, focusing to make the flame hot enough to actually cook it.

Someone growled behind him. Owen sighed. There was never any peace from the ferals of the Dungeon. They wandered aimlessly into these strange distortions of space, with no knowledge about how to leave, or even how they got in.

"I wouldn't do that," Owen warned. He didn't even turn around. He bit into the roasted apple, savoring the sweet, hot taste.

The feral advanced, growling even louder. Suddenly, the ground beneath the Pokémon's feet lit up in a bright yellow. A column of fire engulfed it—and that was it. A quick shriek, and then it was gone from the Dungeon. Satisfied, Owen spun the apple to cook it a bit more. "My signature attack—Fire Trap!" he said to the wind.

Being at such a disadvantage, he had trained day and night to perfect a delayed Fire attack, should he ever be caught off guard when handling things one on one. He wasn't really sure how long he had actually trained; long enough to forget when he actually learned the technique, at least. Still, it took time for him to do it. He could only use it if he had a big opening. But that wasn't so bad. Now, if only he could figure out how to run away and use the attack at the same time.

Owen finished his apple and stood up. "Top shape!" He pumped his fists in the air. "Can't beat me now, Dungeon!"

The ground rumbled, as if Owen had tempted fate a bit too much. "U-uhh—" He looked back.

"Rrr… rrrn… rpphhf…"

Owen's fire burned bright. He was ready to run at a moment's notice. He shoved his hand into his bag, looking for an item that he'd picked up in an earlier section. He found it and looked up just in time to see the foot of a Snorlax stepping through the corridors. This Snorlax was huge—even bigger than he thought was normal for the species. And its arms were a bit longer, too, with long, matted fur. Muscles bulged unnaturally. It wasn't a normal Snorlax—and Owen wasn't prepared for whatever it had in store.

The phantom pain in Owen's chest and back suddenly flared up at the sight of this mutated Pokémon. He had forgotten all about it. Suddenly, Owen remembered his dream, or flashes of it. He remembered his father getting struck, and then exploding in a cloud of blue embers. And some creature—he couldn't remember what—slicing at him. That didn't feel like a dream. But—his father was alive! It had to be a dream.

The Snorlax, however, was anything but. A single swing from its mighty fist would turn Owen to a fine, red mist.

"Nope!" He threw a seed toward the Snorlax and fired a puff of flames along with it. The seed ignited, sending soot and smoke in all directions, both blinding and suffocating the mutant. It roared and rubbed its eyes, stumbling blindly into a wall. Owen, knowing he was outmatched, fled for the next section. He only stopped running once he was sure he was far away. He held onto his tiny knees.

He caught his breath and stood straight. "That was weird," Owen mumbled. "Never saw a Snorlax like that before." He shook his head. Nothing he could do about it now. It was just something to report when he got back to Kilo Village. The Charmander gently held his chest; the phantom pain was fading.

I'm not crazy. I'm not crazy. That was real, and I'm not seeing things. Not crazy.

And so, he advanced. Each section was separated by a small distortion, like a vertical pool of water, but Owen had an easier time checking each time his Badge blinked. The blink indicated a transition into a new part of the Dungeon. Section seven, section eight, section nine… section ten. "Okay, this must be it," he said. "Finally." Between his apparent struggle to differentiate dream from reality, and then the Snorlax sighting, his enthusiasm for the exploration was being sustained only by his own feigned excitement.

He did his research. There was a Waypoint at the end of the tenth section, where the Dungeon's perimeter ended. What great timing, too—Owen was beat! He didn't want to admit it to the Dungeon, but the tenth section was his limit. He looked up at the sky. The sun's rays weren't shining through the tall trees anymore—not directly, at least. It looked like it was going to turn orange soon. If he didn't get home by evening, Alex's cannons were probably going to explode with worry again.

"Hey. Kid."

Owen bristled. "I'm NOT a ki—id…!" He turned around. On the other side of the Dungeon hall, a few paces behind him, was a creature with gray scales, huge jaws, and large wings. His eyes… Owen didn't like those eyes. Trained, focused. Malevolent. What did this one have in mind? He saw that look often in town—outlaws that were captured, still bitter with defeat. But this one wasn't defeated.

Of all the people that he'd met today, this outlaw was the first one that he had no inkling of familiarity with. He had to be careful what he wished for; meeting this Aerodactyl gave him the worst pit in his stomach yet. Maybe it was the apple.

"What's someone like you doing in a place like this?" the Aerodactyl asked. "Looking for an advantage? Nothing but Grass and Bugs here, after all. Fire Type like you? Easy win."

"Y-yeah. Really easy, ha ha…"

"I have an easy time here, too," Aerodactyl replied. "Rock is strong against Bugs. And Flying? Beats 'em both. But you know what's really great about me?"

"Y-yeah? What?"

"Rock beats Fire. Rock also beats Flying. And guess what explorer-types show up the most here?"

"F… Fire and… Flying?"

"Yeah. Yeah, you're right. You're pretty smart, aren't you?"

"I—I know Alakazam Nevren," Owen said. "You should be careful how you act in front of me!"

"Oh, is he around?" Aerodactyl asked. Owen flinched. His hesitation said it all; the winged Pokémon's jaw twisted into a horrible grin. "Guess that won't matter, then, will it?"

"Uhh…! Uhh, then I'll just beat you!" he said. He stomped on the ground and leaned forward, feigning an attack stance.

"Oh, really?" Aerodactyl asked, amused. "That's a laugh. Okay, kid. But I'll give you one last chance. Gimme your bag, and I'll let ya go. Otherwise, I'll—"

All that was left behind were a few stray embers from his tail; Owen bolted.






3. Trouble in the Woods


Chapter 2 – Trouble in the Woods

"Stupid kid—get back—pfwaaagh!"

A Fire Trap exploded beneath Aerodactyl when he reached where Owen had stomped. Unfortunately, all it did was slow him down. "Nghh—that burns," he muttered, rubbing at his right side with his wing.

Owen ran as quickly as he could, glad that the outlaw was stunned by the surprise attack. Hoping it would work again, he spent some of his time stomping on the ground. This created another trap. Owen turned down the corridor, but then skidded to a stop. "W-wait! That's not fair!" he shouted.

"You shouldn't be the one to complain about being fair!" Aerodactyl shouted, pushing through the second Fire Trap.

Owen stared at the path—or, rather, the lack of a path—ahead of him. He had run into a dead end. There was no way out but to backtrack, and that was where Aerodactyl was rapidly closing in.

"Heh, well, I suppose our fairness evens out, doesn't it?" Aerodactyl said. He stopped advancing if only to taunt, but it was clear that he was looking for a good way to strike without dealing with more of Owen's tricks.

"That's not right! I—just—let me go!" Owen said.

"Oh, no, no, no, I don't think I can do that," Aerodactyl said. "Not without some payment first. Your bag. Just hand it over, and I'll be on my way."

"No way!" Owen said. He glanced in his bag with the little time he had. He had too my precious items in it. The gift from Nevren, too. And all the items he picked up during exploration! Wait, the items!

"Ha!" Owen said. He saw the small, blue sphere—an Escape Orb. He could use it. He'd be out of here without a problem! Owen smashed it on the ground. He was ready for the blue light inside to envelop him and take him straight to the entrance. Instead, the light and energy inside evaporated into nothing.

"Wh-what?" he said. A mysterious power had stopped the Orb from functioning. That normally only happened against Pokémon with powerful auras, or—

"Heh," Aerodactyl said. He dug his right wing into his own bag, flashing a strange-looking device. It was red with a glowing, yellow heart button in the middle. "Jammer Emblem. You think I'd let you run off so easily? Everyone brings Escape Orbs. So, I bring a Jammer."

"Th-those are illegal! You can't use those without Heart permission!" But Owen realized shortly after that this was an outlaw. What was one broken rule if they already cast the law aside?

Aerodactyl took another step forward. Owen only had enough time to use one more item. And his Totter Orb would be useless, too. He could try to use his Badge to escape—even if it was just a Provisionary Badge, it still had enough of a charge to escape. But within a Dungeon, it wouldn't have the energy or precision to take anything on him—just his person. All of his items—no, Nevren's gift, too! He couldn't use his Badge. He didn't have time, anyway; it needed a few seconds to activate. Seconds he didn't have. The moment he made a move, Aerodactyl would attack.

Something knocked against his claws in his bag. A seed. It felt strange to the touch, as if the air around it simply wasn't there. He knew the feeling. A Warp Seed.

Owen immediately shoved a seed in his mouth and chomped. In one second, he was staring an Aerodactyl in the face. In another, he was in the middle of a random area in the same section of the Dungeon. Owen, working off of the adrenaline rush, immediately ran ahead. If he could just find the—

He was in the exact same room he had been in before. He even saw the Aerodactyl emerge from the hall next to him. Owen fought against his own momentum and scrambled backwards.

He rushed through the Dungeon as much as he could, but fortune was not Owen's friend that day. He couldn't find the way out. Why did this always happen when a quick escape was needed the most?! He had explored the entire segment by now! Where was the next distortion?

He found a room he hadn't yet visited. He peered inside and saw the Aerodactyl—and the exit, right behind him.

Aerodactyl caught sight of Owen at the corner of his eye. His huge jaw twisted into a smirk. "Hey, there," he said. "Having trouble?"

Owen wasn't sure how long he'd stood there. It was just the two of them. The exit out of his reach. But now, he knew that he had a solid target. That Aerodactyl wasn't going to move from that spot. So, if he could take advantage of that somehow, then maybe—

"Hey!" Owen said. "How about this?!" He grabbed something from his bag and threw it at the outlaw. It was another seed—one that, upon hitting him, popped and scattered a strange dust around the Pokémon.

"Wh—huh?! Why you—little—!" He was bumbling where he stood, wobbling horribly. His jaws opened wide and he fired—unexpectedly—a set of rocky pellets toward Owen. Rock Blast—Owen was sure his species wasn't capable of such a technique normally.

He launched pellet after rocky pellet in a random direction, completely missing Owen. Now was his chance! Owen opened his mouth and launched a small plume of fire toward him. An Ember was less than ideal, but it at least did some damage. All of his other techniques either required contact or required Aerodactyl to move to where he had been standing. Ember was all he had, or all he thought he could pull off against someone so much bigger and faster.

"Ngh—!" Owen narrowly dodged to the right, evading a lucky shot, but his momentum made him tumble to the ground. He scrambled up—and felt a sharp pain on back of his head. Everything felt upside-down, and there was a sharp ringing in his ears. "Ughn—no, I…!" he tried to stand, but a second rock smashed against the center of his spine. The force made him roll across the ground like a bag of berries—he couldn't feel anything on his lower half.

Aerodactyl tried to fire a third, but nothing came. "Tch." He spat out a loose pebble. "Must be getting tired." He winced at his burn. Then, he stepped toward Owen, who was too injured and dizzy to react, yet not enough to be kicked from the Dungeon.

"You gave me some real trouble, Charmander," Aerodactyl said. He pulled Owen's bag away and dug through it, grabbing one of his Heal Seeds. With a chomp, his burn evaporated before Owen's eyes. "Heh. Well, I'll just take this bag as payment."

"N… no." Owen struggled weakly, a single hand still clutching at the strap. "You can't!"

"Looks like I can," he replied, munching on an Oran Berry next. He roughly tugged the bag away, jerking Owen forward. Aerodactyl's injuries vanished with a wave of blessed light at the same time that Owen's face slammed into the dirt. The outlaw let out a deep, refreshed sigh.

"P-please. At least give me the Eviolite that Nevren gave me," Owen said, holding himself up with an arm. "You don't… you don't need it. You're fully evolved. Or, er, you don't evolve…"

"Eh?" Aerodactyl looked at the glimmering stone. "Doesn't look like a normal Eviolite to me. I bet it'd sell real well, though. Sorry, kid. I'm keeping it. And you're right. My species doesn't need evolution."

Owen tried to blast him again, but no flames came out; he could taste the fire on his tongue, but he didn't have the strength to push it further. He exhaled, but the flame was gone. The best he could hope for was that Aerodactyl would be merciful and leave him alone. Maybe he should have listened to his father. Everything that could have gone wrong, did. He couldn't even send a distress signal. His bag was taken, and therefore his Badge. Was this it?

Aerodactyl stared at Owen, and Owen wondered if he could smell the fear radiating off of him.

"Kid," he said, "I don't work like that. All I want is the goods. What happens after, I don't care. That's the way the world works. And the way Dungeons work." He took another step closer. "Here, let me help. I'll beat you up nice and good, and you can crawl back to your base to recoup. You ready?"

Owen stared up at the outlaw. They locked eyes. His wing was raised. Owen didn't know if he'd be able to survive the blow. If he'd wake up at all at the entrance, or if he'd just be there, too weak to fight, left for the ferals to eat.

"Please," Owen said.

The wing hung there, tense. But then the claws at the end clenched in what may have been a fist. "There's nothing more that I hate than you Hearts." He lowered his wing and gave Owen a halfhearted kick, more like a push, that only accomplished a half-rotation of the Charmander's numb body. "Thanks for the loot."

He spun around, walking toward the Dungeon's exit. Owen's throat clenched, as if trying to seal what little pride he had left inside his body.

"No way!" someone shouted.

Owen's heart fluttered. He recognized that voice from earlier in the day. He turned his head weakly and saw an orange blur rush past him. A speedy Trapinch, a walking contradiction, and a welcome surprise. He weaved left and right, went in front of Aerodactyl, and then hit him directly.

Aerodactyl shouted and stumbled back. "You—oh, great. Hearts?!" His wings clutched the bag to his chest. "But it's just a bunch of runts. Is that your best?"

Demitri and Mispy were puffing at the other end of the hall, trying their hardest to catch up to their third member.

"Far from our best!" the Axew said, huffing. His tiny hands were barely able to grasp his scaly knees. "We're Team—uh, what was our team name, again?—uh—Alloy! Of the Thousand Heart!"

"Hearts," the Chikorita mumbled, using two vines to act as a fifth and sixth leg, since her normal four weren't enough to stay standing.

"Y-yeah! Hearts," Demitri said. "And we've got to be top-tier to get into something like that!"

"You seem new. Worst of the best, I take it?" Aerodactyl asked, smirking.

"Goodra Anam said that a ranked system isn't good for morale, so we aren't the worst or the best! We're just Entry-Level Hearts!"

"Guys!" Owen shouted hoarsely.

All this time that they were talking, Owen saw the outlaw making sly, subtle movements with the bag. "He's trying something!" He might have disabled his jammer. And that could only mean he would use an Orb next.

"Hmph, think you're clever?" He pulled out the Totter Orb and threw it on the ground. Owen felt the confusion wash over him instantly, on top of the dizziness that he was only starting to recover from. He gave up and collapsed on the ground, trying to stop his head from spinning. He knew that the best thing to do while confused was to wait for it to pass. "He's getting away," he mumbled.

"I got 'em!" Gahi said, rushing Demitri with a dark aura characteristic of his Feint Attack.

"G-Gahi! What's your problem?!" Demitri said. "He's right that way!" Demitri sliced at the air in front of him, leaving a small, blue trail of dragon fire with both swipes. It completely missed.

"Stop," Mispy mumbled, shutting her eyes.

"I'll get 'em!" Gahi said, striking out again with a dark tackle. He hit the wall.

The outlaw was mere steps away from the exit. But then, Gahi got a lucky shot on his next run. He shook the dizziness away, spotted Aerodactyl, and ran. The orange blur was in front of the outlaw in seconds, blocking his way out.

"How'd you—outta the way, peanut!" He opened his mouth and fired a volley of three rocks. Gahi dodged them all and countered with a solid strike with his massive head, square in the chest. This one left a bruise; the outlaw stumbled back, dropping the bag. In the amount of time he took to reach for it, Gahi took it and dropped it by Owen.

Good, Owen thought. The outlaw would give up and run away, and he'd be safe. Then he could head home and take a nice, long nap.

Instead, the outlaw roared and ran toward Owen.

Weakened and immobile, he shut his eyes tight, waiting for the inevitable impact that would kick him out of the Dungeon. And then, despite expecting nothing of it, he prayed to Arceus that he'd be able to wake up afterward. But it never came. He heard an impact, but he wasn't the one to receive it. He opened one eye.

Demitri was standing in the way; he took the whole hit with one of his tusks. Miraculously, it didn't break, but it looked like it hurt. The follow-up wasn't any nicer—a strong jab to the side of Demitri's body with his other wing—but he stood anyway.

"Give it here, you—" Aerodactyl grabbed the bag. Owen didn't have the strength nor reflexes to hang on. The outlaw turned around, sprinting for an escape.

"Mispy! Now!" Demitri shouted.

Owen had to shut his eyes again. He saw a blinding beam of light, and it was simply too much. He heard the Aerodactyl scream in fright, and then he heard the dull noises of punches and kicks and swipes. And then, panting. Gahi laughing. Demitri telling him to quiet down.

Owen jumped when he felt something brush against his back.

"Eep—! O-oh, it's you," Owen said, spotting Mispy, clearly the healer of the team. Her vines gently rubbed at his spine.

"Shh," Mispy said. Her leaf glowed and released a soft light that clouded around Owen. All of the energy he had lost returned to him. He could feel his lower half again, too.

Shh, it's okay. It's okay, it's okay. Calm down. Sleep… Amia's words echoed in Owen's mind.

That wasn't a dream.

Despite the healing, the phantom pain returned to him in an instant, and flashes of that past event clouded his vision. His muscles seized and his claws dug into the dirt, leaving tiny holes in the ground. Embers spilled from the sides of his mouth, and his eyes widened.

One of Mispy's vines slapped Owen on the forehead. "Stop that."

"B-buh—h-huh—" Owen snapped back to reality. "Wh-what happened?"

"You're fine," Mispy said. "Shut up." She pressed her vines against his back again and focused. Healing energy continued to flow into him, and Owen, after a few seconds of tension, managed to breathe easy. He shut his eyes, thinking happier thoughts, like when he had cut his arm on a rock when he fell, and how his mother used the very same technique to patch him up. Easy, easy… Finally, Owen could breathe easily again.

"Nng, that's the spot," he said. "Was that Heal Pulse? You know Heal Pulse?"

"Mm."

"Hey, uh," Demitri said, rubbing his right tusk again. "Sorry about your bag." He handed the tattered remains to Owen. "Most of the items got ruined from Mispy's blast. But maybe there's—"

Owen grabbed the bag and rummaged through it desperately. "Ah!" He pulled out two items—his Provisionary Badge, and Nevren's gift. There were a few other berries and orbs remaining, too, but those were much less important. "It's okay. This is all I needed!"

"Hey, we still messed up your inventory," Demitri said. "How about we bring you back with us to our mentor's place? He's kinda good at repairing bags and stuff. Maybe he can patch it up?"

"Oh! Okay." He didn't care about the bag. He got invited to a Heart's home! And now that he had a moment's pause, he wanted to see Rhys again, anyway.

Again?

Owen's own thoughts gave him another pause.

"You okay?" Demitri asked.

"Dazed," Mispy surmised with a nod. She gave Owen a little smile.

He stared at the three for an uncomfortably long time. Mispy shifted from her right feet to her left feet. Gahi clicked his jaws.

"I think I know you guys," Owen finally admitted.

The three looked at one another. Then, back at Owen.

"You're weird," Mispy said.

"I—I kinda feel like we met before, too," Demitri admitted. "That's crazy! We must have good chemistry."

Gahi's jaws opened and closed in contemplation. "Meh. Let's go."

Owen rubbed his paws together to get off the dirt. "How'd you guys find me so quickly?"

"Well, we saw a bunch of Paras and other wild Pokémon near the entrance, so we figured you were still going through the Dungeon," Demitri said.

A pit of guilt weighed on Owen's stomach. "O-oh. They were still out of it? I didn't—I wasn't that hard on them, right? I didn't…?"

"Hey, self-defense," Gahi said. "Besides, this place is overpopulated with those pests anyway. Isn't enough food fer 'em ter all survive."

"W-wait, how badly were they—"

"Aah, they'll be fine. Wild Pokémon're real resilient, I figure."

Demitri nodded and rummaged for their Badge. They walked to the exit of the Dungeon and finally passed through; their Badges all blinked in a slow pattern. The raised ground of rock, embedded trees, and dirt transitioned into an open woodland.

"Made it," Owen said, relieved.

"Yeah. Let's get out of here," Demitri said. He pressed the little heart-symbol in the middle of the badge once, and the others did the same. In a flash of reddish-white light, the Badge transported the group out of the forest and to the center of town.


"Great work on apprehending this Pokémon, Hearts," said a Watchog. "We will be sure to escort him away for his punishment."

"It—it was a setup! I swear!" Aerodactyl pleaded. He was still smoking from the Solar Beam, and his left eye was purple and shut completely from Demitri's Dual Chops. "I didn't mean to steal all those things! I was under Hypnosis! I'm—I'm a sleeper cell, secretly, eh, secretly I go crazy when my master wants me to! And, eh, and my master is right in that building, over there!"

Owen didn't even need his sharp senses to see that lie. Watchog, too, was unconvinced.

"Hypnosis puts Pokémon to sleep. It doesn't control them."

"Feh, quit yer lying," Gahi said. "Pay yer dues and don't do it again."

The Aerodactyl whimpered and ducked his head down, defeated.

"Oh—um," Owen spoke up, "I almost forgot, but, can I report something?"

"Report? What else would you like to report?"

"I don't want to… I don't want to make anybody feel bad, but there was this really weird, really muscular, really angry-looking Snorlax in the same Dungeon that I found Aerodactyl—um, what's your name, Aerodactyl?"

"Like I'd tell you," he hissed.

Owen flinched. "W-well… w-well, I just thought it was strange to see a Snorlax there."

"Hm, perhaps it was just your imagination. Were you hungry while fighting?"

"Not really. I just finished an apple."

"Perhaps you were seeing things. Still, I will report it. Do not be worried. Strange Pokémon like those are seen in Dungeons all the time, and it's nothing to be concerned with—so long as they don't wander out of those Dungeons." He mumbled the last part. "Eh—we let our Elite Hearts deal with them. Now then." He looked at Aerodactyl. "We will be going."

And so, he was escorted away.

"Hmm," Owen watched. "What's going to happen to him?"

Demitri tapped his tusks thoughtfully, giving the top of a nearby building a pensive stare. "Well, he was wanted for theft. Targeted explorers and took everything they had on them. We actually took that Mission because he was said to be in the same Dungeon you went into. Sorta spelled bad news, when you put two and two together, y'know? Chances are he's going to have to work his debts away to pay them all back. Maybe as a volunteer as a temporary rescue team member. I think they call 'em Broken Hearts. Make a living. Then once he's done, maybe he can continue that work with full pay."

"And repair that Broken Heart of his," Gahi sang mockingly.

"So, he pays back his debts, and gets a job in the process? I wish it was that easy for me," Owen mumbled. "My dad wants me to be a berry farmer because my sharp senses would let me tell when they're ripe or not."

"Goodra Anam says that a lot of thieves only do what they do because they don't have the skills for anything else," Demitri said.

"Feh, I think they're just weak-willed," Gahi said.

"So," Demitri continued, "what happens is they can contribute back to society instead of being worse than some random wild Pokémon. That make sense?"

"Yeah! It totally does!" Owen said. "I can't believe it's so nice, though! I guess Anam is even better than I thought."

"Heh. Well, anyway, let's show yeh ter our personal Waypoint," Gahi said.

"Yeah! And—oh." Owen hesitated. "Actually, before we go, can we take the Waypoint back to the Dungeon again?"

"Eh?" Gahi said. "What fer?"

"Just to check on something."


"Yer serious."

Owen had brought Team Alloy all the way back to the Dungeon's distortion. They were careful not to pass through and enter it all over again, and in reality it wasn't a very far walk thanks to the Waypoint set nearby, but for Gahi, it was already an inexcusable detour.

"Yer coming all the way here just fer some random ferals?"

"I didn't think I'd do that much damage. You said they were pretty beat up, right? And Aerodactyl looked really hurt, too. Just… you know."

"Bah, he probably got roughed up by the recovery squad fer resisting arrest," Gahi said. "C'mon, yer fire ain't all that bad."

Owen's flame dimmed. "I just want to make sure," he said. "It wasn't that far of a walk, right? We'll head to Rhys' place right after. It'll just give me some peace of mind, alright?"

"Yeah, yeah." Gahi clicked his jaws together impatiently. "Could be having dinner by now."

"C'mon, Gahi, he's just worried." Demitri picked at a bit of dirt between two of his claws. "It's one thing to defend yourself, but I think Owen just wants to make sure he didn't go overkill on it."

"K-kill, yeah," Owen said, laughing hastily. "No need to go overkill."

Mispy closed her eyes, breathing out. "Ahead," she announced.

"Ahead?" Owen said, his eyes following the path for him. A small cluster of Paras skittered groggily about, each one with a burn here or there, some with their mushrooms looking particularly damaged or cooked. When Owen got closer, one of the Paras hissed and skittered away. The others did the same, almost in unison, and clustered together. Purple fog trickled out of their mushrooms, threatening to flood the arena if provoked.

Owen's flame blazed behind him, but he kept it hidden out of the ferals' sights. He dug through his bag, slowly pulling out a Rawst Berry.

"…Why's a Fire carrying around Rawst Berries?" Gahi said. "You guys don't get burns."

"Others do, though," Owen said, taking a hesitant step forward.

The Paras all hissed at him, poisonous clouds thickening.

"D-do you guys have Pecha Scarves?" Owen asked.

"Eh? Yeah, we've got one," Gahi said. "…Wait. Aww, c'mon." The Trapinch exasperatedly flung his huge head back.

Mispy knocked a vine on top of Gahi's back, giving him a firm stare. "Let him."

"B-beh, feh." Gahi clamped his jaws shut tight. "That ain't even enough, one lousy berry." He watched Owen as Demitri handed the scarf over. Gahi growled and looked up at the trees. "We're gonna be here all day if we just let him do his thing. Scalebag, go get more from that tree." Gahi jerked his head above them. "Orans right up. I'll help roll 'em over."

Demitri nodded, scraping his tusks against the tree, as if sizing it up. "Yeah, that seems like I can knock a few down. It won't startle them?"

"Who caaares, they're all bunched up! Oy, Owen! Back off a sec!"

"Huh?" Owen glanced back just in time to see Demitri taking a few readying steps back. He backed away from the Paras, tugging at the scarf tied around his neck.

"Hah!" Demitri sprinted toward the tree, ramming his head full-force against the trunk. The branched trembled weakly; the loosest berries fell to the ground. Gahi swiftly went beneath them, lifting and then lowering his head beneath the berries to slow the fall of one. The rest plopped on the ground, a few rupturing slightly from the fall.

The Paras hissed again, thickening their poisonous fog. Mispy backed away with Demitri and Gahi, the fog getting a bit worrisome. Owen, in the middle of it, only winced at the pungent odor the fog gave out. Thankfully, with the scarf's blessings, the effects stopped there. Owen gathered up most of the berries, enough to fill his arms, and then spun back to the Paras. By now, they seemed slightly puzzled, the fog around them dissipating.

"I'm sorry I hurt you guys so badly," Owen said. "I know I entered your territory, and I was just going on a fun exploration. I shouldn't have been so careless about you guys. Just try not to attack randomly, alright?"

"Torch, they ain't gonna understand ya," Gahi said. "Besides, yer scaring them. Gimme a scarf." Gahi jerked his head at Mispy, who rolled her eyes and wrapped one around his abdomen. Protected, the Trapinch wobbled to Owen and said, "Look. You gotta keep yerself small. They're already weak, so they ain't gonna fight back. Just look small and offer whatever y' wanna do, yeah?"

Gahi rolled a berry toward the Paras horde. A particularly bold one skittered closer, snatching the berry away. It nibbled a few times, still tense, and eventually relaxed after Owen did. The Charmander smiled, showing his teeth—a small mistake, as the Paras hissed and skittered away again.

"Good going," Gahi mumbled.

"Look, I'm not familiar with Paras, alright?" Owen rolled another one over. This time, a few more Paras leaked from the pile, nibbling at their offerings. And then a few more, and then more still, until the whole horde had gathered in front of them to feast on the bounty. Burns slowly reversed, cooked mushrooms simply looking a bit chipped. Dull light touched upon anywhere the burns had been, dimming when they were completely gone.

"Happy?" Gahi asked Owen once the Paras accepted the group as safe enough to tolerate. "Looks like these guys are."

Demitri and Mispy, once they saw that the poisonous fog had faded, joined them to watch the feral Pokémon up close. It was almost calming to see the horde feed, watching the way their mandibles meticulously tore at the pulp. "You seemed kinda invested in this," Demitri commented. "I mean, they probably could have just climbed the trees and gotten it on their own, y'know?"

"Y-yeah, I know, maybe." Owen watched a particularly small Paras wrestle with a particularly large berry, grinning—this time, without showing his teeth. "I guess I'm a little self-conscious about it."

"I guess y'did beat 'em up kinda bad," Gahi said. "Didn't think they looked that bad when we passed 'em by the first time. Maybe these're just the ones that got roughed up the most."

"To be honest, a lot of these don't actually look like your flames, Owen," Demitri said, pointing at the Paras. "Looks like some of these guys got hit by something a lot worse. But at least the burns are gone."

Owen rubbed his head. Foggy as his memory was, Demitri did have a point. He hadn't fought too many of them. He couldn't have burned these all. Still, it was a good thing he came when he did. "Either way, I'm glad I came to undo some damage."

"What makes you self-conscious, eh?" Gahi asked.

Owen smiled sadly. "Well… just fire in general, I guess. It's not like Dragon might, like Demitri, where it's… more graceful and controlled and… you know."

Demitri blushed under his green scales, rubbing at one of his tusks. "I dunno if I'm all that graceful."

"He ain't," Gahi confirmed.

Owen laughed weakly, but then continued to observe the Paras. The ones that had their fill skittered away thanklessly, while the more gluttonous ones remained to nibble on a few more. "Normal Fire isn't the same way as Dragon fire," Owen said. "It's… untamed. Violent. Hungry. If I don't keep it in check… I could do a lot more damage to innocent Pokémon than I need to." Once the final few Paras left, Owen brought his tail forward and inspected the flame at the end. "I guess I just want to be careful. And if I slip up and get carried away… I want to make things right. That's part of being a Heart, right? No fighting if you don't need to."

Gahi said nothing. He opened his mouth, but then closed it, looking to Demitri and Mispy to say something instead.

"Hey, don't be so hard on yourself," Demitri said, patting Owen on the shoulder. "Dragon fire can do some serious damage, too. If it gets caught on normal brush, it'll become normal fire just from the heat. Ethereal or not, heat is heat. I guess I don't have to worry as much since, er, I usually just use brute force…"

Owen smiled, rubbing his nose. "Yeah, I guess that's true. You seem like you've got a lot of muscle; may as well use what you're good at. I'm a little on the scrawnier side."

Mispy smiled, sighing. "They're gone," she said, pointing a vine toward the departing Paras.

"Yeah." Owen stood up, his flame a cheerful orange. "Sorry for the detour. I'm ready to head to your guys' place."

"Meh…" Gahi looked at the eaten pile of berries. "I guess it's worth it."


Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi lived in a small cave near the western base of the mountain. The rocks here were a lot lighter—closer to a reddish-brown color than the dark basalt of Kilo Village's crater. Trees were immediately beyond the rocky exterior of their home, with Oran Berries growing from the tops of some, and apples from others. Gentle winds washed the leaves, making the ripe fruits fall from their branches when a particularly strong gust passed.

"Convenient," Owen said. "And the Waypoint led us almost right to here."

"Yeah, all Hearts get that sorta treatment," Gahi said. "Guess it's a benefit fer working under the Hearts, keeping the world nice and safe."

"Yeah," Owen said. "But, it's just so cool! The way you guys just beat that Aerodactyl without any trouble!"

"Well, there was a little trouble," Demitri said.

"Yeah, had ter keep yeh safe," Gahi said. "But sure. No trouble."

"Mnn." Mispy sniffed the air. She could smell dinner.

"That smells good," Owen said. "Umm—so, your mentor! How is he? What's he like in person and stuff?"

"Lucario Rhys is, uh, he's nice," Demitri said. "He just happens to also be really, er, strict, sometimes. You know. But it's all part of being trained, right? I guess it's not that bad."

"Jus' wish he didn't make us meditate all mornin'," Gahi said.

"Meditating?" Owen said. "You guys meditate, too? I do it all the time! It's really nice to clear your head."

"Aw, not you, too," Gahi grumbled, wobbling into the cave.

Mispy, too, was disappointed. "Boring."

"I—I'm not boring," Owen squeaked.

"Oy, Rhys! We're home!" Gahi said. "Mission went fine! Brought a guest!"

"A guest?" Rhys said. "I should prepare another portion."

Owen ran to get a first look. And there he was: Elite Heart Lucario Rhys. His red eyes were intense, but Owen felt oddly safe when looking into them. His aura sensors—the strange, black, teardrop-like extensions behind his ears—were a bit larger than average.

"H-hi!" Owen said. "It's nice t-to meet you, Elite Heart!"

Rhys stared at Owen for a bit longer than anyone in the room thought comfortable. Owen noticed his fur puff out. For a split-second, his paws glowed with a light blue, aura ember.

"Rhys?" Demitri said.

"I'm—sorry," Rhys said. "I was thinking about what I could prepare for a Charmander."

No, you weren't, Owen thought. "Oh! Anything's fine," he said. "I promise! I'm good to eat anything as long as it isn't dirt."

"Well, dirt ain't how Rhys cooks," Gahi said.

"Yeah, Rhys is a good chef!" Demitri said. "You'll love whatever he makes."

"Ha, okay." Owen took in in the new environment. The immediate entryway was a short walk, perhaps only a few of his tiny paces. After the entryway was a larger, dome-shaped segment of the cave. The stone table in the middle of the room was where they ate; the edges of the room had equipment like a stone stove, cabinets, and shelves for storing nonperishable food. Owen was surprised at how elaborate it was. "You guys really have a lot of stuff here!"

Rhys nodded. "With our earnings, we have been able to purchase a few luxuries."

Owen sat at the table. From where he was positioned, he could see further into the cave. It was like a hallway that split off into separate rooms. Four in total. One was the closest, forking to the right. This one led into a room that had a faint, white glow in it. None of the other rooms glowed. The second room was to the left, and two more were further in. Perhaps they were for each of the Pokémon that lived there. Owen deduced that the glowing one was Rhys' room. What was in there?

What Owen saw next made him rub his eyes. There was a cloud of some kind—a very fine mist, like a pinkish haze. It didn't move with any breezes. Oh, no, Owen said. Now I'm starting to see things! Can anybody else—? Owen glanced at the others. Mispy's leaf was twitching, like she had an itch. Demitri and Gahi were too focused on Rhys' cooking.

Rhys was moving stiffly. That was odd. He usually moved with a graceful flow. Did he notice? "Rhys?" Owen spoke up. "Are you okay?"

"Y-yes, Owen, why do you ask?"

Owen looked at the pink cloud. Gone.

"Nothing. Just tired. So, uh." Owen grabbed his tail so he had something to do. "Team Alloy. That's a pretty cool name."

"Alakazam Nevren helped us come up with it!" Demitri said. "It's really cool. Something about how stronger metals are made from weaker metals working together. It's awesome!"

"Hmph," Rhys said.

"Heh, Rhys is mad 'cause he didn't say it first," Gahi said.

Owen giggled. He had to admit, it sounded clever. He certainly saw that kind of fighting in the Dungeon, too. They worked very cohesively. He wondered if he'd be able to contribute to a team like that…

Out of the corner of his eye, the pink mist bobbed in and out of the room.

Unable to contain himself, Owen asked, "Hey, so, is this cave haunted?"

"Yes," Mispy blurted.

"Baah, no it ain't," Gahi said, waving his head dismissively. "You guys're just superstitious. Sometimes the wind blows funny, that's all. Mispy always gets like this."

"It's true!" Mispy said.

Gahi and Demitri both looked at the hall. The pink mist was gone.

"L-look, this place is creepy sometimes, alright?" Demitri said. "We see little, like, colors floating around sometimes. All of us! So, it has to be real."

"Colors? Like pink?" Owen said.

"Pink? No, usually greens and yellows," Demitri said.

Rhys sighed, pausing his food prep. "I am the one who is most in tune with the aura," he said. "And I say that whatever phenomenon it is, it's nothing to worry about. Now, enough talk of spirits. Dinner is ready."

And just like that, their idle talk about ghosts subsided. It must have been a common occurrence for it to be dismissed so easily, but Owen decided to put this piece of the puzzle in his mental notes.

Rhys served out the food—a hearty stew, this time, filled with mostly savory items. Owen happily gobbled his portion; it reminded him of what he ate for breakfast. Breakfast… "Oh!" Owen suddenly said. "I—I totally forgot! My parents were gonna freak out if I didn't get back before the evening!"

Owen thought to use his Badge, but having just used it to return to the Central Waypoint in Kilo Village, it wouldn't have the energy to warp him again until tomorrow. More importantly, he didn't have a Waypoint registered for Hot Spot Cave—after all, if someone stole his Badge, they could theoretically warp right to that secret village. He'd have to use the public Waypoints instead, and then walk the rest of the way.

"Oh, don't worry," Demitri said. "We'll just bring you home instead! Your parents won't worry too much, right?"

"Dad might explode," Owen said. "Literally. He's a Magmortar, and he kinda does this thing with his arms when he's nervous, and I'm worried he might—like—fire into his own hand, or something? I dunno what happens after that. But he might actually die from anxiety if I don't get home in time."

"Uhh—well—too late now," Demitri said. "We'll just run really fast to get you there?"

"O-oh, uh, actually, about that. My parents said that I can't bring people back home because it's a secret where I live, and stuff."

"I see," Rhys said, nodding. "That's understandable."

"Wait, it is?" Demitri said. "How is that—who has a secret home?!"

Rhys shrugged noncommittally. "Some areas enjoy privacy, I suppose. Don't worry, Owen. But it's still a bit unsafe to wander alone at night without supplies. Hrm, but your parents will still worry, won't they?" Rhys hummed again, looking between the three members of Team Alloy. "I don't think it would be a good idea to let you three go at a time like this."

This was his chance. "So, does that mean… you'll be bringing me there, Lucario? Or, u-um, I can just go on my own."

"You may call me Rhys," he said with a small smile. "And I would be happy to."

He would? Owen didn't expect that to work. In fact, in hindsight, it felt forward, and rude. But there was an odd sort of familiarity that he felt with Rhys. Then again, aside from the Aerodactyl, that was how he'd been feeling all day. And Rhys seemed to know him, too, given how casually he spoke. He had heard from rumors that Rhys was usually incredibly stiff.

"Okay—Rhys. Um, since you're an Elite, I can trust you with a secret, right?"

"Of where your parents live?" Rhys asked. "Revealing this to me will change nothing."

"Okay. Then after dinner, it's really okay if…?"

"Yes. It shouldn't be a very long walk, yes?"

"Nope! The Waypoint is really close."

With the thought that he'd be able to walk and talk with one of the best Hearts in the whole world, Owen ate the rest of his dinner faster than a Swalot.

Okay, Owen thought between bites. So, everything today feels weirder than usual. And I'm pretty sure I wasn't dreaming last night. Did Dad actually explode? Did I get attacked by another of those mutant things? Nngh, or am I just losing it? Nevren's a Psychic, right? Maybe he can fix my brain.

He then glanced at Rhys' room. He saw the pink mist again. Oh, Mew in the stars, he thought, taking his final bite. Can't I have just one normal day?






4. Ceremony of Advancement


Chapter 3 – Ceremony of Advancement

With dinner finished and plates cleaned, Rhys dismissed the trio to their rooms. Gahi wobbled into the left, deeper room. Demitri and Mispy head into the left room that was closer to the kitchen. Owen noticed that Mispy was being quite pushy with Demitri, playfully prodding at his back with her vines on the way into their room. Demitri, meanwhile, meekly bumped against her with his tusks, flicking his tiny tail against her front legs, which earned a giggle in response.

"Bah, get a room," Gahi muttered.

"We are," Mispy teased.

Owen chuckled nostalgically at the three. He decided, for now, to ignore why he had felt like reminiscing on memories he did not have. Seeing the three head into two bedrooms answered the use of part of the house. Figuring one of the remaining two was Rhys' quarters, that left one unaccounted for.

"Uh, Rhys?" Owen pointed down the hall. "What's that room supposed to be? The one there?"

"The furthest, right room? That is for storage of our supplies," Rhys said. "Extra items that aren't supported as easily in the official Heart storage facilities. Spare furniture, and the like."

"Oh, so the glowy room is yours?" Owen asked, leaving no question unasked.

"Yes," Rhys said.

"So," Owen said slowly, "why's it glow?"

"I have a few items in my room that glow," he said. "It is nothing else, really."

"Oh, okay." He wasn't convinced. "Nothing about any ghosts, maybe? Spirits, little," Owen paused, "pink clouds?"

"Pink," Rhys repeated. "Are you sure it was pink?"

The right side of Owen's lips twitched upward. He got him this time. "Yeah, definitely pink."

"Hrmm." Rhys' ears twitched, the aura sensors accompanying them rising just slightly. "Owen, what was this pink cloud doing?"

"Kinda, well, bobbing around when I looked at it. And then it went into your room."

"I see." He spoke analytically, but it felt forced. "Thank you, Owen. I will investigate this later, but it's far too late tonight. I will take you home."

Owen relented. It was late, and he was tired, and Alex was going to blow up with worry. A fresh day could help him think straight.

After a few quick warps—one to Kilo Village, and then another to his usual Waypoint, Owen led the way. His tail flame helped to light the path. "So, this is Hot Spot Road," Owen said. To the left was a rocky hill with boulders the size of Rhys. To the right was a great field of light green grass that went up to Owen's chest. With the sun already down, it was hard to see much more than a sea of wavy blackness in the fields and jagged darkness in the mountains, though the tops still stood out against the barely-lit sky.

"If you take a left into that cave," Owen said, pointing at a small entrance, "there's actually a Dungeon that you could explore. A lot of Fire Types live there, and even some Rock and Ground Types. But mostly Fire Types."

"Not very advantageous for a Pokémon like myself," Rhys mused. "Quite, mm, melty, for a Steel Type."

"Yeah! Good thing we aren't going that way." He continued, waving his fiery tail left and right. The ember at the end fluctuated in its intensity, going from a blazing flame to a shrinking ember. He thought it was just a lingering feeling because he'd seen Rhys all the time as an Elite, just walking through the halls, but the familiarity still felt too strong. He felt so at ease with Rhys, almost like how he felt around Amia or Alex or any of the other villagers.

Should he say it? No. He'd look like a complete lunatic. But if he didn't ask, it'd bother him all night, and then the next night. He had to ask. So, he stopped walking.

Rhys stopped, too, as if he knew it was coming.

"Rhys…" He turned to face him. "Do I know you?"

For just a second, it was as if the very wind had stopped between them. For that iota of an instant in time, nothing else mattered but him, the Lucario, and the empty space between them. The rustling, tall grass quieted. The sun set, and twilight ruled the world, save the flame that lit Owen's back.

The Lucario's eyes, which glowed just barely in the darkness, held no expression; that, in itself, was abnormal to Owen. Why would someone not react to such an outlandish statement unless they were prepared for it?

But after that silence, Rhys replied. "Well, I imagine you would." He shrugged noncommittally, though his evasion of eye contact said more. "As an Elite Heart, I'm known by many."

Not good enough. "No, but… know you, know you," Owen pressed. "Like I used to chat with you and stuff. Do you ever get the feeling that you know somebody for a lot longer than you actually do? That there's more to it?"

Rhys blinked a few times. Owen's heartbeat picked up in both frequency and intensity. He tried to get a read for Rhys and his tension, but it was too hard. He was too controlled this time. Owen had a knack for being aware of these bodily cues, but he couldn't get anything from Rhys.

Finally, Rhys answered. "I do not believe in love at first sight."

Simultaneously, Owen's tail burned white, and his heart skipped a beat. "N-not in that way!" he squeaked.

He turned around and walked again. He puffed into his hands, letting the flames escape through cracks between his fingers. How could he have said it in that way? As if he was trying to propose to Rhys some sort of—lifelong—Owen shook his head fiercely, imagining a scenario where Rhys would have blushed and said yes. He'd've had to let Rhys down nicely, say that wasn't what he meant. And then, for all eternity, any interaction he'd ever have with his idol would be awkward.

Slowly, color returned to Owen's scales. "Sorry," he finally said. "I guess I'm just a little tired after the day. I didn't expect to get pelted by rocks in that forest, is all. I don't think Aerodactyl are supposed to know Rock Blast. Maybe I'm just delirious."

"Mm, that could be it. I'm glad that I can give off such a friendly aura, though. Thank you, Owen." Rhys chuckled. At least one of them got to be happy….

"Ha! Totally," Owen agreed. He was screaming inside.

He didn't know what to make of it, so he just smiled and laughed. He saw no other opening to probing Rhys for those odd feelings of familiarity. He'd have to deal with tossing and turning at night anyway.

He huffed a small sigh, a few sparks of irritability leaving his nostrils. He was home. "So, don't tell anybody about this, okay? We're going to Hot Spot Village—it's a secret, underground town. That's where I live. And, um, you can only get in if you say the passcode, and do the pose." Owen said the last part at such a soft tone that Rhys only heard it thanks to his keen hearing.

"Pose," he said, blinking.

"Yeah. Okay, so, I'll do it, but you have to turn away!"

"Of course," Rhys said, humoring him. He turned around and waited, arms crossed.

Owen, after verifying that Rhys wasn't watching, turned toward what looked like an innocuous boulder next to the road. Each syllable was accompanied by a motion. He whispered, albeit loudly, the words:

"Hot! Spot! Hot! Spot! Open up, Hotspot Cave!" Owen had raised his left arm up, then his right arm, and then brought his left arm down, and then his right arm. This was followed by swaying to the left, and then the right, and then the left and right again; next, he stepped backward, finally advanced forward.

Rhys was rubbing the top of his muzzle, cringing. He wasn't the only one. Every time Owen did this dance, a tiny part of his Char heart withered away.

"There," Owen said. He looked back and saw Rhys trying to hide from the world with his paw. "What? It's not too bad. And nobody would dare do it, so it's the perfect disguise!"

After a brief delay, the boulder rolled to the right, revealing a hidden passageway into the ground. It was dimly lit by blue mushrooms that gave off a soft, cyan glow.

"Thanks, Rhys!" Owen said. "That was a really safe trip. You should get home now, huh?"

"Yes. Thank you for letting me guard you, Owen," he said. "Stay safe. Be sure to keep up your meditation."

"Oh, sure!" Owen said. "Yeah, you make Team Alloy do the same thing, right?"

"Yes, I do, that's right," Rhys said. "It's very important for everyone."

"Yeah. Okay! See you, Rhys!"

Owen watched Rhys leave for a bit longer. No, it wasn't just some delusion. Unless he completely lost it, Rhys was hiding something. And perhaps Nevren, too. But then again, he probably just heard and saw them a lot. Both of them. They were Elite Hearts, after all.

Owen closed his eyes. There was no use focusing on the negative. Every night ended like this, wondering if he'd done something, or everything, of that day before. A lot of this felt new, yet he still had that lingering doubt. Maybe he was just getting paranoid.

At some point, it got tiring. He just wanted this perceived monotony to end. But hey, he didn't have another mental crisis, panicking because he couldn't remember how old he was. Oh, no. The thoughts were coming back.

He refocused on the positive. "Oh, wow," he said. "I met two Elites in one day! That's so… cool!" He bounced slightly, but then remembered the timer on the boulder. He ran in the cave; a few seconds later, the boulder rolled back onto the passageway.

He ran past a few other inhabitants in the cavern. There was Auntie Arcanine—an old Pokémon who always had an apple or two for him to eat. She waved at Owen as he passed. There was also a Fennekin, Chimchar, and Flareon trio that often played near the entrance at night, before their parents would tell them to pack it in for the night. If anything, he knew he had the townsfolk to see, even if he wasn't particularly close to any of them. They were all good friends, the village as a whole, no matter the age.

Owen's house was near the back of the village, where it was even hotter. He wasn't sure how his mother, in particular, handled this heat, but for all his life, she wasn't bothered by it in the slightest. Blue mushrooms lit the entirety of the cave; now that Owen thought about it, the glow reminded him of the aura fire in Rhys' paws. The home itself was like a cave within a cave; it was a circular entrance—big enough for his father's bulky, Magmortar frame to fit through—that led into larger, dome-like rooms. Owen then realized the parallel it had with Rhys' home.

"I'm home, Mom! Dad!" Owen called, stepping into the first, largest room.

"Ohh, Owen!" Amia called back. The Gardevoir adjusted her blue hair; there was a bit of ash remnant on the right side, perhaps from one of the kids' pranks. She greeted Owen with a scratch under his chin—something Owen always enjoyed. "How did your little exploration go? We heard about what happened. You got in a bit of a scare, didn't you?"

"Just a little," Owen said. Should he ask? He was going to ask. "Hey, how'd you find out, anyway? Nobody knows how to deliver letters here!"

"We checked the, er, the bulletin board at the crossroads," Alex said, stepping inside from the bedroom to Owen's left. "Someone in town must have put it there." He tapped his cannon-arms together. "Y-you… you did fine, right? You aren't hurt?"

"No!" Owen said. "And I already had dinner, too! Lucario Rhys treated me with his Entry Hearts. They were all really nice. Sorry that I was a little late."

Both his parents' eyes widened with alarm when he mentioned them, but Owen was so mentally exhausted that he decided that this was one battle he'd choose to ignore. He didn't even want to bring up his dream of Alex literally exploding. Too much. Later. Another day.

The two nodded. "Oh, I heard of them," Amia said. "It's nice that you made some new friends, Owen! But you know what we also heard?" She rapidly clapped her hands together. "Tomorrow is another big day for you."

"Oh, yeah!" Owen said. "I might become an Entry Heart, too!"

"Exactly! So, get some sleep, Owen!"

"Totally!" Owen nodded. He ran right to bed.

Alex watched him go and then glanced at Amia worriedly. She shook her head and held his shoulder.

"I trust Rhys," she said quietly. "His students can interact with Owen. It… I don't think it'll result in… I mean…"

"It won't happen all at once," Alex said. "Let's just be very careful. I'll come up with some chores that will keep him here when we need him close."


The next afternoon was cloudier, much like Owen's mood. He'd slept for perhaps a blink or two. Aside from essential missions for lost Pokémon or dangerous outlaws, there weren't any Hearts going out that day. Instead, the southern portion of Kilo Village was packed, waiting for a big announcement at the top of the stairs to the main Heart building.

The southern side of Kilo Village was usually only sparingly populated with passerby Pokémon entering the line of warp pads along the roadway. Now? It was a sea of Pokémon of all shapes and sizes. A Pachirisu was balanced atop a Rhydon's head. A school of Magikarp hopped as high as they could to get precious glances at the stairs that led to the Heart. A pair of Girafarig chatted while their tails nipped at one another.

Alakazam Nevren stood at the top of the stairs, assisting with setting up a new technology of his with the help of one of the Heart members—an Exploud. After making that Exploud hold two hooks and keep his mouth open, he handed a strange, black, rod-like device to the leader of all the Hearts, who finally emerged.

Owen had to pause only to admire the significance of this gathering. The sheer number—almost all of the thousand main members of the Hearts were right there, in Kilo Village, at the same time. That wasn't to mention all the peripheral assistants, organizers, and suppliers that worked from the sidelines. A sea of shapes and sizes and colors and energy. He shook himself to his senses. He had to get closer for a better view!

Owen was in the middle of the crowd, trapped between a Tyranitar and a Hippowdon. He stood near the back, trying to get a look—but with all the bigger, stronger Pokémon in the way, this was impossible. "C'mon, c'mon—can I get a little room, please?" Owen begged, pressed between a rocky thigh and a sandy hide.

"Hey!"

Owen struggled to look back, finally slipping out from their crushing bodies.

Demitri waved at him from a little hill. His green, scaly body was barely noticeable—he was just so small! His darker color scheme made for a nice complement Mispy's light-green body; she assisted him, waving her vines to stand out more.

Owen thought it was a bit too far away, but he complied anyway, if only so he didn't get stomped on. He rushed over, weaving between the crowd with a series of 'sorry!' and 'excuse me!' mumbles.

When he finally arrived, he sighed, picking off some remnant sand from between the scales of his arm. "Thanks."

"Here, if you want to get a better look, Rhys brought a Zoom Lens." Demitri handed Owen a bulky pair of white glasses.

"Wh-what? These are pretty valuable, aren't they? Aren't these for being more accurate with your less reliable techniques?"

"Yeah, but there are better items to use in battle, so we just use this for times like these."

"Where's Rhys, anyway?" Owen asked, looking around.

"All Elite members are supposed to be up front to send off the retired Hearts," Demitri said. "So, we're standing here for now to watch. All the front seats are for the Elites, anyway."

Owen nodded and put the Zoom Lens on. He saw a bird-like Pokémon with a green, grassy hood. "Oh! There's Decidueye James!"

"The second-in-command?" asked Demitri.

"What's there?" Gahi asked, struggling to use the Zoom Lens on his huge head. "Bahh, these tools ain't good fer Pokémon like me. Where's the Trapinch-friendly gear?"

"Probably the same place you left half your vocabulary," Demitri muttered. This earned a swat from Gahi's head.

"Enough," Mispy said, using her vines to pull the two feuding Pokémon apart. They were strong enough to hold Gahi in the air.

"Oy, oy, l-lemme go!" Gahi wiggled his tiny legs uselessly.

Demitri huffed and leaned against Mispy's vines, rolling his eyes. He turned his attention back to the ceremony preparations. "It looks like he's just working on that Exploud guy so we can all hear the Head."

Gahi eventually calmed down enough for Mispy to set him back on the ground.

"Oh, oh!" Owen said. "There he is!"

The leader of Kilo's eyes were big, and his body was slimy as ever. There was always an energetic glow about him. Owen knew the sight well. Goodra Anam had finally exited the building.

Anam took the device attached to the Exploud and looked at the crowd. He gave off a big, happy smile to them all. Owen didn't need a Zoom Lens to see a smile that big. Anam waved, and slime shook off from the arm; James respectfully backed up to avoid dirtying his feathers.

"Thank you, everyone, for coming!" Anam shouted from the top, his voice surprisingly high-pitched and as cheerful as the rest of his demeanor suggested. "I'd like to first welcome our Elite Hearts to the front, so that we can see the best of our Hearts—role models that I hope you all will aspire towards!"

Claps, stomps, and cheers echoed from the audience while the Elites all walked up. Owen spotted that Golem from before, and Rhys, and even Nevren. "Hey, what's that?" Owen asked. Rhys was holding onto a small bag. Nobody else had one—why did Rhys bring a bag with him for this event?

"Feh, he brought that weird glowing ball," Gahi said.

"Glowing?" Owen asked, recalling the strange glow when he had dinner with them the night before. "What is that thing, anyway?"

"No idea," Gahi said.

"It's this weird, green, swirly thing, like a giant orb, y'know? But Rhys always says that we're never, ever supposed to touch it," Demitri said.

Mispy nodded. "Ever."

"He moved it with a thick cloth and then sealed the bag," Demitri said. "Not even he wants to touch it."

"I once made 'm slip, though," Gahi said. "He told me it's really strong, heh. So, I guess he doesn't wanna get too strong."

"He keeps it on the highest shelf," Demitri said. "Too tall for Mispy's vines to reach, and Gahi's too short."

"And you hate heights," Mispy mumbled.

"D-do not!" Demitri said.

Anam continued. "I would also like to take a moment of silence in acknowledgement of the hard work that our departed Hearts have done for Kilo Village, and indeed, the whole world."

This was a lot more formal than how Owen recalled most of Anam's speeches. It must have been rehearsed extensively. The Charmander could only imagine James exasperatedly trying to get Anam to remember the words properly.

Anam lowered his head. He then listed off a set of names, some of which Owen caught as familiar. They were all very old Pokémon that had worked at the dojo. Owen also heard names of other Hearts, and realized that all of these ones had, over the year, died one way or another due to a mishap or other fatality in the line of duty. His tail dimmed in solemn respect; as noble as the job was, it didn't come without risks. That was the whole point of their line of work, after all.

Owen scanned the crowd immediately near Anam with his Zoom Lens. There was a Granbull next to a Nidoking, shoulder to shoulder. The Granbull was trembling, but remained stoic. The only sign of emotion she showed was when she leaned against the Nidoking. He, meanwhile, was staring intensely at nothing, tears streaming down his face.

Anam spoke up. "We would like to thank Granbull Jin for his line of work, and grant him the title of Eternal Heart."

Owen remembered reading about this story moons ago, during the winter. A strange mutant that had been described as a Golduck by some and a Toucannon by others had gotten dangerously close to Kilo Village. Jin had gotten there first, and he fought it alone, buying time before the Elites had arrived. A freak accident where everything had gone just slightly wrong. Despite Owen's foggy memory, a vague image crossed his mind of seeing Alakazam Nevren passing through the town the day after, visibly upset, yet silent. He had acknowledged no one.

"His sacrifice saved the lives of countless others. For that, we are eternally grateful, and we wish upon him eternal peace in the welcoming arms of Arceus."

Owen shifted uncomfortably, keeping his head down.

"By His blessing," Anam said, raising his arms slowly.

"By His blessing," some of the audience echoed; Owen followed, slightly out of sync.

Owen glanced up, thinking that it was over, but then realized that nearly the entire crowd had their heads down in silence. Flame sparking, he quickly brought his head back down—but the corner of his eye caught something. He dared and looked up again.

Anam was glowing. It was subtle, but under the dim light of the cloudy sky, the Goodra had a weak, blue glow. Rhys' bag, too, had an ethereal radiance. The Lucario was trying to cover it up with small movements of his paws.

As soon as it came, it faded. Anam and Rhys looked normal again, and the moment of silence passed.

"Thank you," Anam said.

I—I'm not the only one who saw that, right? Owen said. No, everyone had their heads down. But someone else had to have—

He glanced at Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi. They were all looking down, too. He then looked to his right. He saw a pair of Pokémon murmuring to one another. He tried to listen in.

"Glowed? Did he glow?"

"He did. It was weak, but I totally saw Goodra Anam glow!"

"Maybe the rumors are true. They say Anam used to be a priest of some sort."

"Maybe he really is holy? Oh, thank Him, the whole town is blessed!"

Excuse me? Owen thought. What kind of nutcase superstition is that? He dismissed the notion immediately. Glowing like that happened all the time! The Hot Spot mushrooms glowed in the same way! It was simple bio-luminescence. Perhaps Anam was just a rare variety of Goodra, or he had some glowing moss as part of his breakfast or last night's dinner.

Owen told himself this to stay sane.

"And now," Anam said, "I'd like to have all sixteen Old Hearts come up." He clapped at the incoming sixteen. "You all have done a great job for all of us, haven't you? All of your work. None of it will be forgotten! The many Pokémon that you've rescued, the many outlaws that you've corrected… th-the fun times that we all shared together, training, talking… all of that… a-all of…!" Anam sniffled. Rhys rubbed the top of his muzzle; James visibly sighed; Nevren's left eye twitched.

The Goodra broke down in a wail, rubbing his eyes with his free arm, flinging off slime and gooey tears in many directions. The combination of paying his respects to the dead, and then saying goodbye to so many heroic Pokémon, was too much for the leader of Kilo Village.

James pried the audio-amplifier from Anam's hands and continued the speech—which he had memorized for just such an occasion. "All of your efforts will be forever remembered in our records, and we all look forward to your relaxed lives as mentors and tutors for the next generation of Hearts that will take your place. We thank you all, and wish you all happy lives for many years to come."

The audience, nearly as a whole, sighed.

Gahi clicked his jaws and bumped against Demitri's tusks. "Every time with this guy."

The Axew picked at his tusks thoughtfully. "It's hard to believe that the leader of the Thousand Hearts has such a… bleeding heart for all his members."

"Not really," Mispy said, pulling Demitri's claws away so he stopped chipping at his tusks.

Demitri awkwardly lowered his claws. "Yeah, I guess when I say it that way, it makes perfect sense."

It sounded like James was finishing up the speech that Anam was too scattered to finish. Instead, while James read out the retiring Hearts' names, Anam shook the hands, paws, hooves, and wings of those retiring or—in the case of a Magcargo—giving a respectful, sniffling nod.

"Th-thank you, f-for all you've done!" Anam sniffed. "Nn… nggooh… mmbbbn…!"

A few of the Old Hearts were a bit misty-eyed, too. Perhaps it was contagious. Someone approached Nevren on the side. Whatever was said was enough for him to discretely descend the stairs to talk away from the crowd.

"Anam's very compassionate," Owen admitted. "I think that's a good trait in a leader, even if he takes it a little far." His fire brightened. "To think I might one day be standing in front of him, retiring after decades of hard work. And then I'd start teaching new Hearts how to fight in a dojo, or something like that. Yeah. That's what I want. Maybe not the whole Arceus thing, but I'd like to be remembered a little." He couldn't wait to start.

"Ain't you thinkin' ahead," Gahi said, an amused glint in his eyes.

"I would also like to announce," James said, scanning the crowd, "that with these sixteen Old Hearts leaving, we now need sixteen new members. To all those, ngh, Heart-working individuals with Provisionary Badges, we will be holding preliminary tests throughout today in the many dojos in Kilo Village."

"Heh," Gahi said. "Well lookit that, Owen. Guess that means yer gonna—where'd he go?"

Owen was already sprinting to the dojo. He passed by Nevren, overhearing a passing conversation about a strange Pokémon in the woods near the western exit.

". . . Some kind of mutant."

"Say no more. I will take . . ."

Apparently Nevren volunteered to take care of it—and at any other time, Owen would have been interested in finding out more. But this time, his priorities were hyper-focused on examinations.


Stiff silence filled a wide room near the training district of Kilo Village. Owen sat on the floor with a small, raised lap-desk in front of him, going just above his belly. His flame was dim with concentration and his claws glowed with residual fire. In front of him was a sheet of paper with thirty questions on it, each one more difficult than the last, though all of them were multiple choice. The dreaded five-option multiple choice, of course.

An irritable buzzing sounded on his left. He glanced over and saw a Voltorb staring very hard at his paper, which was on a similar desk, though at ground level. His eyes, narrow, stared at the third question, electricity coursing around his body. Then, with a pop, a bolt singed one of the bubbles

To his right was a Gyarados, mouth closed in intense concentration, staring at a supersized version of the paper below him. His huge, serpentine form was pressed against the corner of the building so he wasn't in the way, and he was using his whiskers dipped in ink to answer the questions. He was on the fourth, it seemed.

The questions were changed around this year, so Owen couldn't just blaze through it like last time. He sighed against his pointer claw, maintaining a small ember at the tip. He scorched his answer into the sixth question. Despite there being thirty of them, they had a large tank of water at the very end of the room, slowly draining into the bottom portion. It was meant to last a thousand seconds—for some reason, Anam had a bit of an obsession with a thousand—but that wasn't nearly enough time to answer all of the questions. Every single one was tricky in some way. Policies intermingling, rare situations, but they all mattered. Equipment management, dealing with ferals morally, an outlaw with a hostage, survival tactics…

Before Owen knew it, the Scyther at the front of the room clicked. "Time's up!"

"Urgh…" Owen breathed, hissing inwardly, and churred at the four empty questions at the end. He turned his paper over and slid it forward for the assistant Grumpig to collect. Stealing a few glances around, he felt at least a bit more confident that he'd pass. The academics were always easy for him; it seemed that most of the other test-takers could only answer a little over half the questions in time.

Wait. Did he put his name on the—Yes. He did. He saw his name when Grumpig took his sheet. She even checked herself as part of the routine.

Owen sighed, standing up. That's one test down. Time for the fighting. With a quick walk outside—pressing against the wall when Gyarados stormed through, barely able to keep his sobs from becoming wails—Owen went across the dirt road and into the next building, wiping his feet on the grass just by the entrance.

Something went flying past Owen; he ducked just in time, feeling the cool sting of water brush against his scales.

"S-sorry!" a Dewott said, but then shrieked when a Shadow Ball slammed against his back. It exploded, sending him toppling forward in a crumpled, groaning heap.

"Don't get distracted." A Decidueye straightened his wings out, looking down at Dewott. "That will be all for the test. Please allow the next in line to fight. Your results will be recorded and presented to you alongside your academic score."

Dewott sniffled and stood up shakily. Off to the side, an Audino waved him down; once he was close enough, a healing wave of energy quickly patched up his small wounds.

Owen breathed slowly. He was going to be fighting James, was he? But he seemed a lot weaker than usual. As Anam's second-in-command, he could probably beat all of the Heart candidates at the same time.

Just next door, Owen heard the faded voice of James speaking to another set of candidates. "Substitute…" Owen mumbled. Curse his foggy memory; it was all coming back to him, now.

James was one of the best Substitute users around. It wasn't just some doll or some lookalike statue. It was the real deal, making an actual, weaker copy of himself with a part of his own aura. That was how James had described it, at least. He wasn't sure how he was able to do something so intricate that not even the books had records of it.

The fight after Dewott—it was a haughty Nidorino this time—didn't last much longer. He staggered to Audino for a heal, and Owen realized that he had left early compared to other groups. He was next.

"Charmander," James said, giving a nod. "Ah. Owen. Welcome again."

Owen grinned. "Hey, Decidueye James. Er—just like last year, right?"

"Yes. I hope you do well this time."

Owen suppressed a wince. Last time, he had been so nervous that he tripped over his feet and busted his snout before the battle even started. There had been blood everywhere…

"Yeah. I'll be fine." Owen raised his hands in front of his chest, balling them into fists. Fire blazing, he stepped into the makeshift arena within the sparring room—surrounded by a few observers, and nothing else but sturdy walls to withstand particularly intense battles. This would not be one of them, Owen was sure—particularly because it seemed like even as a Substitute, James was holding back.

"Ready?" James asked.

Owen's fire flashed a bright yellow. That was enough of an answer.

James brought his wings forward, forming a bow-like weave from his wing. An ethereal arrow appeared where his feathers touched the bow. James tugged backwards; the string of light stretched, arrow aimed for Owen's chest.

Owen reacted with a bubble of fire, though James deftly sidestepped. Owen's attack missed completely, not so much as a singe on his feathers, and James retaliated by firing his feathery arrow. Owen knew what a Spirit Shackle felt like and he'd rather not repeat it. He dove out of the way, the feather grazing the flame of his tail, and then rolled to his side. James was already preparing another arrow.

Owen's Fire Traps would be useless like this. James was too fast and too dangerous to get close to plant one nearby—that aside, he also had no time to set one up in the first place. He just had to wait for an opening. But how was he supposed to find an opening from the Thousand Hearts' second-in—

Owen didn't know his legs could send him so high into the air, but he almost made a flip over the ground to dodge another arrow. He landed on all fours, puffing. He had to get James off his guard. He only really knew one way to do that.

Bitter darkness welled up in Owen's throat. While James prepared another arrow, he spat a black, cloudy sphere toward him. James sidestepped it again, but that wasn't good enough. It burst into a thick cloud of smoke, enveloping James.

The Decidueye grunted, evaporating his arrow in favor of blowing away the smoke. Now was his chance! Owen rushed toward James, closing the gap, and stomped on the ground, channeling his Ember through his foot. Then, he jumped away, right when the smoke cleared.

Owen spewed a small plume of fire to taunt James. He couldn't do much after spending so much on the trap, but it had to be enough so James wasn't suspicious that he did nothing while he was blinded.

The heat scorched a few of his feathers, but that was all. He wordlessly readied another arrow; Owen retaliated with another blast of fire, this time veering it slightly to James' left. He sidestepped again—right onto the trap.

Fire erupted from below James, the Decidueye hooting once in surprise. Owen lunged with fire in his throat, spewing flames at the Substitute, but just then, he saw a ball of darkness in the heart of the fire.

Eyes wide, Owen had no time to think or block the attack. Instead, the Shadow Ball came straight at his chest, exploding on impact. The force sent Owen flying across the room in a spectacular spiral, ground and ceiling rapidly exchanging positions. He hit the floor three times, bouncing twice, and eventually stopped near the corner of the room.

Owen groaned, the world spinning around him. "I'm okay…"

But his fire burned happily. He landed a good hit on James, and historically, that was more than enough to pass. The Heal Pulse that washed over his body—he was starting to worry about how used to this he was getting—only added to his satisfaction.

By the time his senses returned, he saw a few Pokémon standing over him. James, a Delphox, and the uncannily familiar face of Axew Demitri.

"Oh, hey," Owen greeted. "Did I win?"

James straightened out the last of his feathers. "You didn't win, but you passed, if that's what you're wondering. You nearly broke this Substitute." He hooted again, inspecting one of his burned feathers as if it mattered. "I'm quite impressed, but I'm going to have to return myself to James so this Substitute can be replaced. Excuse me."

The Substitute dissolved in a cloud of black mist.

Delphox sighed, rubbing the back of his head. "You must have really startled James for him to do an attack like that on you," he said, pulling Owen up. "Still, you should've guarded that attack. Don't you know Protect?"

"I was trying to follow up with my Trap!"

"You got greedy," Delphox said. "Just remember that next time you fight someone that completely outmatches you."

Owen grumbled, breathing flames into his hands. This was going to be at least another session or two of meditating. Still, Delphox had a point. "Oh—er, Demitri." Speaking to someone more his level was a bit more reassuring. "Guess I did pretty well here and in the exam portion, huh?"

The Axew nodded twice, clutching at his tusks excitedly. "Yeah, good job!" Demitri said. "So, you're going to get into the preliminaries! That's nice, right? That's gonna happen later in the afternoon, y'know. And then, after that—uh, if it goes the same way as last time—you'll find out in the evening if you're in or not. Fast!"

"Yeah… Yeah!" Owen's eyes were almost as luminous as his fire. "That's right! This is my shot!"

"We don't have any urgent missions to take care of," Demitri said, "so we'll be there to cheer you on when you take them!"

The Charmander nodded, his flame brighter than ever. Even if he was a bit careless in a fight against someone as strong as James, he would be able to prove himself in the mock-mission. Then they'd see—after that, he'll finally be a full-fledged Heart.

Owen took a short breath to gather his thoughts. As excited as he was about the exams, he still had some time to kill. The lingering thoughts of the orb in Rhys' bag returned to him.

"Hey," Owen said to Demitri. "Where's Rhys? I want to talk to him again."






5. Strange Meditation


Chapter 4 – Strange Meditation

Owen forced himself to settle down for lunch. He didn't know if his heart was racing or sluggish. It was a strange mixture of beating quickly, and then slowing down to rhythmic, loud booms. The excitement killed his appetite, like his stomach was already satiated with his hopes, dreams, fears, and anxieties, but he knew he had to force something down for the mission portion of the exams.

He was sitting at Ludicolo Café, lined with bright brown walls and large, green tables that resembled a Ludicolo's hat. Ludicolo himself was dancing along the aisles, serving drinks, along with other assistant waiters and waitresses. The exams were a bit of a spectacle for the average citizen, and the activity was a strain on the staff. Owen hoped they got paid extra for this day.

He was downing a simple sandwich and an apple smoothie. He spotted Lucario Rhys entering the café with the trio. Good, they got him.

"Hey!" Owen called, waving. His tail blazed a bit brighter with joy. There was something that warmed his heart about seeing those four, no matter the circumstance.

"Hey, where's yer folks?" Gahi asked. "Y'know, the ones at that place Rhys brought yeh."

"Oh, they have to stay inside and do their own work and stuff," Owen said. "They knew I'd be doing all these qualifiers, but…"

"I'm sure they'll be very proud," Rhys said, nodding.

Owen eyed the bag around his neck. It was glowing again.

"Well, go on," Rhys told the three. "Get your food. You skipped breakfast, after all."

"Meh," the Trapinch grumbled, wobbling forward first.

Owen watched them get in line, but then turned to Rhys. "You aren't eating?"

"There is no need for now. I will have lunch later."

"How come they skipped breakfast?"

"They weren't going on a mission, so I used that as punishment." The Lucario grunted. "They would have a big lunch to compensate. They were trying to touch some of my treasures again."

"You mean that orb in your bag?"

No reply; Rhys only held the strap a bit tighter.

"It's kinda glowing again, isn't it?" Owen tilted his head. He leaned forward to get a better look, but Rhys placed a paw over it. "I think that pink mist I saw earlier came from that bag. Do you think it wants me to touch—"

"You simply shouldn't," Rhys said curtly. "It would be very bad if you touched it here."

Owen watched Rhys carefully. "Do you know what that mist was? Or who?"

"I cannot be certain," Rhys lied, and Owen knew that much.

"Can I at least see it?"

"You may not."

"Is it too strong for normal Po—" Someone tapped on his shoulder. "H-hey! Nevren!"

"I was looking for you!" The Alakazam gave a cheerful little bow. "I wanted to congratulate you on your successful battle against James, much better than any other Charmander on record. Though, I should probably mark it down as an outlier in the logs. After all, you're a late-evolver, as you call it, hm?"

Owen began with a babble. "Yeah. I did well enough that James had to refresh his Substitute. But it was still not that good—I hope I'm not getting weaker from taking easy assignments or something. I've been feeling a little off lately, actually."

Rhys glanced at Nevren, but then at Owen. "Indeed, you're quite strong for a Charmander."

"It isn't as if Trapinch, Axew, and Chikorita normally do that well, either," Nevren noted. "And yes, it's quite strong, but it's still weak in the grand scheme of the Hearts. Still, he has the benefits of my Eviolite that I gave him," Nevren said. "Though, during the exams, you will have to go without it."

"Aw, I'll do fine." Owen waved his claws dismissively. "That Aerodactyl was a fluke."

"Ahh, Aerodactyl, yes," Nevren said. "He was quite strong, wasn't he? I imagine if he cooperated, his performance at the test you took would be quite substantial." He nodded. "Ahh, Rhys. And how are you doing?"

"Just fine, Nevren."

Owen sensed, for the briefest of moments, a thickness in the atmosphere. Muscles on Rhys in particular felt tense, and Nevren was standing still for a longer period of time than usual. Owen rubbed his head—his awareness of the bodies nearby was starting to get to him in such a crowded place. He wished he could turn it off.

"Back!" Gahi said, hauling his head onto the table; on top of Gahi was his plate, which slid onto the table. Demitri and Mispy took their seats next, carrying their plates in a much more normal fashion, with Mispy using her vines.

"D'you like this café, Owen?" Demitri asked.

"It's good for something quick, and the smoothies! Perfect! I visit here all the time."

Nevren eyed the four of them slowly. "Well! You seem to have these trainees in order, Rhys. Will you be overseeing them?"

"Y-yes," Rhys said. "I will, though Owen has elsewhere to be than my home."

"Ahh, that's true," Nevren said. "Though, I suspect you may want to mentor him. Is that right?"

There it was again. Owen was sure of it this time. Tension. He felt an atmosphere of irritation, the flicking of Rhys' tail, the bristling of fur. Or perhaps there was something more. What was it? From Rhys? Or Nevren?

"Yes," Rhys said. "I think I will."

Owen stopped focusing on the atmosphere and realized the words being said. "Wait—Rhys, you're gonna be my mentor?"

"If you pass."

"I'm gonna get Rhys as a mentor! Y-yes! Yes!" Owen stood up. Forget the creeping dread—he was about to get trained by an Elite! He sprinted off; all that was left behind of him was a stray ember from his tail.

Demitri jumped in surprise. "Wh-where're you going?!"

"Exams!"

Demitri stared, but then looked back at Owen's plate. "He left a bit of his sandwich," he mourned.

One of Mispy's vines greedily wrapped around the remains.


There was a long line for the exams. Due to the irregular sizes of everybody waiting in the queue, there was no telling how many were actually there. Between the Rhydon immediately behind him and the squad of Eevee evolutions in front of him, it could have been anywhere between five and fifteen Pokémon ahead. Despite this, when Owen stepped in line, it became even longer behind him.

"Talk about lucky." He leaned to the side to get a better look at what the exams were like. Last year, they were mock-Dungeon explorations. It seemed to be the same case this time around. Owen was first able to register his ID, and afterward, waited with the other Pokémon agonizingly for his name to be called—one way or the other—to go into testing. All the times before, he had been rejected. He wasn't sure why. He did well in the academic and sparring portions, to the best of his memory. But there were just so many other candidates that were better, he figured. But despite the pit in his stomach from the past days, he had a good feeling about today. This was going to be better. It had to be. Right?

It looked like candidates were heading into different Waypoints with established Hearts. Owen recognized most of the tiles as connections to weaker Dungeons that he'd be able to easily beat. If the test was to just get past those—this would be easy! He also noticed Anam standing in the back, watching every Heart get assigned. James was reading from a list, showing it to Anam every time. Every so often, Anam shook his head, and James seemingly skipped that line. How odd. Did Anam have final say? Once a name was given approval, James passed the word to the announcer. Owen's heart picked up the pace. Did his name just get skipped? Was that it?

Three more Pokémon were called in, and Owen shuffled aside to let them through. He spotted Nevren walking past them; the Alakazam glanced at him, and then flashed a small smile. He then spoke quietly to the Pokémon at the front, managing the candidates, and then walked away.

James showed Anam the list again, and this time, he was staring at it for a long time. So long, in fact, that Owen and the others in the group wondered what the holdup was. Anam mumbled something to James, and James mumbled something back. Nevren stepped over and checked who was on the list. He tapped Anam on the shoulder—a trail of slime connected his finger to Anam thereafter—and said something else.

C'mon, body, why can't you zero in on what they're saying? Owen complained, but the crowd around him distracted both his ears and whatever other strange sense he had. There was no body language for him to detect from so far away.

And then, finally, Golem spoke again. "Next! Charmander-1!"

Wait. He was called? He was called! He made it into the practical exam! "Y-yes!"

The crowd waited anxiously for two more names to be called.

"Oh, sorry, everyone. Nevren wants to personally test Owen alone," Golem said, "since he is such an exceptional case with his test results."

Why did he have to phrase it like that? Owen shrank down. "S-sorry…" He didn't need to look back to feel the envious glares. "How come I'm exceptional? Oh, because I'm a late-evolver and stuff?"

"Yeah. For a Charmander, at least. You sure you didn't eat an Everstone or something?"

"No! I'll totally evolve soon! So much for being a kid, huh?" Owen remembered this Golem from before. Still, he figured he should stop letting his size dictate his behavior. If he kept getting insecure about his size and stature, maybe he did deserve to be called a kid.

The Alakazam approached, his mustache grand as ever. "Good to see you, Owen. It's about time that we leave for your test. Please, come with me."


Eternal Whistler Cave was on the northern peaks, with ancient, black mountains carved by a constant, shredding wind. The cave itself was a structure that went in a winding path from one side of the mountain to the other; the cold air blew through this labyrinthine passageway constantly. The result was a noise of wind running through the cave, like a deep whistle or moan of some great titan. The easy way through the cave was to follow the wind, which blew from the south toward the north; the difficult way was against it. Apparently, a very small distortion existed here, leading to a small, junior-level Dungeon that was even less threatening than the one where he had encountered Aerodactyl.

Aside from the atmosphere itself, that is. The ocean was behind them; sheer cliffs threatened to plunge Owen to his death if he took a single misstep. And, in fact, he had nearly done so quite a few times. He imagined using his Badge as an emergency warp-away would be an automatic failure for this test. Still, it wasn't the fall that frightened him the most, or the constant wind. Even with his Fiery attributes, the combination of the altitude, the wind, and the cold made for a challenge that no wild Pokémon could pose.

"S-so… c-cold…!" Owen's teeth chattered, his hot blood becoming an uncomfortable lukewarm beneath his skin.

"Keep it up, Owen! The caves will be quite windy."

"Y-you don't s-say?"

Owen wasn't sure what was more irritating: the fact that he, a Fire Type, was so weak that he was starting to feel cold in this extreme atmosphere, or the fact that Nevren was, as he always has been, calm and unflinching against the same weather. Waves crashed on the rocks far below. Owen decided long ago not to look down. If he fell, the descent would last at least ten seconds, at least. He didn't want to find out what would kill him first—the cold of the water, or the force of the impact.

The black mountain's rocks were worn down from constant erosion. There were very few loose ones; only the biggest, densest boulders could withstand the constant force. Owen felt like one of the small rocks. He had to lean his body forward just to advance, and a single misstep—he'd tumble backwards and off the mountain for sure. His flame, half its usual size, cried for shelter.

Owen's bag was securely fastened around his neck, pushed so strongly by the wind that the strap left an imprint on the scales of his chest. If he stayed in this sort of wind any longer, it'd surely fuse into his body completely. He squinted through the gusts and followed Nevren into the cave. As promised, it was even windier than before. "Oh, come on!" Owen screamed over the wind.

"We're almost there!" Nevren said cheerfully.

The walk took a bit longer until, finally, Nevren made an odd turn into an alcove. There, when Owen entered, the wind became much weaker. It was just a room with a rocky wall, but the tunnel ended abruptly in a dead end.

"Wh—huh?" Owen built up the courage to open his eyes.

"This is an offshoot from the main path," Nevren said. "The wind has nowhere to continue through. It will be weaker here. An ideal spot to meditate, don't you think? Before we enter the Dungeon proper."

"Oh—yeah! Did I mention that I meditate to you? I must've forgotten." Owen's body relaxed, his flame finally having some reprieve from the bitter gusts. "It really helps me to clear my head. Sometimes I can even get to think up new fighting techniques, y'know?"

Nevren nodded. "I'll give you an opportunity to do that before we have our true Dungeon exploration."

"Okay, sure!" Owen found a nice spot near the right side of the offshoot and sat down. There, he closed his eyes, trying his best to meditate. Now that the wind wasn't constantly battering him, the general cold was much more tolerable, the natural heat of his body more than making up for it. Breathe in, breathe out. In a strange way, the chill was calming.

"…Say, Nevren."

"Hmm?" Nevren was settled on the opposite side of the offshoot.

"You're a Psychic Type, right? So, does that mean you're sorta more in tune with the mind?"

"Well, yes, though I would say the stereotype is a bit exaggerated."

"That's good, um," Owen said, but then paused to consider how to phrase it, "because I think I'm crazy. I don't want to—to make you worried or anything, but sometimes I just get this feeling that I've done something before. This stuff, right now? This feels new. But, like, talking to Rhys, and his students, feels like I'm having the same conversation all over again."

"Ah, how strange," Nevren said. "But I do not think you are crazy. Perhaps you are just excited."

"Excited," Owen repeated. "And what about if…" Owen wondered if he should mention the pink mist. "Uh… never mind. I'm probably just sleep-deprived. I was so excited for today that I only slept for, maybe, a blink's worth of time, y'know?"

"Ah. Well. What better way to freshen the mind than to meditate?"

"Yeah, okay." The chilled Charmander closed his eyes and steadied his breath. Clear my mind. Just listen to the world, he thought to himself, and then attempted to think no longer.

The whistling of the wind was all that filled his head. He was well-versed in this sort of meditation, and he was able to slip into the state very easily, only vaguely aware of the world around him. Owen's thoughts became deeply inward, envisioning himself standing in a void. His body no longer moved—only his inner body, like his aura, in his thoughts, in this void. He went into a battle stance in this void, blasting plumes of fire in the dark. They became Flamethrowers shortly after. He stomped on the ground, leaving Fire Traps behind. Shadowy creatures, envisioned dummies, chased him to put the traps to use, but Owen defeated them easily. They evaporated in a black fog, much like the ominous shadows that James became.

Owen was surrounded. He blasted the dummies ahead of him with flames, clearing the way, and stomped on the ground for the dummies behind him. Then, he ran ahead. His form grew. It reddened and became taller; his flame became hotter. A horn emerged from the back of his head. The Charmeleon in the void spun around and scorched the dummies. He crouched forward, and his back expanded; the outer layer of his scales and skin split open, forming wings; the single horn split as well, becoming two on either side of the back of his head.

Yes! Oh, the feeling, this was what he wanted, what he always imagined. Charizard! To fly through the sky, scorching his foes below. More, higher, stronger—keep fighting! Don't let the fire go out! It was a surreal mixture of elation and serenity. A fantasy that calmed his aura. Slowly, his Charizard aura touched upon the ground, and the flames died down. Calm, calm. Keep it all calm. Burn slowly. Crackle, crackle….

In the real world, Owen abruptly jumped to his right. "Ngh—what?" His body had moved on its own, as if he'd sensed something. He looked at where he once was; the rocks were severely warped into oblong shapes by a strange force. He stared ahead and saw Nevren, who was staring back with a blank, emotionless expression.

"A-Alakazam Nevr—"

Nevren's eyes glowed bright, and Owen knew to dodge again. The rocks behind him twisted in the same way.

"What're you doing?!"

The rocks kept twisting around him; he had to keep moving. Nevren held his arm forward; electricity crackled from his spoon. This time, it was too fast. A horrible pain rushed through Owen's body; his legs refused to listen to any command. And then, he felt another pain—a twisting, indirect, dull, but incredible sensation of pressure across his entire body, like a giant hand twisting him into a spiral.

Owen screamed and shook. He could move again. He fell on his knees, coughing; everything hurt. Everything felt broken. He tried to take a breath, but something there wasn't working, too.

Nevren stared at Owen. His eyes glowed.

He was going to kill him. Right here, Nevren was trying to kill him. That could be the only explanation. Owen's mind switched immediately to survival, as if he was fighting a hostile outlaw, but there wasn't much he could do. His body was already broken. He didn't have time to reach into his bag for any assistance. Was this it? Why? Nevren, what was he doing?

Confusion washed into fear—and then—just as quickly, it washed into something primal. A roar of madness echoed in Owen's mind.

A burning flame in Owen's chest seared his insides; his vision felt red. The pain vanished. His body moved. It broke more from it, but without pain to stop him, he kept moving.

He dodged the Psychic attack and rushed at Nevren. He jumped—the little Charmander was now at Nevren's height in the air, in for a full collision. He opened his mouth; his fangs were red-hot, and he was in a direct course for Nevren's neck, but the Alakazam weaved to the right. Owen spun his head and blasted Nevren's face with fire. Nevren grunted and Owen landed. He landed oddly on his foot, spraining it or worse, but it didn't matter. He spun and flung himself toward Nevren again.

Nevren couldn't dodge this one. Owen wrapped his arms around Nevren, getting as strong a hold as he could; in a split-second, his teeth sank into Nevren's neck. Owen didn't hold back. His jaw clenched as hard as it could, until his jaws met—

"Ng—uff—!" Owen opened his eyes with a jolt.

The Charmander was on the ground, legs crossed. He was in the right side of the room. Nevren was still sitting where he had been when he started meditating. The only sound was the wind whistling. The rocks in the alcove were normal and untwisted. His body felt just fine. Relaxed, even, like it usually did after a meditation session.

"Hm?" Nevren asked. "Is something the matter? You weren't meditating for long."

"I… I…" Owen rubbed his head. "I think the altitude is getting to me, Nevren. I don't think I can meditate here. I'm used to doing it underground, y'know?"

"Ah," Nevren said. "I see. Well, there's no use in trying further if the environment isn't ideal. Why don't we simply advance through the Dungeon normally?"

Owen stood up, dusting himself off. Just in case, he checked his body for any possible injuries, but there weren't any. Perhaps he really was crazy.


It was easy. The Dungeon was filled with small Rock Pokémon like Geodude and Shieldon, yes, but Owen wasn't afraid of them. He could tell that they were weak. Unlike the Aerodactyl, which was hard to get close to, Owen could easily approach these slow-moving wilds and dispatch them with a single swipe of hardened claws. This Dungeon was in a rough area in terms of its environment, but the Pokémon themselves were less than formidable. For that, he was thankful—as the wind was still relentless. Nevren had a barrier up ahead of them to ward off most of the atmospheric onslaught.

The cave itself had the same general layout that Dungeons were known for. Corridors connected small rooms, this time made from the black rocks that had been carved by the cold winds. Within the cave, small pieces of sediment constantly chipped off of the walls, forcing Owen to walk with his eyes partially shut for fear of getting bits of mountain dust in them. Despite the barrier, Owen's body shivered at every step. It was like walking on frost, yet the dry winds from the south didn't allow for much ice to form.

But other thoughts distracted Owen from most of the harsh elements of the cave. He dwelled on the strange dream he had. After his last experience with dreams, he was growing paranoid at what was real and what was a trick of the mind's faults.

"N-Nevren?" Owen asked, nearing the final segment of the Dungeon. "When you meditate, do you get weird dreams?"

"Hm? No, not that I'm aware," Nevren said. "Is that what happened? You seem quite shaken."

"Yeah," Owen said, deciding not to comment that his current shaking was due to the cold. "At first it was normal. I was just fighting in a big, black room, kinda. I mean, not a room, since there weren't any walls, but that's how it usually goes. But then, suddenly I felt like," Owen hesitated, "you were gonna attack me. And you were! I mean, in my dream. And then… and then I think I went crazy. I started to see red, and I stopped feeling pain from all your super strong attacks, um, and then," another pause, "I don't think I remember what happened after that."

"Hmm. That's a very vivid dream."

"Yeah," Owen said. "I think I shouldn't try to do that on high mountains. O-or cold ones."

"Well, regardless of that," Nevren said, "I'm quite confident in your abilities. I will be giving you a very positive review to James regarding your performance. I can almost guarantee your acceptance into the Thousand Hearts."

"W-wait—really?!" Owen asked. A sneaky Geodude threw a rock at Owen, hitting him in the back. Between Nevren's barrier and how weak the Pokémon here were, he didn't feel the need to acknowledge it. Seeing this, the Geodude hastily crawled away.

"Of course!" Nevren said. "This is one of the designated testing Dungeons. If a recruit can pass it without assistance, and shows little signs of struggle, then it means you are ready to be part of the first tier of the Thousand Hearts. You may think of yourself as unskilled—" he shook his head, "—but in reality, few non-wild Pokémon get this strong or adept at fighting to handle such a task without trouble. Most only train themselves until they can reach the final stage of their species' evolutions."

It made sense to Owen. He didn't know how long he had been training for this moment. He had taken on more moderately difficult Dungeons in preparation for the exams. "So, I've just been training for so long, that my normal is most others' abnormal?" He carefully stepped over a small crevice; Nevren had barely noticed it, but Owen's shorter stature made it a conscious effort to avoid falling in.

"Yes, precisely!" Nevren said, chuckling. "You're quite abnormal indeed, Owen."

"Aw, shucks!" Owen laughed. A volley of rocks grazed the top of his scaly scalp.

A gutsy Carbink threw a rock at Nevren from behind. A barrier blocked the attack, nullifying it completely.

"These guys are persistent," Owen said.

"They're merely territorial," Nevren said. "Well! Let's finish this Dungeon. You can wait for the promotion announcements in the evening. Perhaps with your friends? Team Alloy? I quite like that name."

"Totally." But then, a thought occurred to him. "Abnormal…"

"Hm? What was that, Owen?"

"Uh, Nevren? I think I overheard someone after the Ceremony talking about some kind of… mutant Pokémon being spotted. You said you'd take care of it. What was that?"

"Ahh, that was nothing to be concerned with. Pokémon tend to be a bit jumpy about the wild Pokémon in abnormal places, thinking they're mutants. Sometimes they just happen to wander. I helped relocate the… creature to its proper place, and all was well."

"Oh! That's kinda cool. So, are those missions usually reserved for Elites?"

"Actually, Rhys and I reserve those sightings for ourselves, as we're specifically trained with 'abnormal Pokémon relocation,' so to speak."

"Oh, wow! That's so cool!" Owen said. Still, it was odd that there were strange Pokémon to begin with. Where did they come from?

"In any case," Nevren said, pointing at the final distortion of light, "let us return home."


After completing the Dungeon and parting ways with Nevren, he spotted Gahi returning from his squad of potential recruits near the Heart headquarters. Owen ran over. "Gahi! How'd it go?"

"Went fine. Gonna go and give my report ter James first, and I'll be right back, eh?"

"Sure."

Fast as always, Gahi didn't take long to head back out.

"So," Owen said, "how'd those recruits do? The ones you handled?"

"Feh, they ain't ready." He clicked his jaws. "Figure yeh passed, though?"

"Nevren said that he was gonna give me a review brighter than my tail, so I hope so!"

"Heh." Gahi's eyes glinted with amusement. "Well ain't that something. Maybe we can form a team o' four, go exploring. Three's a good number that most recommend, but eh, four ain't beyond us and what a Badge can handle, even if we gotta rescue a few folks along the way."

Owen nodded. "Yeah. But I don't think I'm gonna go to that Dungeon again. I tried to meditate there, and I think I got a low-air dream or something, because…" His attention was caught by a passing conversation.

" . . . Strange, isn't it?"

"Creepy, more like!"

"They should've investigated."

"No way! That wasn't part of the mission!"

Owen cleared his throat. "Um—what was creepy?"

"Y'didn't hear?" Gahi asked.

"What?"

"One o' the teams that went out headed ter Calm Water Lake." Gahi jerked his massive head in the direction of the Waypoint rows. "Around the third section, there was an eerie glow from the walls. A recruit got lost on the path, took a wrong turn, I dunno."

"A weird glow?" Owen asked, flame growing just slightly in height. "Was the group the one with Rhys?"

Gahi shook his head. "Nope. Rhys handled some other team. They're gonna send someone in ter investigate. Pro'ly gonna see the mission go up soon." Gahi glanced at Owen. The Charmander didn't even have an opportunity to ask: Gahi asked for him. "Wanna go?"

Was it the same sort of glow? That orb? But Rhys didn't go with them, so it couldn't be from his weird, green orb. But there was a cold pit in his stomach when he thought about it. That must have been the thought of going to a watery Dungeon. Still, his curiosity trumped his Type, and he agreed.

"Sure. But we have to be back before sunset! Let's get Demitri and Mispy."






6. Mystic Glow


Chapter 5 – Mystic Glow

Watery Dungeons simultaneously fascinated and unnerved Owen. Due to his nature, they would be perhaps the last sort of Dungeon that he'd want to explore. Not only would getting his tail doused be perhaps the most excruciating pain imaginable—aside from being impaled—the terrain also made his Fire Traps useless. Calm Water Lake was no exception.

The lake—a clear, blue expanse surrounded by yellow-green grass—disappeared the moment they passed through the distortion. It was replaced by blue, rocky walls made from amalgamated sand, rough and perpetually damp to the touch. The ground was covered in a thin layer of water that went just past Owen's tiny ankles. This was a challenge for Gahi, who was even lower to the ground. His massive, orange head was constantly tilted upward to prevent his lower jaw from dipping underwater.

"Calm Water Lake is kinda boring." Owen had his hands behind his head, staring at the wispy clouds. Despite how much he didn't like the Dungeon itself, it was still better than the cave before. "Hey, do we have any warps left?"

"I do," Demitri said. "Mispy used her Badge to get our group back, but mine still has a charge left for the day. Once we're done exploring this Dungeon, we'll head right back to Kilo."

"Yeah. I hope it goes by soon," Owen said. "I'm sick of walking through water. Nothing's happening." He had been hoping to find mysterious, pink mist to lead the way. Nothing of the sort was around.

"I mean, it's called Calm Water Lake," Demitri said. "Isn't that kinda what you'd expect? Even its title is boring."

"All of the wild Pokémon are asleep. They won't even bother with you unless you aggravate them first. Where's the fun in that?" Owen blinked. That was an odd comment from himself. Was he getting antsy again? Did he skip his meditation this morning? The one in Eternal Whistler didn't count. Not after that dream.

"I know what y'mean," Gahi said. "I don't wanna go ter this place either, 'cause the wilds're all weak."

"All this teaching hasn't given me a good fight the whole day," Demitri said.

Mispy sighed deeply. Her leaf bobbed and brushed against Demitri's tusk.

"You guys like to battle a bunch, too, huh?" Owen said. Such an attitude was incredibly rare among bystander and civilian Pokémon. There was no need to fight, usually. Some Pokémon went their entire lives not evolving simply because their auras never became efficient enough to trigger it. Most only trained enough to evolve and simply stopped after that.

That was just another layer of kinship he felt with these three. Fellow battle-hearts!

"I know what that's like," Owen continued. "If I don't get a good fight in for the day, I can't sleep at night. I'm all restless! And I need to fight something! My parents gave me a rock that I can beat up if I ever get like that. But if that isn't enough, I need to meditate and stuff."

"Baah," Gahi shook his head. "Don't even say the word. I hate when Rhys makes us do that."

"It calms the mind, though." Demitri rubbed his tusks, finding a little nick to scrape dirt off. "And we know it makes our attacks more efficient, so it isn't all bad!"

"Tune the aura," Mispy said.

"Ha, it's like we get the same lectures!" Owen said. "I wonder if my parents and Rhys went to the same classes."

"Feh, wouldn't doubt it." Gahi fell into a dip in the watery ground, struggling and gurgling in the sudden increase in water. Mispy fished him out, placing him a few paces ahead. "Bah, stupid water… Say, how come we never saw yer parents, anyway? Figure they'd've supported you fer the Ceremony, at least."

"I think they're busy at home," Owen said dismissively, though his tail dimmed. "My parents have been really hesitant about going out lately. I'm not really sure why. I hope they aren't afraid of the light or something."

An entire segment of the Dungeon passed in complete silence. It didn't feel awkward to Owen. In fact, it was serene. For perhaps the first time all day, his heart was at ease, traveling with these three like old friends. Without realizing it, a dumb, subtle smile grew on Owen's face.

"Y'know, that thing y'mentioned," Gahi suddenly said. "About us seeming familiar? I'm starting ter feel it, too."

"Huh?" Owen asked.

Demitri tapped his claws against his scales. "Yeah, I'm with Gahi, for once."

"Mm." Mispy nodded.

Owen stared. "Yeah… it's weird. But, I don't know why, either. You guys?"

They all shook their head.

Owen shrugged. "I decided that I should just stop dwelling on it. Maybe we'll figure it out later. Oh, right. Are we at…?" He pulled the mission statement from his bag, and then at his surroundings. They said section three.

"This way," Mispy said, suddenly turning. She walked with purpose, but it didn't appear to be in a particularly interesting direction.

"How come?" Owen asked, running after her.

"Mispy can see auras, too, just like Rhys," Gahi said. "That's why she thinks ghosts are everywhere. I think her senses are just outta whack."

Mispy puffed her cheeks; a vine threatened to bludgeon Gahi, but she restrained herself.

"A Chikorita? How?" Owen asked. "Does she secretly have aura sensors, too?" Owen knew that Gahi was particularly fast for his species, too. Demitri was an Axew, and they were historically strong… but those strikes he dealt to Aerodactyl were something else. Did Rhys recruit them because they were particularly talented?

"I dunno. Maybe it's in her leaf," Demitri said. "It's pretty cool. I don't know how it works. But it's helped us a lot when we have to chase down clever outlaws. And now, uh, Mispy? What d'you see?"

"Weird," Mispy mumbled.

"She sees a weird aura," Demitri translated. "I guess it's a good lead for—oh. Uh, Mispy? I don't think we need an aura sensor for the rest of this."

There was a wall ahead, to their right, that looked like it was easy to break. A dim light shined from the inside, going through the tiny cracks that made this part of the wall more obvious.

Owen nodded, readying his claws. "Just give me a second to reset my aura for Metal Cl—"

"I can do this," Demitri said to the others.

The Axew backed up and steeled himself, tensing his muscles. He ran forward, slamming his head on the wall; it easily collapsed, falling around him.

"D-Demitri!" Owen said.

"I'm okay!" Demitri called back, climbing out of the rocks; he had a few scratches—as well as a bad wound on his head—but he was conscious.

"Don't do that!" Owen said; Mispy was already healing him with waves of light. "Next time, let me do it! Metal Claw would've done the same thing."

"Feh, he's an idiot." Gahi wobbled ahead of them and over the rubble.

They all looked inside. The walls of the cavern beyond the false wall glowed dimly; it reminded Owen of the mushrooms in Hotspot Cave. And, of course, the orb that Rhys possessed. He took the lead, and the rest followed. The passageway was only a few paces wide—and those were tiny paces, considering the size of their bodies. Every sound echoed endlessly.

Not more than twenty paces in, Gahi remarked, "This place is giving me the creeps. Think there're Ghost Types wandering around?"

Demitri shuddered. "H-hopefully n-not." He looked at the walls uneasily. Mispy wrapped a vine around his torso, squeezing him just slightly. He loosened in response. "I don't think so, but this weird glow is what I'm kinda worried about. It's the same as the glow in Rhys' place, y'know, that weird orb?"

"Yeah," Owen said. "You mean that thing he brought with him to the ceremony, right?"

"Yeah, that one," Demitri said. "Think it's related?"

"Maybe," Owen said, "but a lot of things glow. There are these mushrooms in my home, um, I can't say where, but at my home, they glow kinda like this. So, it could just be, like, moss, or a tiny fungus or mold that grows on the rocks." Owen wanted to believe it was actually related, but he didn't want to get his hopes up. The past few days have been filled with confusing disappointments.

Go back… go back!

Turn away… leave!

All four explorers stopped walking. Demitri's knees knocked against one another. Gahi churred a rapid, growling noise. The little buds on Mispy's neck started to glow.

Mispy closed her eyes. "I see… something."

Owen noticed a pulsing light in the bottom corner of his eye. It came from his bag. "Uh, why is my Badge blinking?"

"What?" Demitri checked his; it, too, was blinking. "Oh, that's… that means we just completed a Dungeon."

"What?"

"We aren't in a Dungeon anymore," Demitri said. "This cave ahead of us isn't part of Calm Water Lake's Dungeon. Which means—" He glanced around uneasily. "—if we get hurt here, or worse, we won't be warped out. They might just keep attacking us, or…!"

Owen gulped. "M-maybe we should go back."

"What, and miss a real fight?" Gahi asked, stomping his tiny foot on the ground. "Let's feel it out!"

"I do want a fight," Demitri mumbled, unconsciously sharpening his left tusk with his claws. "But this could be dangerous."

"Mmn." Mispy seemed unsure, but she advanced. The others followed her lead.

Leave, leave!

Or become one of us!

Demitri let out a squeaking noise that defied his Dragon pride. Mispy had to prod him on the back to keep him walking.

"Okay, enough whispering!" Gahi said. "Just show yerself and get it over with!"

Surprisingly, they complied. Ahead of them, right where the glowing cave had a turn to the right, a creature rose from the ground. Houndour. But the colors were a bit odd—instead of the usual orange-red on black, it was ocean-blue on black.

"Heh, Houndour, eh?" Gahi said, wobbling forward. "Y'look weird, but I'll take yeh on!"

Owen's fire grew a bit. "Uh, Gahi, I dunno if—"

Gahi dashed in an orange blur, wiggling his head and jaws; mud formed in the back of his throat, ready to fling. The Houndour opened its mouth and fired a concentrated jet of—water directly at Gahi. Surprised by the blast, Gahi jumped out of the way, hitting the wall next to him. While successful in avoiding the water, he sustained a small blow to his side from the rocks. "Kr—beh! What's that supposed ter be?! What kinda game're you playing?!"

Gahi threw some of his mud at the Houndour; Mispy, whose buds were glowing bright, fired an intense beam of light at the Houndour next.

"W-wait! Mispy!" Demitri said, but it was too late.

The Houndour was completely incinerated; in its place was a small ember that floated in the air. It vaguely resembled Owen's tail flame, only cyan like Rhys' aura energy. It fled into the wall.

"Mispy, that's too much!" Demitri said. "You just obliterated some poor—"

"It's a ghost," Mispy said.

"What?"

Whispers filled the air. It was impossible to tell where it was coming from, or how many were even whispering. Multiple. That's all they knew. And, perhaps, from everywhere.

"Why is there a Water Houndoom here? How does that even work? A gh-ghost that's a Water Houndoom?" Owen squeaked the last part, taking a worried step back. He bumped into Demitri, who was practically a statue.

Three blue-themed Pokémon—even if they weren't supposed to be blue—rose from the ground. A Nincada, Morelull, and Venipede, rippling like a lake. They all advanced forward, Watery techniques ready. Owen, realizing that there was too much risk involved, with perhaps tens or more others like them ready to close in, shouted to the others, "Let's go back!"

This time, they agreed. Demitri grabbed their Badge and held it in the air; thankfully, now that they were outside of the strange effects of a Dungeon, they could use it to warp back to Kilo Village without the Dungeon interfering. Still, it needed a few seconds to gather its charge. The ghosts fired another set of water jets at them—Owen countered with a plume of fire, hoping to soften the blasts. Mispy shot her vines forward and blocked the rest. That bought them just enough time. In a flash of light, they were gone.


They wanted to tell Rhys about what they found before reporting back, but they also realized upon returning that it was close to the evening. Clouds painted the orange sky with lumpy, purple blotches.

"Oh, Mew, we almost didn't make it!" Demitri said. "Look! That crowd!"

"Wait, so do we report first, or—"

"No time!" Demitri took heavy steps forward, his speed betraying his mental fatigue. "C'mon, Owen! You go ahead to the front! You're probably gonna get accepted!"

The ceremony was a rush and then a wait. Owen took the long way around when the immediate path required traversing around a Muk, and instead settled for weaving between the legs of an antsy Rapidash mother waiting for her son's results. He scrambled between Pokémon tall and small, apologizing to each one, until he spotted a Decidueye.

"There you are," James said, green-and-brown feathers puffed out. Under his glare, Owen shrank to nearly three quarters of his height. "I imagine you just became aware of the results. Stand there, please."

Owen stood at the front row, to the far right, with his eyes fixed on the ground. After gathering enough courage, he leaned forward and counted off the Pokémon to his left. There were fifteen others here, but more importantly, they were all candidates that were practically beaming. He really did make it in! After countless applications—Owen couldn't even remember how many times he'd tried—he was here, standing in the front row!

"Ahem," James began, "Goodra Anam is currently occupied with… processing the retiring Hearts. In his place, I would like to make official the advancement of these sixteen Provisionary Hearts into the fold of Entry-Level Hearts. To commemorate this, they will relinquish their Provisionary Badges, and in return be given their official Thousand Hearts Badge. I shall begin from the leftmost member." James walked away from Owen. His tail lowered at the realization that he was the last to arrive. Talk about a first impression.

Owen took the wait as an opportunity to size up the other fifteen members. Nervous shuffling, eyes filled with more ambition than their bodies could handle. They were all weak. He could feel it. What was he doing, taking so long to just enter, if he was already breezing past the easiest Dungeons? Owen refused to accept anything but the idea that it was a mistake—an oversight. "Hmph, well, I'll show them…"

Each Pokémon gave up their Badge in exchange for an official one, all the way up to Owen. It was right there. The gravity of the ceremony hit him just then. He was going to do it! Become a Heart! And yet, before James could give him the Badge, before he'd truly become a member of this grand, worldwide organization—

"Waaaaaiiiiit!"

All eyes turned to the main building. Anam was running out as fast as he could. A trail of purplish, transparent slime littered the ground behind him.

"Am I late?!"

"Yes," James replied. "I have already started the ceremony. There is only one left."

"Who? I'll—I'll do that one!" He sniffled. "I'm sorry, Jam-Jam! I didn't mean to, but I was just so sad! So many good Hearts!"

James sighed, shaking his head, while the audience gave James amused smiles. "Very well," Jam-Jam said, holding out the final badge. "I can't be angry at you, Anam. Please, give Owen his Badge."

"Owen? Oh, right, Owen! Of course! I'm so happy Owen could get in this time!"

James' glare was so intense that, for a second, Owen thought Anam's slime bubbled.

Owen's heart skipped a beat, and his flame flashed white for an instant. He was about to be given his Badge by Anam himself.

The others in line noticed, too. They all stared at Owen with mixtures of surprise, confusion, and envy. What's this upstart doing here? That's probably what they were thinking. Or maybe they were irritated that being late was suddenly being rewarded.

Goodra sniffled and wiped his eyes. "Owen—I mean, Charmander Owen, I give you this Badge in commemoration of your advancement into the Thousand Hearts." He handed Owen the lightweight, golden emblem. It was covered in slime; Owen politely took it and, when Anam turned away, wiped it with the cloth of his bag. He then admired the clean, heart-shaped insignia on the front, using his tail to better see the shining details.

"And now, of course, we must accept you into the Thousand Hearts more formally. I'm sure you all remember the motto?"

Owen's tail grew to twice its size. "Yes!" he said, just a bit too eagerly. A few of the newcomers gave him an amused smile, but they nodded, too. Suddenly, the atmosphere felt charged.

"Then by my lead." James looked ahead; with him, the Entry Hearts—and even the many behind him—recited the Thousand Hearts' mantra. At first, it was a gentle chant, but the final lines transitioned into a rallying cry.

"A thousand hands

A single heart

Working and beating as one.

Unite the lands

From worlds apart

Until our battles are done.

We serve Kilo and all its parts

Under one name: The Thousand Hearts!"

Stomps, roars, and cheers deafened Owen, but he didn't care—his flame was three times its normal size and his chest felt just as swollen with pride. He screamed with them, straining his throat, blasting little embers into the air. Losing all sense of self, Owen hopped from foot to foot, pumping his tiny fist in the air.

After some time, the crowd calmed down, and James raised his wing to signal for them all to fall into silence. There was a little, happy gleam in his eye, but that was all he showed. "This concludes the ceremony of advancement. You are all dismissed."

Owen spun around to avoid any of the onlookers. His heart was still racing, but on his way down, even with the immovable grin on his face, the pressing issue of what they found in the lake returned to the forefront of his mind. After backtracking through the evening crowd, he spotted the silhouette of Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi in the twilight.

Demitri had a similar smile. "Okay, I can't deny that yelling that last part is something I never get tired of."

"I know, right?!" Owen said, beaming. "Oh! But—where's Rhys? We should talk to him about what we found first, right? And then we can report it later. Then, I'm gonna go back to my parents' place and tell them about what happened." He glanced at the Waypoint lines and saw a Torkoal enter Calm Water Lake. "Uh—"

"There." Mispy pointed her leaf forward. Rhys was walking toward them from the main building.

"Where have you been?" Rhys asked. His voice sounded suspiciously strained. He cleared his throat in an attempt to get it to sound normal again, but it was no help. "The entire ceremony was almost delayed to find Owen."

"We were doing a quick mission," Gahi said. "How 'bout we talk about it over dinner? I'm starved. Owen's coming with!"

Owen's stomach growled loudly at the mention of food, his mind suddenly filled with the thoughts of a fine, hearty stew.


Dinner was a savory rice dish. While the food was wonderful, mealtime itself felt tense. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi seemed antsy from not getting a good fight in—and, after getting one, being forced to flee.

Rhys—his voice recovered—finally broke the silence. "Well, now that you're here, why don't you speak about that mission of yours? Did it not go well?"

"No," Gahi mumbled. "Hated it. Nearly got killed."

"K-killed?"

Demitri nodded, poking at a stray grain of rice. "We were attacked when we were investigating a weird glowing at Calm Water Lake. But that glowing led us outside the Dungeon early, somehow, which is where we got attacked. By a weird… water-typed Houndour, or something."

Rhys scanned the four of them, as if expecting them to say it was a joke. When none came, he said, "I see."

Silence accompanied the five while they ate.

"That's it?" Gahi asked. "Y'usually have something ter say 'bout us being reckless, or maybe some theory on why it's like that."

"H-hm? I do? Well. I don't this time. I'll speak to Goodra Anam about it tomorrow. Yes, I'll do that…"

Owen looked at the others expectantly. He wanted to ask about the Orb again, but after that encounter in the lake, he was too jittery to do it alone. He'd stumble over his words. And what was he going to do? Sneak into Rhys' room and steal it? That'd just make him an outlaw! There was no point. He could ask politely, when there was less tension. He didn't see that pink cloud this time, anyway.

"Um. Well, if that's all, when I finish dinner, I think I'll just head home," he said. "Thanks, by the way! I-it's really good."

"No," Rhys said. "Just for tonight, I want you to stay here. I will explain to your parents about it later."

The Charmander reflexively nodded, but then the words actually registered. Owen felt even more trapped than when they were in that glowing cave. "Y-you? But I can't, um, they don't know." Owen looked like he was going to stand up. "They'll freak out if I don't get home by nighttime, and it's almost that already! So, um, I just… I can't just stay here without telling them."

"They will understand."

"Rhys, yer being weird," Gahi said. "What's going on?"

"It's too dangerous to go out," Rhys said flatly. "The path to your home, Owen, is dangerous tonight. It will be safer tomorrow. Not tonight."

"B-but—" Owen stopped himself, but he couldn't ignore that serious aura Rhys was giving off. Would him leaving, now, be that dangerous? Or was it bad for some other reason? He didn't sense any malice from Rhys, but to suddenly make such a request…

"This is final," Rhys said. "I'm sure they will just think you need to do overnight training and orientation."

Owen looked at Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi, but they were equally confused. Rhys wasn't explaining anything. But, in the back of his mind, Owen trusted what he was saying. He didn't know why he trusted Rhys, but his gut feelings hadn't been wrong before, not when he felt so sure of himself. If Rhys said it was dangerous, then it was. "Rhys, um. I'll stay here. But can you explain why it's so dangerous?"

Rhys looked at his rice and ate. The others ate, too, in a silence so thick that Owen felt he was eating some of it with each bite.

"We are all going to need to be careful for a time," Rhys said. "There may be Pokémon in search of objects like the one in my room. Anything that gives off that glow may be a target, and I don't want to risk anything right now."

Anything? Owen thought about Hot Spot Cave.

Demitri swallowed his most recent bite quickly. "S-so, Calm Water Lake might have another of those orb things?"

"Possibly. But we can't do anything about it today." Rhys motioned to the black sky outside the cave, a chilling wind knocking a few ripened Oran Berries from the treetops. "We can explore this further tomorrow, after I see Goodra Anam. He may be able to help."

Owen sighed, figuring that was the most they were going to get. "Okay," he conceded.

"You will stay in Gahi's room," Rhys said. "Demitri and Mispy share a room. We have an extra bed in storage."

"Oh! That's convenient."

"Yeah, I kinda always wondered why we had that," Gahi said. "Ain't like we get guests."

Owen finished his meal; despite the tension, he was satisfied with even the leftover grains of rice and veggies. "Aah, that was good." He rubbed at an imperfection in his scales. "I, er, I guess I'll get familiar with—oh! I don't think I can sleep in your bed, though." Owen tittered. "See, my tail-flame kinda burns most beds. I know Charmander fire isn't usually that hot when we're calm, but I get really worked up when I sleep, or something, so…"

"There's no need to worry," Rhys said. "They're made from Rawst leaves, so they are flame-resistant."

"Oh! Oh, wow!" Owen nodded. "That's kinda… really convenient, but I guess I'll take it!" He fiddled with his claws. At this point, he was sick of inquiring.

Rhys set up the spare bed; Gahi led the way down the hall, past the first pair of rooms, and into the left of the second set.

"Here's m'place," Gahi said.

It didn't look different from the others; a simple, rocky room with two beds in the middle. One seemed quite sandy, ideal for Gahi's species, like a pit in the ground. The new bed was a soft set of Rawst leaves; Owen gently ran his hand across the pile. They were just like the ones at home. This wouldn't be bad at all!

He happily hopped on his bed and looked at Gahi. "I hope my tail doesn't bother you at night."

"Nah, I don't think I'll notice." He shook his entire body, vibrating into the sandy pit, and he was gone.

"Oh." He wasn't sure what he had expected.

Every so often, Owen heard the muffled clicks of Gahi's massive jaws. He sighed, closing his eyes. Something about that sound relaxed him, but it also kept him up for a while longer than he was used to. Every so often, Gahi's sleep-churring startled him awake.


Owen was half asleep, somewhere between dream and reality. Something ethereal reached out.

Owen. Owen? Owen! Hello?!

That's a pretty voice…

Owen! Wake up!

Five more blinks…

Ugh, stupid, flaming scale-bag—wake up! HURRY!

Owen thought he was dreaming, but it felt too real, and too normal. Too groggy. He rubbed his eyes and sat up, squinting outside their room. Something was glowing. That same, strange glow. But it wasn't like that last time. The old glow was softer and constant. This one was wider; it spilled almost into Gahi's room. Owen blinked again; the light was getting brighter. Owen hid his tail under the leaves to make sure it wasn't him. Without the flame, it was clear as day—that light was moving. Was it the cloud again?

So, this is my night, huh? Owen thought.

The blur from his eyes completely gone, he spotted something in the corner of his eye. He immediately turned, his heart skipping a beat. The mist. It was right there, like a trick of the eye—just barely visible. Owen thought it was just a splotch on his pupil. It didn't say anything, but it was very anxiously moving toward the hall, then back to Owen, and then back to the hall again.

Why me? Owen thought. He slowly got out of bed and wrapped some leaves around his flame. Still holding his tail, he stepped outside. The source of the light was a Pokémon floating in the air. A small one—an Espurr. Floating. High in the air.

She didn't notice Owen; she was facing into Rhys' room, moving inside.

Trespasser!

"Um—hey!" Against common sense, Owen shouted. "S-stop!"

His legs moved on their own until he was at the entrance to Rhys' home. There, he saw the Espurr going toward the orb—she was about to touch it. "Y-you aren't supposed to—!" He saw that Rhys was still asleep. The pink mist followed. It pushed futilely against the Espurr, defending the orb to no effect.

Then, the Espurr and Charmander locked eyes. He couldn't get a read for her expression, but she didn't maintain eye contact for long. He only knew that her eyes shined more than anything else. The atmosphere around him changed—he recognized this feeling. It was an incoming Psychic attack, just like Nevren. He jumped out of the way just in time to evade the twisting energy that chopped the wind behind where he had been. The power behind it was incredible—yet Owen had a sinking feeling she could do a lot more.

The Espurr readied another strike, but a ball of bright, blue energy hit her on the side instead. She yelped and fumbled in the air. Rhys was awake, sitting up in his bed of leaves; he stared directly at the Espurr, who squeaked even louder at the glare. And then, she vanished in thin air—as if she wasn't there to begin with.

"Wh-what… what?" Owen breathed.

Rhys stood up. The silence that followed—with Rhys staring at the pink mist, and then at Owen, and then at the orb—was long enough for Owen to absorb what had just happened. Some Espurr with the same sort of glow as the orb tried to steal it, or something.

"You should get to sleep, Owen."

"Wait, but what—"

"Sleep." Rhys held his right paw in Owen's direction. It glowed an eerie white. Rhys fired, and Owen felt a hot buzz course through him. His vision concentrated into a tunnel and then faded to black. Owen's consciousness quickly followed.

So. You're asleep again.

Hello, pretty voice…

Owen. Listen. This is super, ultra-important. The orb. Touch. ASAP.

But, Rhys said…

And sometimes, Rhys is an idiot. We're running out of options and time. Just touch it, okay?

I'm so tired…

S-stay with me, Owen. There are lots of bad 'mon out there trying to get those things, and the more we ha—

The rest was lost.






7. The Orb


Chapter 6 – The Orb

"Ugh, what a weird dream," Owen mumbled. He rubbed his eyes; he still ached. He must have jumped improperly to avoid that Psychic attack and bruised himself. Wait. If he ached, then that wasn't a dream, was it? Owen chanted to himself, "Not crazy. Not crazy. Not crazy."

"Eh?" Gahi said, peeking out from his sand pit. "What're yeh mumblin'?"

"N-nothing," Owen said. "I think I just had a weird dream. That's all."

"Well, have 'em some other night," Gahi said. The Trapinch clicked his jaws. "…I don't smell breakfast."

"Does Rhys usually make it?"

"Yeah. Unless he made something cold that doesn't smell. Usually if we're running behind er something…"

The kitchen had food on the table—a simple fruit salad—and a note from Rhys saying that he had gone to speak with Anam, and to stay at home until he returned. "That glowing stuff must be real urgent…"

"Wait!" Owen said. "That's right! There was an Espurr that was trying to take the orb last night! I remember!"

"Eh?"

"What's going on?" Demitri said. "Are you talking about last night? I think I had a dream of Rhys whisper-yelling. He sounded really angry."

Owen nodded incessantly, the memories of the night before flooding back, replaying in his head multiple times. "Last night, while you guys were asleep, I think I woke up and saw a weird Pokémon enter Rhys' room. She tried to, like, get the glowing orb while Rhys was asleep!"

"Did she?"

"No, but she nearly twisted me to shreds with a crazy-strong Psychic attack. I think it was even stronger than Nevren's!"

"How d'you know how strong Nevren's is?" Gahi said.

"Oh, um—" Owen rubbed the back of his head. "Well, it was really strong in my dream…"

"Wait, back up," Demitri said. "An Espurr? That isn't even fully evolved. Why is it so strong?"

"The weird thing about that is that she kinda glowed, too. The same way the orb did, and the cave did." And the mushrooms did…

A sudden silence filled the kitchen. Realization washed over them.

"He left the orb alone!" Owen said. "Right? Did he?"

Forgetting about breakfast, the quartet rushed into Rhys' room. It was the first time that Owen got a good look at it in the sunlight that bled into the shallow cave. There was a simple bed of leaves to the left corner of the room, and a solid stone desk to the right. There was a strange stash of Pecha Berries under the desk. Owen saw a small piece of parchment lodged inside the pile of berries in the shape of a heart. At first, Owen thought it was from Anam and his saccharine taste in themed shapes, but somehow, that didn't feel correct.

The shelves were lined with artifacts both shiny and dusty. Owen saw a number of strange items on the three shelves that lined the cave's far wall in a half-circle. He only recognized a few of them: an Everstone in the far right, which Owen subconsciously inched away from; something that looked like a prototype Badge, lumpy and bronze; something that looked like one of Nevren's zany inventions, some metallic bracelet; and what looked like an old, faded edition of the Book of Mew.

The final item gave Owen pause. "Huh. Didn't peg Rhys as a Mew sort of person," he mumbled under his breath. "Seemed more like the Arceus type." His eyes continued to trail along the other books lining the shelves. There was even a book that didn't seem to have text on it at all.

And there it was—perhaps he had forgotten about the orb in his rush to see Anam. For whatever reason, the orb was there, its glow significantly fainter against the morning sun peering through the cave's entrance.

Owen squinted, suspicious. Rhys wasn't the sort to be careless. Demitri mentioned an argument, perhaps after he had been put to sleep. Arguing with who? The mist? The orb itself? Maybe Owen wasn't the only crazy one in the family.

This orb must have been there intentionally. That voice—was it the mist?—told Owen to touch the orb. But should he listen to that mist, or to Rhys?

And sometimes, Rhys is an idiot, Owen recalled. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi wandered the room, looking for a way up. Mispy's vines were too short to reach on their own, and it was hard to pick someone like her up to begin with. She always did seem heavier, or perhaps denser, than the average Chikorita—though, Owen had a feeling if he said that aloud, he'd face the wrath of her Solar Beam.

"But it's still so high…" Demitri finally said. Vines wrapped around his abdomen. "N-no way! I can't do it!" he protested, legs shaking.

"Aw, c'mon, it's barely that high," Gahi said.

"I just can't do it. Demitri shook his head, little feet trembling in the air. "I—I mean, it's… it's just too high up!"

Mispy sighed. Even if she tried, her Chikorita-strength vines weren't quite enough to lift an Axew like Demitri. But, Owen… Mispy eyed Owen, sizing him up.

"What?" the Charmander asked.

Mispy brought two vines forward, wrapping around him.

"U-uhh—personal space, please?"

Mispy lifted Owen up. "Hmm. Half." She glanced at Demitri. She had a much easier time lifting Owen in the air. This just might work. He was even lighter than Gahi—and easier to hold, too.

"Well, ain't that something," Gahi said. "Owen, you were the piece we needed, eh? Okay. Let's go and lift 'im up!"

Mispy nodded, but then nodded at Demitri. He went up to the wall and held his tiny arms against it; Gahi got behind Mispy and pushed his head beneath her. Using Gahi's front as a platform, she climbed onto Demitri's back, awkwardly maneuvering until her chest wrapped around his head.

"W-w-wait!" Owen said. "Wait! What are we doing? M-move slower!" Was this it? He didn't expect his wish to touch the sphere would be granted in this way. He had been mapping the room in his head, looking for shelves to hop and Rhys' various knickknacks and books to use as footholds. Owen normally wouldn't disrespect a book by using it as a stepping stone, but perhaps this time would have been a necessary evil.

"We're gonna grab that orb and take a look at it!" Gahi said.

"O-oh, okay. But—but it wasn't my idea, okay?! I need to make a good first impression with Rhys, and I don't want him thinking I'm some—some delinquent!"

"With a vocabulary like that, I ain't gonna feel too worried 'bout that," Gahi said.

"And with a vocabulary like yours," Demitri said, "Rhys will probably think it was your idea."

Owen hoped that his parents wouldn't be upset if they found out. But then again—they didn't even show up for his acceptance of the Heart position! Maybe a little rebellion was warranted. Yeah, that was a good excuse.

Owen was at eye-level with the orb. Up close, it seemed bigger—he wouldn't be able to hold it with just one of his tiny hands. He'd need to grab it by both sides; it was almost half the size of his head. He saw little, flowing lights swirling inside the pale, green sphere. "Just a little more, Mispy!" Owen said. "I can totally get it!"

Mispy obliged, straining her vines. "Almost?!" She adjusted her vines lower to push him just a bit higher.

"N-not too low, Mispy!" Owen squeaked.

"S-sorry!"

"Almost… got it…!" Owen took a break to let Mispy drift him closer, relaxing his arms. Then, he reached out one last time, feeling that Mispy was at her limit. He knew it, now—he could grab the orb! Owen reached out. "Okay, I—" Contact.

The Charmander went completely limp; his arms fell forward, the orb still in his hands. Mispy stumbled from the dead weight.

"O-Owen? Is it heavy?" Demitri asked, unable to look up.

The flame on Owen's tail went out.


"Hrrmmnnn, what a mess," Rhys muttered, walking through town at a brisk pace. His bag hung around his shoulder, the bottom bumping against the spike on his chest. He glanced down inside; he had a few items, along with a cloth wrapped around a large sphere, glowing faintly. He scanned the immediate area. Business as usual for most of the Hearts. Missions, missions, and more missions. He spotted an Aerodactyl grumbling while posting mission statements on the bulletin board.

"Ahh, Rhys!" Nevren called.

The fur on Rhys' body bristled. He walked without acknowledging the Alakazam.

"Now, Rhys, that's no way to greet me," Nevren said. "What are you doing here? You don't often come to Kilo Village unless there is a ceremony." He looked at the bag. "…It's not exactly a good idea," he said, "to be carrying that around right now, don't you think?"

"I will take my chances."

"Are you sure?" Nevren tilted his head. "Rim might try to take it from you in broad daylight. Do not think a crowd will discourage her. The Hunters have been getting antsy lately."

"And what will she do if she sees me? Glare angrily at my feet?"

"Now, Rhys, that was uncalled for."

Rhys clutched at the bag. "…She entered our home yesterday."

"Ah."

"I do not want her to endanger my students," he said. "I would rather take it with me while speaking with Anam."

"Hrm."

"Now, if you'll excuse me." Rhys made a motion to walk past Nevren, hesitating briefly, as if knowing that Nevren would say something. Yet, when he didn't, he continued past him.

Nevren watched Rhys walk. "Has Elder talked with you about any of this?"

Rhys hesitated, looking down at his bag. "Of course we talk."

Silence.

"…Where are you going, anyway?" Rhys said, looking back.

"Ah, well. I was sent on a mission to where Owen had gone the day prior. I need to take care of one of the mutant sightings there before anybody else gets hurt; it was already designated as a restricted zone until further notice. Well, I plan to give that further notice."

"Ah." Rhys hummed, glancing down at his bag, then at Nevren. "Will you need help?"

"Not at all. This will be trivial. Carry on with your duties so you may return home with that Orb, yes?"

"Mrm. Very well." Rhys continued into the office, and Nevren headed out of the Heart HQ.

The entryway, past the main, heart-shaped exterior, was a building of stone and wood, painted in various shades of pink, red, and purple. Pathways on the ground were painted in a dark violet to indicate which way to go in the main lobby; the walls were a soft, invigorating red, with white stripes separating the red from the purple and other colors. The ceiling was pink, and the upper half of the walls shared the same color. They were all solid colors with no real pattern, except for some floral designs lining where the colors changed.

The color scheme disgusted Rhys, but he didn't have the heart to berate Anam for his taste in décor.

To Rhys' left was a stairway into the in-house dorms, where Pokémon that preferred to live directly inside of Kilo Village slept. To the right was where official business took place, such as meetings, private assemblies, and administrative work. Rhys entered the right stairway. There were very few Pokémon in the Heart during this time of day. With the morning missions taken and afternoon missions still unprocessed, the boards were being cleared off by the disgruntled Aerodactyl, muttering something about Solar Beams.

It was dark in the hall, and then brighter at the exit. The colors were the same, and Rhys generally didn't care for Anam's style. But he was the boss. The Lucario sighed to himself, fidgeting with his bag.

A Decidueye emerged from the floor in a black mist—not a normal entrance for his kind, but something that the Lucario was accustomed to, specifically for the second-in-command. "Rhys," James said. "Is this about the recent sighting?"

"Calm Water Lake? Somewhat. Where is Anam?"

"He is in his quarters." He motioned behind him with a wing. "I will see you there." He sank into the ground again in a cloud of ominous, black smoke.

Goodra Anam's quarters was at the very edge of the building, at the back and center of the Heart. He was staring at a large map of the world on the front wall, above the entryway. Due to Anam's size, it wasn't easy to see the rest of his room. However, the gentle, strange, sweet smell associated with the Goodra permeated the atmosphere. It was like he bathed in Pecha juice.

"Oh, hi, Rhys!" Anam said, waving. "I was just looking at the map."

Rhys entered and turned around, looking with him. The map was ancient and hand-drawn. Much better copies existed of the world, but this was Anam's personal copy. The original copy, apparently, complete with dried slime and illegible scribbles in the empty spaces. Kilo Village, and by extension Kilo Mountain, was at the center of this map, displaying a largely circular country in the middle of an ocean on all sides.

"…Calm Water Lake," Rhys said, pointing to the northeastern river that fed into the reservoir. "We always suspected an orb would be hidden there. But we didn't find one, last we checked."

"We assumed it was a false lead," James said. "Previous signs lasted only for a short while, after all. But it happened again, and this time we have actual witnesses to prove it."

"Not good." Rhys sighed. "They might be taken by the Hunters… But perhaps we should also investigate."

"There were sightings of a Torkoal entering the lake," James said. "I assume you know him, Rhys?"

Rhys looked away from the map and toward the ground. "Yes, I'm sure that Elder attempted to speak with whoever held the orb. Anam… I actually wanted to tell you about some extra information." He paused to make sure he had their attention. "It's very likely that it is the Water Orb—my students explored it, unannounced."

"W-wait, your students?" Anam said. "You mean… all four of them… together? Wouldn't that spook the Guardian?"

"Yes," Rhys said. "They are fine. Owen is, too. The Water Guardian may not have realized it, thanks to their current state."

James' feathers puffed out considerably. "Those four are not supposed to be together, ever, Rhys."

"I understand," Rhys said, "but a… series of circumstances caused them to be together, recently. But that will be the end of it. Once I get home"—Rhys let out a defeated sigh—"I will… set things right. Owen will return home. The rest of Team Alloy will forget him again. He will train and meditate, and… things will remain as they have always been."

"…You're lying," Anam said, nibbling on his slimy fingers. The feelers on his head twitched uncomfortably.

"Ngh." Rhys' head went lower. "Anam, don't start talking about any silly 'dark emotions' you may feel from me. I get enough of that from Owen's Perception."

"S-sorry," Anam said, looking down. "But… it was just so obvious."

"We can't allow this," James said. "I understand your feelings on the matter, Rhys. But it's still too dangerous. Perhaps later. But not now."

"It has been that way for quite a while, hasn't it? Perhaps later. Perhaps later…" Rhys smiled bitterly at James. "That is all I wanted to say. Thank you, Anam. Be careful."

"Rhys…" Anam sniffed. "I… I don't want you to be upset!" He wiped gooey tears from his face. "Can I do anything to help?!"

Rhys closed his eyes. "Anam. A long time ago, you told me that you saw great potential in the bond that my students shared. That if they could train their spirits to overcome their… weaknesses… they could perhaps tip this teetering scale in our favor. But to you, Anam," he said, turning around, "what is that favor? What then, if we win?"

"F-favor…?"

Rhys crossed his arms. "How do you plan to use my students, Anam?"

"I… I just, um…" Anam hesitated. "I don't know. But together, they're really, really strong."

"I see," Rhys said. His eyes were closed again. "Anam." He stared at Anam, right in his glistening, green eyes. "I'm sorry to hear that you don't know what to do with that power. But the world will not wait for your decision. And neither will they."

"What?" Anam asked. "What's that mean? Rhys…?"

The Elite Heart said nothing else and turned to exit. James, glaring from behind, assured Anam that Rhys was merely upset at his circumstances, and he just had to blow off some steam. While this was normally true, James was worried at how affected Anam was, this time.

"Anam," James said, "is he not always like this, when he has that tone?"

Anam gulped, but then shook his head. "This time… he feels different." The feeler-horns behind his head twitched. "He's telling the truth… b-but what's that mean? I dunno… I dunno…"


"Goodness. You're an angry one."

Nevren tilted his head to the right and stepped away, narrowly dodging a brutal swing from the muscular Snorlax mutant. In the close quarters of the wooden Dungeon labyrinth, it wasn't the easiest maneuver, but it seemed like Nevren knew exactly where to move before the strikes even began. The air that followed made the Alakazam's mustache dance with the flow. The strange creature made another brutal swing, trying to punch him in the torso next, but Nevren vanished in thin air.

The Snorlax stared at his hand, squeezing his claws dumbly.

"So unhinged. Is there even any reason within you?" Nevren asked, though the question was rhetorical. He floated just above Snorlax's shoulders. He tapped a spoon on the behemoth's head, squinting at some invisible spot on his skull. "Yes, very disturbed. There may not be any coming back from this one. You're simply too berserk."

Snorlax roared and swung behind him; Nevren hopped on air, easily avoiding his arm, and then formed a small ball of light in his hands.

"It's a shame, really. I don't know how to dispatch of someone like you most of the time. You're a danger to all life, you know. Yes, a true shame…"

Snorlax opened his mouth, orange energy concentrating at the back of his throat. The sphere emerged, aimed at Nevren.

"Ah. Hyper Beam. I should have—"

The blast cut through the ground and into the forest behind him; the Wooden Wilds' trees splintered near the top, and one of the labyrinthine walls of the Dungeon incinerated completely, leaving a scorched hole into another hallway. Embers and smoke filled the air.

Wordlessly, Snorlax turned around and lumbered through the Dungeon, growling. His arms twitched and swung, and the Snorlax himself was breathing heavily and angrily. For no particular reason, he roared and slammed his fist into the wall, leaving a crater as big as he was in it. Then, he continued forward.

"Yes. Too far gone."

Snorlax spun around, blasting another Hyper Beam through the smoke. This time, it didn't hit anything for a while. It struck the end of the hall with an explosion that rocked his chest. Glowing eyes of an Alakazam shined through the smoke.

"Oh? You can blast them repeatedly? What drawback does that give you, hmm? Perhaps it takes up too much energy."

Snorlax fired again, this time directly at the glowing eyes, but they disappeared a split second before the blast could connect. He sniffed the air, trying to find the Alakazam's scent, but the smoke made that too difficult. He opened his mouth again, but then Nevren reappeared right in front of Snorlax, tapping a single, glowing finger to his forehead.

Snorlax stopped his blast; the energy that had been gathered dissipated harmlessly in all directions. But his mouth didn't close; instead, it hung open. His legs wobbled, but he didn't quite fall down, so much as he leaned against the wall that hadn't been destroyed.

Nevren sighed, looking at the entranced mutant. "I apologize in advance." His eyes glowed brightly. Nevren placed his palm on the Snorlax's chest; the glow of his eyes channeled rapidly down his neck, into his arm, and into his palm, and then into Snorlax.

After a brief spasm, the Snorlax disappeared from the Dungeon.

Nevren dug through the bag over his shoulder and pulled out his Badge. He tapped on the Heart symbol in the center twice and held it in the air. After several seconds of waiting for the safe extraction to be established, he disappeared from the Dungeon, reappearing near the entrance. While he fully expected to see the unconscious, or perhaps dead, Snorlax nearby, nothing waited for him at the entrance to the distortion.

"Hm." Nevren inspected the area halfheartedly, but then shrugged. He supposed it was already taken care of, then. Efficient. Knowing there was nothing else to worry about, and his mission was accomplished, Nevren walked toward the Waypoint back to Kilo Village.


Rhys' walk back home was a quiet one. He heard wild Pidgey singing in the trees. Rattata scampered in the bushes. Auras were wild or calm, rushing or resting. They were all weak, really. Wild Pokémon in this area weren't anything to worry about. That was one reason he enjoyed living in the forest to the side of Kilo Village's outskirts. The auras didn't overwhelm his senses. It also meant that if a powerful aura was around, he could spot it instantly.

"Hello, Rim," Rhys said. He stopped walking and lifted his head. To his left was the black, rocky Kilo Mountainside. To the right was the surrounding Kilo Forest, comprised of thin trees with thick, lumpy tops. And ahead and behind him, the thin, grassy field that connected the two.

An Espurr appeared in front of Rhys, ten paces away. She was floating at eye-level to Rhys, but she didn't look directly at him. She stared at his feet instead.

"H-hello…" Her voice was like a whisper, barely audible over the wind. Rhys had to strain his sensitive ears just to hear her.

"I didn't appreciate your antics last night."

"S-sorry…"

"Will you stop, then?"

Rim didn't reply.

"I see," Rhys said. "So, it's begun again. Do not think that I am unprepared, Rim. Send that message to the others."

"The… orb… p-please…"

"The orb?" Rhys grabbed at the strap, pulling his bag up. "You intend to take the orb?"

"P-please…"

"I will not allow it."

The wind died down. For five seconds, the atmosphere was without sound. Then, it picked up again. The leaves on bushes rustled; wild Pokémon, sensing the tension, fled. The wind stopped again. Rim's fur, however, continued to blow, energy swirling around her.

Rhys felt the air twist around him; in a deft movement, he jumped back, dodging Rim's first Psychic blow. The dirt where he stood warped into an oblong, spiral spike of grass and mud. Rhys countered with a bright ball of concentrated light from his paws, aimed at Rim. It was weakened by an odd, invisible barrier, but still passed through, making the Espurr squeak. She countered with another bout of twisting energy. Rhys dodged it again, but felt the fur at the edge of his tail spiral into a corkscrew.

Rhys fired another Flash Cannon at her, its brilliance scaring off all spectating wild Pokémon. Rim vanished. Rhys cursed and glanced behind him; he felt a powerful presence in front of him instead, but it was too late. The twisting energy surrounded Rhys, and the attack connected. He lost the wind from his chest; his bones were strained. He jumped away, but dropped his bag in the process. "Ngh—"

Rim was readying another wave. Rhys ran in the opposite direction, and then redirected himself. He fired another ball of steely light one last time; Rim dodged, but had to close her eyes against the bright detonation. When she opened them again, he was gone, but the bag remained. Based on the dim glow it emitted, the orb was still inside.

She hastily floated down and pulled the cloth out. The orb fell out of the bag, knocking against the dirt with a dull thud. She smiled in relief and hastily grabbed the orb with both hands.

Nothing happened. Her smile transitioned into a confused frown.

In another second, her big, purple eyes bulged with panic. She pulled her hands away, and then touched it again. Nothing. She touched it yet again. Still, nothing. She whimpered and knocked her claws against the side. It made a hollow tink.

The glow inside was just a latent Aura Sphere; Rhys had mimicked the Mystic radiance perfectly, yet it was all a fabrication. It was simply colored glass.


"Got it, guys!" Owen said. "Ha ha, that was… what?" The orb wasn't in his hands anymore.

He was standing in a clearing within a forest that was vaguely similar to the one outside Rhys' home. Sunlight poured through the treetops above, creating dazzling patterns on the ground. A large, open field sat to his right, beyond tree trunks wider than he was tall. To his left—and in all other directions, really—was more and more forest. Tanned wood topped with bright green. There was no mountain and no nearby cave; Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were nowhere to be seen.

"Okay. I'm crazy," Owen finally conceded, looking at his hands. He was certain that he was holding the orb, or that he at least grabbed it. But then, in an instant, it was gone, and then… What happened after that? He did feel a bit strange. He had blacked out for at most half a blink. And then, he was here. It still felt like Mispy was holding him, but it was some sort of phantom sensation. He saw no vines wrapped around his abdomen.

"Maybe I shouldn't have skipped breakfast." But then again, he didn't feel hungry.

Something rustled behind him.

"U-uh—h-h-hello?" The flame on his tail brightened. Fire danced in the back of his throat. His heart was racing with onset panic at being thrown into a completely unfamiliar place.

More rustling behind him again, where he had once been facing—and to his left, and his right, and above him. Eyes everywhere, little dots in the shadows of bushes and branches. He caught sight of one of them. "H-hey!" he said, pointing. "I saw that! C-come out! And—and do it in a… slow and non-threatening way! P-please!"

After a few seconds, a Leafeon emerged. Owen deflated with his sigh.

A few other Pokémon revealed themselves, including a large Jumpluff. Another was a Murkrow—but instead of its iconic, black feathers, it was covered in sharp leaves. Another emerged—this one was a Cubone, holding a solid, wooden stick instead of a bone. Its helmet was made of the same material. The Jumpluff—an actual, normal Pokémon—helped him relax the same way seeing the Leafeon did. If there was anywhere for him to be placed randomly, a place of Grass-Types wasn't too bad.

"Hey," Owen said, lowering his guard. "S-sorry. I'm just a little… confused. Um. Where am I?" He nervously nibbled on his tongue. "I'm sorry if I'm, um, intruding, or anything like that. I think I got here on accident, somehow. I'll go right home! When… I know where that is."

The Pokémon all looked at one another. They seemed to understand Owen, and were murmuring to one another. Owen's breathing steadied. At least they weren't wild. Another ideal circumstance. He listened in on the words being said, sensing that quite a few of these Pokémon were tense and ready to fight or flee. He gulped. Was he about to become a Carnivine's lunch? Some Grass cult's sacrifice? Even if he had an advantage, he didn't think he'd be able to take on all of them. It would be the most humiliating way to die, really—a Charmander, eaten by a bunch of Grass-Types.

The mumbling slowly subsided; more and more of their eyes focused on something behind Owen. The Charmander almost didn't want to look back. He could feel it. A presence—a powerful, incredible, radiant presence. Perhaps it was the cult's leader, ready to cook him up. Charmander stew! With only the finest herbs and berries. It cooked itself.

He couldn't move; his flame burned brighter, ready to run and torch anything that stopped him.

"Yo," said a feminine, yet casual voice. "Took you long enough."

By some miracle, Owen heard this voice over the blood pounding in his head. This voice sounded familiar. Recent. Wait! It was the pretty voice!

He spun around.

His jaw nearly detached from the rest of his head. "M-M-M… Muh—Muh—"

"Nice to meet you in spirit, Owen," the Mew said, smiling wryly. "How's life?"






8. Not Quite Dead


Chapter 7 – Not Quite Dead

"You're… you're Mew." Despite the being he was speaking to, he pointed an accusatory claw toward the pink god. "Mew!"

"Yep!"

"And—and you're… you're talking to me. You know my name."

"Uh-huh!"

Owen's throat sealed itself. He swallowed, but it didn't help. It was like his face was stuffed with Oran Berries. "You… y-you… you, you… you…"

"Aww, you're shy! I like the shy types." She gave Owen a little wink.

Owen knew that if he wasn't in this strange place, he would've passed out by now. Instead, he stared in shock. It took a full ten seconds for him to return to his senses. "Mew! Why are you looking at—at me? No, wait, I mean—talking to me? I'm—Did you want to see Rhys, instead? He's way more important!"

The Mew giggled. "Oh, call me Star. My name's Mew Star."

"S-S-Star? Y-you—! But you're important! A-aren't you supposed to not have a name aside from your species?"

"What, just because I'm Mew means I can't have a name to go along with it? C'mon, that's no fun." Star puffed her cheeks. "What happens if I run into a lesser Mew? Then we'll be all kinds of confused! My name is Star, got it? Besides, it'd be confusing if I did this, right?" Suddenly, Star's body shifted and twisted, starting from a mesh of pink into orange, and she fell to the ground on her feet—a Charmander.

She gave a little bow. "Eh? Eh?" She followed up with a little spin, wagging her tail to loosen a few embers.

"Wh—uh—that—" Owen gulped. "D-don't do that."

"Don't do what?" Star asked, flicking her tail again.

"That. Please—stop."

Star eyed Owen, as if getting a read for him, but then shrugged. "Fine," she relented, and she melted back to her floating, Mew self.

Owen felt the heat slowly leave his face. "Okay. Okay, that's better. It's n-nice to meet you, um, Star. I'm—I'm Charmander Owen! And—"

"Oh, please, I already know all about you." She waved a paw dismissively in the air. "I'm Mew! Well, not a Mew. The Mew, yeah? I'm pretty high up in the pantheon or whatever."

"O-oh, so, you're—"

"Creator of common life, yes," Star said, nodding. "Pretty nifty, huh? I have a few perks, too. Reading minds, shape-shifting, you know."

"Th-that's… But…!"

"So! I hate to be the one to tell you this"—She clapped her paws together—"but by touching that orb in Rhys' room, you kinda more or less closed off your fate to three options. Okay? Mind if I tell you those?"

"Wait—the Orb? The Orb? Was I supposed to—I mean, was I really not supposed to touch it?"

"No way, definitely not." Star shook her head, though she didn't hide her playful smile. "I mean, you're fine, probably, but you probably also shouldn't have gone against what the old Lucario told you. But hey, that's karma, right?"

The many spectating Pokémon said nothing. They all listened silently. Owen noticed that none of them were really bowing to Star, or doing anything of that nature. He, too, refrained from kneeling before her. It didn't feel right, anyway. Not after what she just said. The little connections in his mind clicked together. The pink mist, the voice, and now, this Creator before him telling him that he shouldn't have done everything that voice told him to do.

"…YOU TOLD ME TO TOUCH IT!"

"Did I?" Star asked innocently, holding her right hand to her cheek, mouth agape. "Oh, no! Maybe it was my evil twin, Rats Wem!"

That earned another long, thoughtful, existential silence from the Charmander. Even his tail dimmed. Owen had no idea the Creator could be so juvenile. His worldview was melting by the second. Entire perspectives shattered. Whole outlooks upturned. He didn't even think Creator Mew was real. Now, not only was she real, but she was some sort of—

"Okay, okay, fine." Star bowed her head in what Owen knew was a false apology. "I'll admit it. I may have egged you on to touching it, and maybe I convinced Rhys to leave the Orb for you to finally grab. A lot of people didn't want you to touch that thing. Including Rhys, until this morning, and until—"

"So it was intentional!"

"And," Star went on, "it's still something that's probably a bad idea. But it just happened to be the least bad idea. Kinda like choosing between cutting off your head and cutting off your arm."

Owen winced. "Okay. Fine. Good. Good to hear. Very good. Just… tell me where I am, first."

"Huh. Okay, that's a good transition." She floated higher, motioning to the bright forest. The dazzling patterns still mesmerized Owen. Now that he had a better look at the branches—which covered the sky like thick Spinarak webs—he spotted a few Grassy Pidgey nesting in the bunches of teardrop-shaped leaves.

"You touched what's known as the Grass Orb." She then motioned to the tall, bright treetops above her. "And this here is the Grass Realm. It's an offshoot of the spirit world, somewhere between the world of the living and the dead, where Grass Pokémon of times current and old come to socialize and help keep this Orb safe from intruders. Y'know, people like you."

Owen stiffened. "O-oh, I'm… I'm an intruder?"

"Yeah, but we wouldn't call you hostile," Star dismissed, "which is why you're still standing here. Though, I'll be honest, I did have to warn some of these guys in advance."

A shiver ran up Owen's spine. Some of these Pokémon, even if they were Grass Types, seemed incredibly powerful. He briefly envisioned the Pidgey in the trees all swarming him at once, plucking away at him scale by scale.

"Okay. So, tell me this. What can I do? What are my options th-that you said I'd have to pick from?"

The Mew nodded. "I'll start with the option that can get you back home." She waited for Owen to say something, but when he didn't, she continued. "Right now, you're in the spirit world, Owen. Okay?"

"Yeah. So that means…?"

"It means, in the real world, your body is kinda… not alive. But it's being sustained on a basic level by the power of the Orb you touched—for a while, at least."

A blink's time passed in silence. Then, "Wh—I'm DEAD?!"

"Now—calm down for a sec!" Star held him by the shoulders, though her light body didn't keep him from trembling.

Owen was already panicking, heart rate increasing; he was breathing faster than his body could handle.

"Not yet! You're super-almost-dead, but not dead-dead, okay?"

Owen stabilized enough to speak, though his eyes remained wide. "O-okay… okay…" He steadied his breath, but he was still shaken. "So—so how do I become not-super-almost-dead?"

Star let him go. "Inside this realm, there's a Dungeon. At the center, there's something called a Core. The Core is going to have to accept or reject you, depending on whether I like you or not—or, I guess if you can force your way through, but,"—she flapped her lips with a puff of air—"no way that's happening. But don't worry, Owen, you'll pass that test. But… if you take it… you also have to want it. And to want that, you need to know what grabbing that Orb… entails."

Owen nodded silently.

"It, uh… the Grass Orb, uh… it's… it's going to give you a lot of power. Power that won't really show itself at first, but the more you hone it, the stronger you'll become."

Owen blinked. "What's the downside?" he asked. "I'll be able to help way more people if I'm stronger, right? Does it shorten my lifespan or something?"

"I mean, indirectly. People may want to hunt you down for that power to have it for themselves."

Someone spoke from behind them. "It's what happened to me."

Owen turned around, looking at a Jumpluff.

"I was the… previous holder of the Grass Orb, long ago." He stared uneasily at Owen. "And I was slain. From my body emerged the Orb—but before it could be claimed, Rhys took it, protecting the power from being acquired by someone with… less benevolent intentions."

"The Espurr?" Owen asked.

"Look," Star said, "a lot of people are after the Orb—and that Espurr is one of them, yeah. Jumpluff Klent"—she motioned to him—"decided to stay back here in order to protect the Grass Orb from the inside, and do anything he could to keep someone from getting to the Core."

Klent sighed. "I protected the Orb for five hundred years," he said, "but I just wasn't strong enough against that sort of power…"

Star nodded. "Owen," she said, "it's a huge obligation. You'll be, eh… you'll be throwing a normal life away. And if you're scared, you'll have to go into hiding, like a lot of other holders did. It's… it's not fun, Owen, if you aren't strong. And you aren't strong. Not yet. But Rhys could help you, and maybe…"

Owen caught onto something. "Wait." His flame flickered anxiously. "So, if I get trained, I'll be strong enough to guard the Orb, right? Sure. But… why me? Why do I pass so easily?"

"Uhh—" Star fidgeted. Her tail twitched. "You have a lot of… potential! That's all."

Owen crossed his arms. "How come, for real?"

"No, that's really it—you have a lot of potential. You can definitely keep the Orb safe. And if you do, maybe, I dunno, maybe things can work out?"

"Things can work out," Owen repeated. He figured that Star was aware of his perceptiveness. Yet, she planned to be evasive anyway? "What things?" he asked. "I mean—you aren't telling me everything. What are my other two options?"

Star hummed, creating a small, purple bubble of Psychic energy to lounge on. "Right, the other two. Okay. One is, you can stay here, like Klent, and protect the Orb. The other is, you come with me to the aura sea, and pass on."

One of the Pidgey let out a soft chirping noise, nuzzling against the other. Jumpluff Klent quietly rubbed his pom-poms together.

"Wh—what choice is that?!" Owen blurted. "So, I either take this power, die, or super die?!"

"I mean, uh… Yes."

"Well then, I don't really have a choice, do I?!" Owen growled. The amount of information was too much for him to fully comprehend; for once, he was able to focus on just one thing. If he didn't accept, he would never return to the living world again. Nothing else mattered.

"Take… just take me to the Core." This temptress had led him right into this divine trap.

"Right," Star said.


Owen walked with his arms crossed, head down. The power seemed good. He'd be able to use it for so many rescue missions! But he'd also be hunted down. But if he trained with Rhys, he'll be able to defend himself! Oh, but then he'll have to tell his parents.

Owen gulped. All throughout their walk, Pokémon watched him from the bushes, from the shadows, from the branches above—there was even a wooden Ekans nestled inside one of the trunks, eying him silently.

"Um, Star?" the Charmander—perhaps the only Charmander who'd ever set foot in this realm—said. "Does this mean, if I live for a long time, that I'll outlive everybody? Klent said five hundred years…"

"D'aw, you're fine," Star said. "Remember, the Orb taps into the spirit world. They'll be around."

For some reason, this lifted a weight off his shoulders. Star looked down at him, bumping up against the tough scales on his ill-defined shoulders. "Aw, you think I'd put you through that? Don't worry, I'll help you out. I try to help everyone out, if I can."

"I'd hope so!" Owen said. "You made life!"

Star giggled. "I do my best." She then stopped and pointed ahead. There was a distortion of light that was wider than one he'd ever seen before, expanding all the way up, left, and right, like a giant, vertical lake. It only became visible then they approached; prior to that final step, it was unnoticeable.

"That's the Dungeon that leads to the Core. It's a single-segment, giant Dungeon. All you need to do is get to the center."

"…Is it hard?"

Star hesitated before she answered, which did nothing good for Owen's nerves. "It's not my place to decide. This is the domain of Grass—it's not my territory." She motioned to the distortion again, the ripples of which suddenly felt a lot more ominous. "Normally, you'll have spirits protecting it, but seeing as I already gave you the okay, they'll let you pass without a fuss, hopefully. Maybe some of them might be a little leery, you know, but… Aw, hey! It'll probably be just fine!"

The Mew's confident smile was enough to brighten his tail. "Thanks, Star." Despite his circumstances, she was still Mew. Maybe she knew something he didn't, and couldn't tell him for important reasons. What did he know? She seemed nice enough. Maybe this was a blessing in disguise. Some sort of divine surprise party. Owen used to not even believe Star existed, let alone that the Books were real, but here she was. He was probably in too much of a mental shock for the implications of all that to settle in, but he didn't want to dwell long enough to let that happen. "I… I don't know what this is all going to turn out like, but it's… I'm glad that I got to talk to you."

"D'aw, don't worry about it," Star said, scratching her left ear. "…Owen."

"Yeah?"

"Remember. A lot of people aren't going to be happy that you took this Orb. To them, you just aren't fit to be a Guardian. I know you're a lot older than you look, and I can see into your heart, and I know you're a good 'mon and all that. But not everyone else sees it the same way. So, once you get this power… I want you to take it slow, yeah? Don't get too creative with it, don't try to make moves to take on more than you did before. Follow what Rhys says. Nevren's good, too. And Anam. Use your judgement and think conservatively to earn their trust."

It was uncharacteristically serious of her—making it a bit difficult for Owen to take this seriously. What if it was all just a big joke? Still, he'd get nowhere by doubting her. What she said sounded reasonable so far.

"I get it." Owen sighed. "Everybody keeps calling me a kid because I'm so small. I mean, who ever heard of an adult Charmander, right?"

"It's more common than you think," Star admitted. "Civilized, non-Heart Pokémon don't exactly fight that often. Wouldn't be surprised if most folks just didn't evolve. I'd call it lost potential, but hey, a life of peace doesn't sound too bad."

"Well—you know what I mean. And I get what you mean, too. I'll… take it slow. And train. I… I mean, I always try to take things carefully, right?"

"Owen," Star said with an amused smile, "if you took everything carefully, you wouldn't be here."

Owen's face felt hot. "F-from here on out, I'll be more careful."

"Good!" She clapped her tiny paws together. "And if you ever have any doubts, you can ask me, or even your spirits. We're here for you. Now, get outta here." She shooed him away with her tail. "Grab that Core."

And with that, the Charmander passed through the distortion.


Big indeed. Owen lost track of time during his adventure through the single-section Dungeon. Every turn through these bright, narrow halls led to a new room, and every so often, he ran into a spirit that helped him on his way. The walls were made entirely of twisted bark, like a frozen ocean of wood that sprouted entire trees on either side. He'd never seen something so surreal in any Dungeon before.

During his walk, Owen did his best to try to look polite and proper; if he didn't want to provoke some sort of divine wrath from these spirits of a Type that would naturally fear him, he'd have to be on his best behavior. Every so often, he'd run into a spirit or two that fled at the very sight of him. Other times, he'd see a spirit that just watched him nervously. When he had to pass by one in a smaller corridor, he'd give a polite nod and try to make some sort of casual conversation with them, especially if they were going in the same direction.

They always watched him with an uneasy leer when he did that. Did Owen confuse them, somehow? It wasn't that unheard of for a Fire to chitchat with a Grass, was it? Or perhaps they were just from a different era. After all, times had changed; Kilo Village fostered a society of inclusiveness and mutual understanding across all kinds of life, all sorts of Pokémon. He had explained that to the other spirits, and a few of them asked what he did for a living; Owen replied that he was a Heart, and beforehand, a Provisionary Heart—that he rescued Pokémon and helped out all across Kilo.

They asked if by 'Kilo' he meant the central city or the world, and Owen happily replied, "Both!"

But eventually—inevitably—Owen ran out of things to talk to with these awkward spirits that, no matter what he said, always gave him puzzled or fascinated looks, gawking at him like he was some kind of anomaly. But while he had grown used to that, he was starting to get sick of actually navigating this strange maze, even with the spirits guiding him in the right direction.

"H-hang on," Owen said to the tenth spirit: a tea-flavored Slurpuff. "Is this really the fastest way there?"

"It is," said the spirit. "Having trouble? You can always take a break."

"N-no, no, I'm fine," he said. "It's just… so big for a Dungeon. A single section, too!"

"Well, it's the spirit world, so some things are a little different. But you're really close, now. Just a few hundred more rooms."

"Aaaagh…"

But, eventually, he did find his way. He made the final turn and saw a long, dark hallway. The forest was quite dim here, and the trees were overgrown, blotting out the sun—or, whatever it was that simulated a sun in this realm. The only light source was a dim glow at the end of the hall. Owen walked toward it. His shadow loomed threateningly behind him the closer he got. The glow came from higher up. He entered a small clearing lined with a wall of more twisted wood, arching into a giant dome.

"There it is," Star said.

Owen yelped and spun around. "W-were you following me?!"

"No, I just teleported here," Star said. "Say, are you ready? All you need to do is reach out to the light, and let it go into your chest. That'll be enough."

"O-okay," Owen said. "And… will it hurt?"

"Might feel a little hot."

"Well, I like hot," Owen said, perking up. Star's left brow raised slightly, and he immediately grumbled and faced the Core again. He squinted at the light and held his small arms out. "Okay, um, Core! I'll take care of you from now on!"

The core got brighter. It was getting closer to him. He shut his eyes and felt an intense heat emanate from his chest. "Ngh—!" He gasped and opened his eyes. The center of his chest was glowing. It slowly faded, and the clearing became dark except for the flicker of the flame on his tail. "Wow…" he said.

"Nice!" Star said.

"What now?" he asked.

"Just wait a bit," Star said. "Takes a little time for the spirit to assimilate and stuff. Say, how was the walk?"

"Hated it."

"Well, at least you weren't fighting spirits the whole way."

Owen snorted.

A few seconds of awkward silence passed. Star looked aimlessly to the left and right, as if searching for a conversation starter. "So," the Mew said, "what d'you wanna do? Maybe I could turn into a Charmander again."

"Why?"

"I dunno. I'm bored. Maybe we can—"

Something bright caught Owen's eye. He looked at his arms; lights were coming from his feet, rising like bubbles. "Wh-what's happening?!"

"Hey, you finished absorbing the power! Nice. You're waking up," Star said. "Oh, right, I forgot. Uh—when you wake up, don't panic, but you might look a little—"

But the lights were too much, and Owen evaporated in front of her. Star stared at where Owen once was and sighed.

"Eh. He'll be fine."

Star shrugged and spun around. She saw a silhouette.

"Star," Klent said, standing at the entrance.

"Oh, hey."

The Mew tried to look casual, but the quiet flicking of her ears and tail suggested that she knew why Klent was there. She didn't break the silence—didn't know how to—but she concentrated on the pom-pom on the top of Klent's head, if only to give the illusion of looking at him in the eyes.

"…Owen. Why do you trust him?" he asked. "I agreed to go along with it, and I held my tongue while he was here, but… I still don't exactly want to help him right now."

"Oh, come on, it's been so long," Star said. "It's not like—"

"And yet—"

"Don't 'and yet' me, you know this is our last shot!" Star said. "And Owen is the best one to do it. You know that. He's stable now. Mostly. And if we wait any longer, Eon will get all the Orbs instead. No more procrastinating. We need to get Owen, and those other three, nice and ready. With Team Alloy or whatever they call themselves together, and with them in control, it'll work out."

Klent ruffled his pom-poms together irritably. "I won't go against him," the Jumpluff said, "but I'm not ready to help him, either. The other spirits will. But I'll… just watch, for now." He turned around. "I'm going to see Amelia. She's still shaken by all this."

Star flinched. "O-oh… right, yeah, okay," Star said softly. "Um, Okay. Take care? It's—it's not as bad as it seems. Amia and Alex are doing a great job, and so is Rhys with the other three. I promise, this'll work out."

Klent stopped at this, head lowering. His pom-pom bobbed idly in the air, and then he looked back. "Will you make that a Divine Promise?"

Star bit her lower lip.

Klent gave Star an angry smile. "I'm going to see Amelia."

"Yeah…"

The Jumpluff spirit vanished; shortly after, so did the Mew.


"HE'S COMING BACK!" Demitri yelled into the cave. At the entrance to the kitchen, he saw Rhys returning from his meeting, walking past his little berry garden. The Lucario was distracted by a particularly ripe Pecha Berry, picking it from the branches. But even with those few extra seconds, they simply didn't have enough time to cover up what had happened.

"Is—is he awake yet?!" The Axew rushed past the kitchen table, through the rocky halls, and into Gahi's room, nearly falling into his sand pit.

"I dunno, scale-bag, the guy's tail isn't even lit up!" Gahi said, churring angrily next to Owen in his Rawst bed. The Trapinch slammed his head against the dead Charmander's side, expecting that to be enough to rouse him from an eternal slumber.

"B-but he's breathing, right? Barely?!" Demitri asked. He was hyperventilating, on the edge of fainting, at risk of becoming the second casualty of the morning.

Mispy, on the other side of the Charmander, shot another Heal Pulse at his body, but to no effect. As far as his body was concerned, he was in top shape. No bruises, no abnormalities, no ailments—he just happened to be dead.

Gahi paced in a fast, small circle in the room, into the hall, and then back into the room again, thinking of a way that they could get Owen awake. "We—we ain't gonna wake'm in time, are we?"

"Is he even… alive?" Mispy brought her leaf to his chest, feeling for a pulse. He had been breathing shallowly before, and her leaf had felt the warm breath from his nose. But it had been fading quickly.

She noticed that Owen's body was turning a sickly green, and his scales felt disturbingly soft, like he was already decomposing in front of them.

"I'm home," Rhys said, entering the mouth of the cave.

"H-heyyy, Rhys!" Demitri greeted, running up to him in the kitchen. He bowed a bit too deeply toward the Lucario. "H-how are you doing?"

"I am doing well," Rhys said, staring suspiciously. "And what are you doing? Where is Owen?"

Mispy and Gahi step out of the bedroom.

"H-he… eh, he's… resting," Gahi said, glancing at Mispy. "Yeah? Just having a nap? M-Mispy?"

The Chikorita was incredibly pale.

Rhys entered his own room and inspected the shelf. Mostly everything appeared to be in its proper place. He saw his Pecha stash was untouched. His artifacts and mementos pristine. The Book of Mew lay undisturbed. Yet, the Grass Orb was missing. The trio knew, immediately, that Rhys figured it out.

"Students," he said, slowly turning, "I want you to show me Owen."

"H-he's… he's sleeping," Demitri said.

"Y-yeah, maybe we shouldn't bother'm," Gahi said.

Mispy was on the verge of tears. Demitri knocked his claws against one another, eyes wide. Owen was dead. They let him die. All because they didn't listen to—

Owen groaned from the bedroom. "Ugh, my head…"

"Th-there!" Demitri said. "He's awake!"

Mispy's leaf twitched in surprise. She turned, still in shocked disbelief, and trotted after Demitri. Rhys followed them with Gahi.

"W-wait," Demitri said, "I… Owen?"

Gahi stared. "How the…"

Rhys crossed his arms in resignation. "Hello, Owen."

Owen rubbed his head. Something about it felt… different. He felt—what was the word—fuzzy? No, that wasn't right. It was as if his entire body was covered in a soft, flexible layer of scales. Not his usual, firm plating. He ran his right hand on his left arm. He recognized the feeling. Vaguely, just barely reminiscent of feathers. It reminded him of his bed.

"L-leaves…?" He looked down. His front, once a pale brown, was the same color as pale grass; what were once orange scales along his back and arms were now sea-green. "What?"

Owen took in a sharp breath in panic. What sort of joke was this?! He felt something welling up inside his gut. Normally, it would feel like a heat building in the back of his throat. Ember—a bad habit of a reflex if he ever felt in trouble, perhaps a fragment of his primal instincts. But this time, he felt something solid choking him from the inside of his neck. His eyes bulged in surprise—out from his mouth came a single, fat vine that narrowly missed Demitri's shoulder. It snapped against the wall with a loud crack! and fell limply on the floor, twitching.

Owen choked on his own vine. He flailed helplessly against it, trying to pull it out of him, but it was attached somewhere deep inside his stomach. He tried to breathe in. It writhed like a struggling Wurmple, and then retracted rapidly into his mouth. Owen gasped for air.

"Ugh—! Th-that's not right!" he said. "Wait—leaves… everything became… The Grass Orb." He rubbed his head, looking at his leafy paws. "W-wait… that means…!" Panicking, he grabbed his tail, pulling it around to look for his fire. Just one thing to keep him sane, just one remnant of his Fiery pride. It couldn't have all changed. He was a Charmander! If he lost the one thing—

At the tip of his tail was not a flame, but a flower: a small, white daffodil.

"AAAAAUUUUUUUUGH!"






9. A Thousand-Heart Secret


Chapter 8 – A Thousand-Heart Secret

"I'm a PLANT!" Owen screeched, grabbing his chest and tugging gently at the feather-like arrangement of leaves that covered his body. He yelped when he realized that it was a lot easier to pull them away than he had expected. One of the leaves fell to the ground; a tiny splotch of green blood remained where the leaf had been plucked.

"Ow." He at the small hole left behind. The bleeding stopped quickly. "N-not that there's anything wrong with being a plant," he said to Mispy, who was glaring at him. "J-just—I'm a Charmander! Charmander! Like fire! Not a—a—"

"Grassmander?" Demitri said.

Demitri's remark sent Gahi over the edge. The Trapinch laughed, rolling his huge head and round body on the ground. "GRASSMANDER!" he shouted to the heavens. "Oh, Arceus may's well kill me now; there ain't nothing gonna top this!"

"It's—it's not funny!" Owen's feathers fanned out, making him look much larger and puffier than before. "I'm not ready for this!" He knew, somewhere in the back of his mind, that Gahi had a point to laugh at the situation, for one reason or another. And perhaps, in a few days, Owen would laugh, too. But for now, at the front of Owen's mind, the Grassmander was thinking about the most effective way to crack an exoskeleton.

"Now, Owen, close your eyes," Rhys said carefully. "Try to meditate, yes? Can you do that?"

"I…! I… I'll try." Owen felt the vine in the back of his throat well up. He was used to embers billowing from his mouth when he did that. Instead, he felt that same, horrible tendril prodding at the back of his throat. He gulped to keep it down. It writhed in his gut like a giant parasite. Owen clutched his belly. "I guess it's—is this permanent?"

"Likely not," Rhys said. "Owen… you absorbed the Grass Orb into your being. The Grass Type, in other words, is manifesting itself in you. But soon, your body will properly assimilate it, and you will return to your Fiery self—and, perhaps after a bit of training, you'll be able to transform from one form to the other at will. That can be quite useful."

"O-okay… okay, I think that makes sense…" His breathing steadied. "So, I just have to wait for now? Rhys—how do you know about all this?"

"I've studied it before," he said dismissively, "And, hrm… Owen, could you come with me? I would like to take you to town."

"H-hey, can we come, too?" Demitri said.

Gahi raised his head, finally calm enough to not chitter his laughs between words. "Yeah, I wanna hear what this is all about."

"Please?" Mispy asked.

"Ngh… I'm not sure," Rhys said. "We will see."

"We're gonna follow," Gahi said.

Rhys growled, "Are you going to disobey me?"

Mispy shrugged with her vines. "Owen will just tell us."

The Lucario growled. He knew they were right. "You will come," he said, "but you will be silent unless addressed. Understood?"

"Silent, eh?"

"Gahi." Rhys glared.

"Okay, okay." Gahi flicked his head in what was his species' equivalent of an eyeroll. "Silent."

Owen nervously shifted his stance. He thought Rhys would be extraordinarily upset at him for touching the Orb, and he remembered Star's words to behave conservatively for now. Perhaps she was right about convincing him; he didn't feel that tension from Rhys. At all. In fact, Owen sensed… relief. Rhys was relieved that Owen grabbed the Orb.

Somehow, this made the Grassy Charmander—he refused to adopt the term "Grassmander"—feel even worse.

Rhys retreated into the storage room and returned with what appeared to be a cloth three times the size of Owen. "Wear this."

"Wear?" Owen asked. "What's…?"

"This is a cloak. We can't let you be visible in public. You may be mistaken for a mutant."

Owen gulped, reaching for the cloak. It was heavy. It felt like it was made from some sort of fur and silk. It was a wonderful shade of blue, with hints of black and cream-colored fur as well. Owen brought it a bit closer, sniffing the disguise curiously. It felt quite natural and soft. A strange sense of nostalgia washed over him—something about the smell made him want to nestle into it for a nice, long—

"AUGH!" Owen hurled the cloak against the wall. "GROSS!"

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all flinched.

Demitri in particular hid behind Mispy, clutching at his tusks as if they would keep him grounded. "Wh-what's wrong?!"

"What're you panicking fer?" Gahi said, clicking his jaws.

Owen pointed an accusatory claw at Rhys, and his vine shot from his mouth halfway. He chomped down to keep it from fully emerging, and he swallowed it back. After a fit of coughing, he said raggedly, "That's your FUR!"

"Of—of course it is! I happen to shed quite a bit during the summer!" Rhys raised his muzzle indignantly. "I wasn't going to put it all to waste! I made it into a cloak. I wove it with some Wurmple silk for a foundation, let it dry, and—"

"I'm wearing YOU!" Owen squeezed his eyes shut. "Who hoards their own fur?! You don't see me making a—making a bag out of my discarded scales! I think I'm going to throw up—"

Owen belched a volley of claw-sized seeds from his mouth. Rhys ducked to avoid the high-velocity projectiles, which instead clattered loudly against the rocky wall behind him.

"Bullet Seed," Mispy said with wide, fascinated eyes.

Owen groaned. Rhys stepped to his pelt and picked it up, dusting off a few of the bullets. He put it back in Owen's arms.

"You will wear this," he said. "We cannot go in public otherwise. Understood?"

Owen stared at the cloak of Rhys. The mixture of disgust and comfort he got from holding it in his arms was enough to make the vine in his belly writhe. "Unghh." He finally slipped it on.

It was very warm.


Owen walked in total silence on their way to Kilo Village. He didn't know what he looked like; he only knew that the cloak covered him quite well. He felt a lot like a Mimikyu, or a Tangela, hidden away in a veil of darkness. He wondered, briefly, if this was going to be how he'd have to live forever. Even if he would eventually return to his Fiery self… that Espurr was going to hunt him down. He didn't feel much stronger. If she was out for blood, the fight would be over in one misstep.

Owen briefly lifted his cloak to catch a glance at the sky. It looked like it was just before noon. He spotted another Heart passing by—a Tyranitar. He stared at Owen curiously; the transformed Charmander quickly hid beneath his cloak again. The Heart paid them no mind for one reason or another; perhaps, with Rhys, he didn't want to interfere.

A nagging feeling tugged in the back of his mind. He felt bare, despite the cloak. He realized shortly after that there was a distinct lack of weight on his left shoulder. He'd forgotten his bag at Rhys' home. Too late now, he thought.

"How long was I out…?"

"It was not very long," Rhys said. "I left to speak with the Hearts, and then I returned home after a… small errand. Then, well, I arrived. Apparently, you immediately went for the Orb once I was gone, is that right?"

"M-maybe." Yes. "But… I feel like I've been gone for days. That Dungeon in the Orb was huge!"

"Time passes differently in the spirit world," Rhys said. "It can go as fast or as slow as it wishes, depending on the environment, whoever commands it, and other conditions."

Owen navigated up the stairway, tripping over the cloak—it was too long for him. There were a few instances where his legs and tail were exposed to the world. Rhys was quick to shove Owen back underneath.

On the way up the stairs, Owen wondered—bitterly—why he had to get caught up in this in the first place. What were these Orbs even for, anyway? Why did they exist at all? He wanted to ask, but he had a feeling that there were more pressing answers he wanted to learn, first. For example, how someone would react to seeing a Grass Charmander. If he was mistaken for a mutant, he'd be mulch in seconds, wouldn't he?

All the while, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi—even Gahi—were quietly following behind, though it seemed that they were just as curious about where this was all going. He heard the pitter-patter of their feet despite not seeing them. Small comforts.

They walked through the halls of the large, heart-shaped building, going straight for Anam's quarters. Owen, recognizing the turns being made and following the purple path painted on the ground, realized where they were going. Straight to Goodra Anam. "W-wait, how big is this Orb stuff?"

"Bigger than you will expect."

"Owen!"

"M-mom?!" Owen threw his cloak off with an enthusiasm that insulted Rhys—thankfully, nobody else was around. He pointed at the blue Gardevoir. "G-guys! It's—why's my mom here?" They couldn't show up for his promotion into the Hearts, yet suddenly they're here on such short notice? If he still had a flame, it would've been blazing irritably.

Amia ran and picked him up, holding him close to her chest. Owen murmured something about not being handled that way, and that he wasn't some kid to pick up, but his protests were weak and halfhearted. Being embraced by his mother was something he really needed.

"Oh, Owen, I was so worried! I thought something had happened, and…! Oh, your father has been completely distraught!"

The Magmortar emerged from Anam's office next and nodded. He looked like he wanted nothing more than to hold him, too. But he held back, considering Owen's new Type. "Owen! What happened?" he said with an odd delay. "Why are you…?"

"…Amia," Rhys said, nodding at her.

"O-oh, Rhys." Amia's shoulders sagged slightly. "Um… hello. How have you been?"

Owen blinked. "Wait," he said. "What's going on? You—you know my mom? Mom? You know… Rhys? H-he's an Elite!"

Owen took it all in. Amia and Alex, his adoptive parents, were both there. They knew Rhys. And now, they were all going to see the Head, Anam… "Why'd you come here?"

"Wait, hang on." Gahi tilted his huge head. "Yer mom's a Gardevoir? How's that work? I may not be much of a reader, but ain't the mom usually the same species?!"

Mispy bopped Gahi on the head with a vine. "Don't ask that."

"I was adopted," Owen replied routinely.

Demitri sighed, rubbing his right tusk. "Sorry about Gahi." After an awkward two seconds of silence, he added, "If it's any help, er, we don't know our real parents, either!"

"You don't say." He would normally be suspicious of them sharing that aspect with him, too, but there were bigger issues to deal with in his head. It was a struggle to triage all of the incoming questions he had swirling around his head.

"Er, actually," Amia said, addressing Owen's question, "we came here because James came for us. He said that you'd be here soon, and we'd… want to see you. I think he was right."

"Owen," Alex said, "why did you touch the Orb? Why didn't you tell us that—"

"Wait, you know about the Orb?" Owen asked.

"You may stop your questions, Owen." A silhouette of a Decidueye rose from the ground in the form of a black fog, the rest of his colors arriving seconds later. "Anam is ready to see you. Rhys, keep a close eye on the entrance while we talk, yes?"

"Of course."

"Is—is nobody going to point out that James just rose from the ground like s-some sort of phantom?" Owen asked. "H-he's a Ghost Type, but he's not…!" He followed them, but at this point, Owen wondered if he was still dead.

They all entered Anam's room. Rhys stayed at the back with his eyes closed, standing guard. He was constantly watching for auras. Owen, uneasy, thought about the Espurr from before. Is that what Rhys was looking for?

Anam's office was only about seven of the Goodra's paces across. Upon entering, the left side was riddled with books covered in a permanent, hard layer of dry slime. It flaked off to the touch, but it had a net gain every time the Goodra contacted them. Owen spotted, at the far end of the shelf, an ancient-looking edition of the Book of Arceus, with a white cover that was faded and worn by time. Perhaps it was preserved only because of the layer of dried slime that encrusted it. He even spotted on an upper shelf a thick book titled The Unabridged Encyclopedia of Pokémon Abilities and Techniques, Seventh Edition.

Owen, realizing that he was only familiar with the sixth edition, stared enviously at it. For a precious few seconds, he'd forgotten about his troubles, replaced by the petty thought of how much it would cost to buy one. Unfortunately, the feeling of leaves on his arm brought his current issue back to the forefront of his mind.

The right side of the office had a giant board with many papers pinned all over. It seemed to be for the sake of planning and organizing. It looked incredibly chaotic; Owen couldn't make out any pattern to where everything was placed.

The middle of the room had a desk made of dark wood, polished either by a craftsperson or by Anam's general moistness. It was covered in a stack of paper a quarter as tall as Owen's head, with a small bottle of Bluk Berry concentrate to the side for ink. Behind the desk, to the back of the office, was a pool of water that Anam likely used to stay hydrated. It had its own current—the inflow came from the left, with the outflow going to the back.

Anam sat in this pool of water, nibbling at his fingers nervously. "Owen," the Goodra said, frowning at the Grass-Charmander. "Rhys… is this what you wanted to happen?" When he got no reply, he continued. "Why? This might…"

"Hold on," Owen said. "What's going on? How come you guys are all… do you guys all know something I don't?"

Of course they did.

"Hey, we've got the same problem," Gahi said. "What's going on?"

Mispy wrapped a vine around Gahi's huge jaws to keep him quiet. Demitri remained silent. Perhaps if they just let them speak, all would become clear—or, as clear as they could make it, at least.

"Owen," Rhys said, "There is something that you should know about… the Orbs, and their history. For a long while, they have been guarded by Pokémon like you—those who have taken hold of the Orb, claiming its Core as their own. These Pokémon are known as Guardians—ideally, there would be one for each Type. A Guardian of Grass, in other words, would be you."

"I'm… I'm the Grass Guardian."

"Well, you are now, after taking the Orb."

"Recently," James said, "there has been an… increase in Orb-related activity. A Pokémon has figured out how to find them, somehow, and is now trying to gather them up. We do not know how many she has, but she has at least one, due to the glow she gives off in the darkness. The Espurr, known as Rim. Is that correct, Rhys?"

"Yes," Rhys said. "I have tracked her for quite some time. We used to be familiar with one another, until our motivations… diverged. Now, she has an Orb within her, likely taken from a slain Guardian."

"S-slain?" Owen squeaked, his head feeling oddly icy with anxiety. "Wait, motivations? Wait, but what's the point? Why does she want them? To be a little stronger?"

James shook his head. "Each extra Orb amplifies one's power. To gather them all within one being? You could become something far greater than some of the highest Legendary Pokémon known to us. You could rival Arceus himself. At least… that is what you have gathered, Rhys, from your research?"

"Yes," Rhys said. "Gathering all of the Orbs will grant you… considerable power. You could distort reality itself. That's already possible with one Orb and enough training—but every single Orb, gathered together, will exponentiate its range of influence to, quite possibly, the entire world. Perhaps further. This is why we need the Orbs to remain apart. Separate, and as far away as possible."

"In other words, dear," Amia said, "we don't want someone who wants that power… to actually have it. It could end, um… everything, dear."

"E-everything?" Owen said. "but… but if…! I mean… St—Star! Star, the Mew! Can't she stop this?"

"She is of the spirit world," Rhys said. "Something is holding them back from interfering with matters of the Orb in the world of the living. So, we are on our own."

"Oh, great," Owen mumbled, wondering what could possibly be holding her back.

Owen wasn't sure if he was fully absorbing this information. All he knew that the vine writhing in his stomach was replaced by a cold lump. Why did Star trick him into touching this thing? Suddenly, worrying about getting mugged in a Dungeon felt a lot more desirable.

"Okay," Owen said. "So, the Orbs, and their Guardians—all this time, they've been kept separate, right? So,"—Owen briefly wondered if he should ask, but he had to, for his curiosity was not satiated—"what's this have to do with all you guys?"

Owen didn't like the amount of silence that filled the room then. He eyed them all. Anam, James, Rhys—his friends, and his parents. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi seemed totally lost. But everyone else in the room looked tense, the answer pressing against their lips or beak.

It was the Lucario who finally broke that silence. "There are three Guardians within this room."

Rhys was about to speak his next sentence—he didn't even breathe between them. Yet, to Owen, there was an eternity's worth of between that one and the next. Three guardians. He was one. His parents were here. Why were they here? He knew why.

"Owen, you are one of them. Heart Head Anam is the second. And the third…"

No. No, no, no.

Amia lowered her head and clasped her hands together. "I'm sorry, Owen, but… so am I, dear. I've been the Fire Guardian for a very long time."

"M… Mom? But—but then what about… what about Dad?"

James sighed. "It is true. Guardians do not die of age. Unless they somehow lose their power, or are slain, they live forever. Therefore, they are sure to outlast all of their loved ones, who pass on to the spirit world."

Alex nodded. "The spirit world. That's where I truly reside, Owen. I've… been dead, technically, for quite some time."

Owen's head spun, that icy feeling becoming a tingling buzz. He sat down in the middle of the room, covering his eyes. "H-hang on… y-you're… but you're right here! You're right in front of me! You aren't a spirit! You're… alive! You're alive!"

The Magmortar glanced at the Gardevoir, who nodded. Amia held her hand up; Alex suddenly disintegrated, becoming nothing more than a small, blue ember. It entered her hand. Gone.

"Guardians can summon spirits, dear," Amia said. "It's one of the very first techniques you will learn. And while those spirits are weak at first… they will eventually become solid, and mimic the living."

"I, too," James said, "am a spirit. I suppose, in a sense, I have been by Anam's side for longer than he has been a Guardian."

Owen was close to tears. His whole world was collapsing around him. His dad was a ghost. His mom was immortal. What's next?

"Th-then," Owen said, "what's… going to happen to me?" he said. "If the Guardians have to be s-separated… th-then what's…?"

"We will no longer be following that policy," Rhys said before James could answer. "It would be cruel to separate you from your own mother. Additionally," he paused, "now that it is apparent that Rim—the Espurr—has a means of tracking down Guardians, it is now a bad idea to keep the powers isolated for her to pick away one at a time. We should beat her at her own game—and gather the Guardians ourselves."

"We can use our cave!" Amia perked up. "Since the entire village is just my spirits, I could easily have the houses be more… vacant… for other Guardians!"

"The villagers, too?!" Owen cried. "B-but what about the Granny Arcanine down the road? O-or—or the Infernape that's always repairing houses? Those kids that played by the—! They're… they're all dead?"

"Their status doesn't change the way they live," Amia hastily soothed, trying to assure Owen. "They just… happen to be spirits. That's all!"

"Is that why I never see anybody eating?" Owen said. "Because… they don't need to? D-Dad, you said you ate breakfast! You… you said so!" He realized that his father was no longer around. In some primal, irrational reflex, his eyes darted around to find him. His mother made another motion, summoning a blue ember. It materialized into his father. In a second wave of realization, Owen stumbled to his feet and staggered back.

"I'm sorry that this is so much, Owen," Alex said. "But. I promise, even though everything is different—it isn't very different—if you… just look at it a certain way, it isn't so bad! Don't you think?"

Owen's mind was processing it all, yet processing none of it. Thoughts whirled so rapidly that nothing stuck. The cacophony in his head made everyone sound like distant echoes.

It was all fake. Fabrications. His mother. His father. All of Hot Spot Cave. It was all one great illusion. His whole past was built on an elaborate lie.

"I—I need to go," Owen said. "I just—I need some air."

"Owen, wait!" Anam said. The Charmander was trying to get out, weaving past the others. Mispy was the closet to him, but she didn't get in the way. Rhys leaned forward to stop him, but Owen was too fast. The second Rhys' muscles made the twitch to advance, Owen ran out, but skidded to halt only a few paces later.

"Ah," Alakazam Nevren greeted at the entryway. "Hello, Owen. That is an interesting fashion statement."

Owen was quiet. "You… y-you know, too."

"Hm? Oh, was I late?" Nevren said.

"Very," Rhys said. "Why were you not here?"

"Well, unfortunately," Nevren said, "I was busy handling the memories of all the townsfolk you recklessly rushed past with a Grass-Type Charmander, Rhys. Whatever disguise you used exposed his tail and legs quite a few times."

"Ngh… was it truly that many?"

"Yes, quite that many," Nevren nodded.

"Wait—what?" Owen said. "What do you mean?"

"I had to, ah, slightly modify the memories of those who saw you."

"You can do that?" Owen asked.

"Not on my own, no," Nevren said. "It was just an… invention of mine, thanks to some of Rhys' help. We needed it in order to maintain Anam's position, lest people realize that a Goodra has been the Hearts' Head for centuries, let alone my existence alongside Rhys."

"Hang on, you two are immortal, too? How is—"

"Oy, what's all that about?" Gahi spoke up.

"Ahh…" Nevren nodded. "We are. But for a different, but related, reason, so to speak."

"Boy, that's useful."

Suddenly, his head was too full, and he didn't want to ask more. He was done. He didn't care anymore. His curiosity was satiated, and then bloated, and then force-fed. "I'm going."

"Going?" Nevren said. "I'd recommend against it. That Espurr could appear at any moment, actually, and we wouldn't want you to be—" Nevren touched Owen's shoulder.

"I WANT TO GO!"

Rhys reached out to grab him, but Owen turned his head and spat a well-aimed flurry of seeds in his face. Some got in his eyes.

Owen broke off in a sprint. Nevren immediately attempted to restrain him with a well-placed twist of the air—but the new Guardian was too clever and dodged in time, predicting the strike. He had too much experience with Psychic by now to let one connect so easily.

"Ahh…" Nevren watched him go. "Perhaps we should chase him."

Rhys was already on it, a blur of blue and white with the help of an Extreme Speed. With his vision slightly impaired, he was slower than usual. Gahi ran, too, barely keeping up. Once they both got to the exit of the Heart, they were abruptly ensnared by vines that sprouted from the ground, completely blocking the entryway. "Agh—he used—what is this—a Grass variant of his Trap technique—" Rhys kicked through the first layer, but two more tangles blocked their way.

Nevren's eyes glowed. He vanished from the office and appeared ahead, right by the stairs to the southern road, blocking Owen's way. "Stop!" Nevren held a hand up. A clear barrier formed from his palm.

Owen ran straight into it, baring his fangs at Nevren. "Let me out!" he said, slamming his fist against the barrier. His heart was beating against the sides of his head.

"I can't allow that, Owen," Nevren said. "You will stay here while we sort things out."

"I said…" Owen's vision was reddening again red. He pounded against the barrier. Nevren briefly glanced into his pocket, where something dim and gray shined. Meanwhile, the Charmander's growls became deeper, defying his small stature. "Let… me… OUT!"

And then, a bright, white light enveloped Owen. It was a brilliant glow—one that surrounded all Pokémon that were in the process of ascending to their next stage in life. But for a brief instant during that evolution, there was a tinge of something else—a strange, blackish bolt. Owen roared from within the light, slamming his fist on the barrier once again. He didn't have time to fully process his new height or more defined shoulders, or his new, lanky appearance as a Charmeleon. He only knew to attack again. His mouth opened wide and a thick vine slammed against Nevren's barrier with an ethereal thud.

"Ngh—" The feedback caused Nevren to fall backwards. The grassy Charmeleon—leaves for scales, and an even larger flower on his tail—ran past the Elite.

Rhys broke through the vines by the entrance, rushing past Nevren. A second set of vines erupted from the ground beneath him, ensnaring the Lucario yet again. "Nevren!" he hissed. "Why did you not pursue him?"

The Alakazam glanced down at his bag again, inspecting the gray badge. He shrugged. "Ah, he's well beyond my scope," Nevren said flatly, sitting up. "I suggest you chase him instead. I need to remain behind and modify the memories of the Pokémon he runs past again."

Rhys cursed Star's name and advanced. He saw the green Charmeleon enter one of the many Waypoints in the long rows. Which one was it? He ran to where it was and read it to himself. "Calm Water Lake…" He cursed Arceus' name next. "Why must he behave so childishly…?" He supposed the revelations could have been done a bit more gradually… but he didn't have to flee. Rhys stepped onto the Waypoint—and a flurry of vines wrapped around the metallic tile, blocking it completely.


Owen didn't know how long he had been running. He just kept going. From the building, to the Waypoint, to the Dungeon. Water splashed all over; the fact that he partially enjoyed the feeling of water on his leaves was so unsettling that he had to slow down. Snoozing Pokémon stared dumbly at Owen when he passed. A particularly irritable Krabby pinched Owen's leg, but when it did, the limb burst into an angry, writing pair of vines. The sight alone frightened the Krabby enough to scuttle away, bubbling in terror. Owen tripped over his one working leg, staring in a new mixture of emotions—annoyance and terror.

"Normal—back to normal, you stupid—" He tried to focus, but his leg kept flailing, the vines splashing in protest against the watery Dungeon. He got onto his one working foot and hobbled forward, using his hands to drag himself along the walls. His right arm disintegrated next. He fell into the water.

"P-please, please!" he cried, using his left hand to cover his eyes. But his claws were no longer there. His hands were no longer there. He gasped and stared at what they'd become—writhing tendrils covered in thorns, all the way up to his shoulders.

Owen screamed. He screamed and rolled onto his back, swinging his split arms against the rocks, creating small gashes in the sandstone. His tail and legs were gone. They, too, were ingraining themselves into the ground, into the walls, and Owen had no control over it. "Stop, stop, STOP!" Owen wailed. "PLEASE, STOP!"

Meditate, a voice said softly.

He kept swinging, trying to pull his arms together. He started by trying to get some feeling—some semblance of a feeling—of lifting his arms toward himself, to his chest. But the thorns and the vines just kept writhing and twisting ineffectually in the water like a dying insect.

Meditate, Owen. Breathe.

"H-help… someone…" Owen was nothing but a head and torso amid a tapestry of plant life.

Close your eyes and breathe.

Owen whimpered, but he obeyed. He could hear the gurgling of the vines sloshing in the loose ground beneath him. Chaotic ripples of water brushed against his feathery leaves. It slowed down. His vines stopped moving.

He took a slow, deep breath. His heart was still frantically beating away. His right arm involuntarily twitched; his eyes shot there, staring. It was back to normal. He panted, looking at the rest of him. The final few vines twisted themselves into a spiral, solidifying into a leg. He tentatively clenched his toes.

"Oh, Mew." He covered his eyes, shaking. His breathing was uneven and trembling. He found the strength to stand back up. And he remained standing for a while, not advancing.

He was in the Dungeon already; there was no turning back. He had to keep going. And so, with step after careful step, the Charmeleon continued.

In the third segment, he spotted it: that same, strange wall, into the glowing labyrinth. It wasn't repaired. He didn't really know for sure if he was beyond the Dungeon's influence yet. He'd left behind his bag, and therefore his Badge, at Rhys' home. He was a bit glad for it, though. If he had his bag when he evolved, he might have ruined its contents from whatever happened in the Dungeon. He already had it ruined once in the fight with Aerodactyl. To ruin his spare one, too? Maybe that time, he would've lost all his precious items, like the Eviolite given to him by—

"Nevren…" He thought about that gift. It would still be useful to him as a Charmeleon, with one more evolutionary step to take. He stared at his claws, pressing them together. It was inconvenient to go from four fingers to three. At least his hands were bigger. The horn on the back of his head was an odd addition, though. He felt like he could sense things even more thoroughly. He was sure he could even tell what was around the corner.

He should've been ecstatic. He evolved. He finally evolved.

He just wished that his evolution was a bit happier than how it happened.

Someone knocked at Owen's mental door. What an odd feeling—a thought that wasn't his, calling for him to listen.

Owen? Owen, hello? It was the same voice that told him to meditate.

…Star?

What's WRONG with you?! Star said, exasperated. You did the one thing I told you not to do!

C-c'mon, give me a break, they… they all just… everyone lied to me! Every single one! Mom's immortal, Dad's dead, turns out the leader of the world is part of some giant conspiracy, and two of my idols are in on it! And—and YOU! You forced me to do this! I didn't even believe you existed, and now I find out you're a LIAR!

E-excuse me?!

Owen raised his arms, mouthing his thoughts like a lunatic. He mimicked Star's tone. Oh, Owen, it's no big deal, just take this Orb or die! Not that hard a choice! Go on, be happy, turn your tail into a flower! Owen slammed his hand against the wall and yelped. It exploded into more vines. After a second of panic, he closed his eyes, breathed slowly, and waited for it to go back to normal. He sighed, and a few seeds spilled from his throat; he choked for a few seconds and had to stop walking to clear his chest. At least that meditation turned out to be useful for keeping his body from falling apart.

Don't talk to me, Owen finally growled. I need to cool off.

Owen could feel Star about to protest, but then she stopped herself. Relieved, he sighed. But now he just felt guilty.

Thanks, Owen said. I'll… I'll talk to you later, okay? Just… not now. I need to…

Just be careful.

Owen left it at that. But his time alone with his thoughts lasted only seconds.

Turn back, turn back…!

A pang of irritation hit Owen. He quietly advanced, head down.

Go away… run…!

Or become one of us…!

Owen said nothing. He kept walking. His claws pressed into his palms.

Do you have a death wish?

We'll kill you!

Owen didn't even feel afraid. Not after all this. Even if they were spirits, he could still sense their intentions in how they spoke. They wouldn't try to hurt him. They were just trying to scare him away. And he was in no mood to be spooked by even more dead Pokémon. After all, Owen thought bitterly, I've been with them all my life.

This isn't a Dungeon anymo—

"I know!" Owen yelled. His voice echoed through the halls and returned to him. He shouted again. "I know!" He stomped his foot on the ground. "I know this isn't a Dungeon, and I know you guys are spirits! I get it!" He turned around, addressing the glowing walls.

"The Water Guardian is here! I don't care WHAT you are, okay?! I'm not here to fight! I can't even be bothered to fight! You have no idea how rare that is with me! I'm a Guardian, too, and this was all kinda just thrown at me this morning! I don't know what's going on, and I'm tired, I'm confused, I'm just—" His voice cracked. "I hate… everything right now, and I just want to talk to… to someone I don't know, who's… who's in my situation, okay!?"

Owen sniffed, shaking his head. He stomped his foot again, much weaker this time. It was practically only a gentle step in place. "So just—shut up, quit the haunted caves act, and let me through! O… okay?"

His voice echoed, the only living thing in the room.

When nobody responded, he gathered what energy he had left and shouted one last time. "Are you done?!"

The spirits only replied with silence, and then more silence when Owen spun to address the other half of his invisible crowd. Owen huffed and continued onward. The catharsis of finally screaming at something forced hot tears to well up, but he blinked them away. He refused to cry.

For the rest of the long walk, not a single spirit bothered him, let alone attacked. His only encounter with one of the Watery spirits was a Swampert on the far end of the cavern's many turns. Upon seeing Owen, the spirit meekly dove into the wall to avoid confrontation.

The Grass-Typed Charmeleon went through the rest of the cave without resistance. Slowly, his thoughts transitioned from hatred of the present to fear of the future.






10. Lonely Waters


Chapter 9 – Lonely Waters

No wild Pokémon resided within these glowing caves. Unsurprising. There wasn't much food, and it was on a strange offshoot of a Dungeon. Not the easiest place to find, let alone inhabit. Even if they showed up, perhaps the spirits would frighten them away.

Owen walked the rest of the way through the cave in silence, brooding over the morning's events, dwelling on how his life—everything from his parents to his idols to his home—had been turned inside-out. He saw his father evaporate into nothing but a little blue ember, and then be recreated like it was nothing. How old were they? Why did they decide to adopt him? Why did they decide to adopt anyone? What if everybody in Amia's Orb were all past kids? Was there a secret graveyard of Amia's countless dead children?

Owen shivered. No, that was ridiculous. He'd've found something like that. Unless they burned the bodies in the lava river. Wait! But I play in that river all the time! Was I playing in dead bodies?! Owen shook his head furiously. No. No! Mom's not like that. Maybe they really are just villagers from an ancient time. Why would Amia lie with another lie? Owen's pace wavered. If I was bathing in dead Pokémon, I'm running away.

You already did that, Star quipped.

Owen jolted. H-hey! Don't do that!

Hey, c'mon, I'm bros with your spirits. They'll let me eavesdrop if they want me to. 

Ugh, eavesdrop silently, please, Owen said. You know what? Can I block you?

I'm not telling.

So I can, Owen said, squeezing his eyes tight.

H-hey, wait! Owen, no fair, I was just—

Silence. Owen deflated, relieved.

Something was shining ahead. Latching onto anything to distract himself, he quickened his pace.

While the cave rocks in general were still a soft blue even in otherwise complete darkness, this shining was a smidge brighter than the rest. That must've been where the Guardian was waiting for him. Still, the darkness unnerved him. Owen wasn't sure why. His tail swished nervously, and that's when he realized why. This was the first time in all his life that he was in truly in the dark. His flame was gone, replaced by a useless flower. The Charmeleon pulled his tail around to inspect it. He resented the fact that they were even bigger than before. The daffodil was large enough that he could stick his snout in it.

I wish it could glow a little or something, Owen thought.

The flower suddenly lit up. "Yeek—!" Owen threw his tail, but the light persisted. He swung it back around. It wasn't quite as bright as his flame, but it would do. It was, perhaps, the first good thing to happen to him that day.

He then eyed the glow at the end of the tunnel, reminded of why he was there. He was starting to get second thoughts about all this. After enough time walking in silence, and all that walking in the gentle darkness, he wondered if running away was really the best idea. No, of course it wasn't. Still, they all lied to him! His flower brightened with a flicker of rage, but then dimmed.

No. He got this far. He may as well see it through. Star didn't protest him actually seeing the Guardian, after all. Perhaps this one was friendly, too, just like Amia and Anam. The Water holder was mere steps away; the Grass-Typed Charmeleon advanced.

It was a large chamber with a rough, rocky floor. If Owen had to make a judgement on the size, it was around the same diameter as Hot Spot Square—at a full sprint, it would take Owen thirty seconds to go all the way across. Now that he thought about it, it might take less time, now that his leg span was so much longer.

Every sound Owen made echoed for what felt like eternity. Self-conscious of his own noises, he tried to walk as carefully as he could. Despite this, the gentle ticking of his claws on rock remained. He gulped, and even that noise echoed for a little while. The silence made his head feel full. There was a pressure about it.

And in this silence, he noticed that one of his steps felt different from the rest. He looked down, letting out a soft churr in curiosity. He inspected the underside of his foot and picked out what appeared to be a large, cream-colored scale. Turning the scale changed its color somewhat, like staring into a prism. It wasn't whole; it appeared that it had been ripped off prematurely, with a little strip of skin still attached to one side. Owen wrinkled his snout and tossed it away.

There was a circle of water in the middle of this chamber. If Owen threw hard enough, perhaps he'd be able to toss a rock in the middle of it. The water itself was completely still, like a perfect pane of glass. He hesitantly walked forward; he couldn't see the bottom. He couldn't find any loose rocks to figure out if it just happened to have a dark base. He was left staring into the void that was this lake.

Where was the Guardian? "Hello…?" Owen called.

Hello, hello, hello. It echoed in all directions, and then faded.

He sat down at the water's edge. As a Grass Type, he didn't feel as afraid of the water. It would normally sting quite a bit to get the flame on his tail wet—and there had been a few times when he accidentally extinguished it in the rain, though then his tail just emitted steam. Painfully. But he certainly tried to avoid it—his Fire attacks were next to useless in that sort of weather. But Grass…. How would he do with that? He sighed, but relented. If he was going to become a Fire Type again, he may as well enjoy the novelty of taking a dip in cool water for once. He squatted down and dipped his right leg first, wincing at the chill. He eased his way in until his knees were submerged, but couldn't go further. The lake's edge was too steep, and he had no idea how swimming worked.

Owen saw the water ripple near the middle, just once. Nothing had gone inside to disturb the surface other than himself. What was that? "U-uh… is someone there?" he said.

No reply. Owen figured it was just an aftereffect of dipping his legs inside, like the echoes of his voice were ripples in the air. He looked into the black water. He figured the Guardian was watching him from the very bottom. And he knew the spirits were listening in from the walls.

"…I just wanted to talk to someone in my situation," Owen said softly, closing his eyes. "I just got this… this job, kinda. I touched an Orb that I shouldn't have, and now I look like this, and I'm being told all these things about being a Guardian, and being involved in this long conspiracy to keep them all protected or whatever. And I just don't get it."

His claws gently grasped at the leaves on his knees. He was careful not to tug at them this time.

"And—and turns out, my Mom is the same way. She's the Fire Guardian… and I dunno what that's gonna mean, either. The way James—he's, um, he's the person who helps run the Thousand Heart Association—and, um, and that's, like, this group of Pokémon that help rescue others around the world. Yeah… the way James was looking at me—it was like he wanted to send me away." He winced.

"James wanted me to be like my Mom, who lived in that cave with just her spirits. I… I didn't know that's how it was for her. I think that's why she almost never goes out. I had this dream—turns out, wasn't a dream—where we went for a walk in the woods, and we got attacked, just like that. I almost died. But Mom healed me, and I passed out. But is that what it's like to be a Guardian? To just be… sealed off?"

Owen leaned back, using his hands to prop himself up. He happened to land his right hand on another one of the discarded scales—he felt a soft, fleshy bit on one of the sides and winced, quickly pulling his hand up. Losing support, he fell down, knocking his horn against the rock. "Nggk—!" The ringing in his ears didn't stop for quite a while. He clutched his forehead with his left hand while inspecting the scale with his right. It had another strip of skin on the edges that had come off with the scale. He tossed it away, but then breathed.

He continued to talk to the air. Even if nobody was listening—and he was sure at least the spirits were listening—it was therapeutic to actually unload his thoughts. There were simply too many to keep inside.

"She's just alone in that cave. I mean… not alone alone, but her spirits, y'know? And just them… forever, maybe. I can't imagine what that'd feel like." He kicked his feet in the water, making more ripples like the one before. "I guess you kinda know what that feels like. If you're listening, or your spirits. I don't know if I want that kind of life. But wh-what's the alternative? I… I could get killed! I didn't even get to be a Charizard yet…! B-but maybe I never will…" Owen glanced at the flower on his tail. He wondered if it'd hurt to pluck at the petals. He didn't want to find out.

That thought made another dawn on him. "If you're the Water Guardian… that must mean you can become your Type, too, right? I got all grassy because of touching the Orb, so maybe that means… you're all Watery."

A wave of cold realization struck Owen. He jerked his legs out of the water and pulled himself back with his arms, scrambling to his feet. Water dripped from his lower half. "I'm so sorry!" he said to the lake.

The water rippled. It didn't stop this time. Instead, it got stronger—most definitely in the middle, now—until something rose out from it. Water, but something that took a shape of its own, something serpentine. It thrust itself from the lake's center, quickly approaching Owen, who was too surprised to move. The water landed near Owen, coiling around itself, taking a solid form.

The Milotic stared down at Owen with a soft blush. Owen stared back in awe, mouth agape just enough to reveal his lower teeth. She was at least three times' Owen's height, even in her current stance.

"H-hello," Owen greeted.

"Hello," she said.

There was a silence that lasted seven seconds.

"I—"

"My—"

They had interrupted one another.

"N-no, you go—"

"Please, introduce—"

They both stopped talking again.

Owen fidgeted with his claws; the Milotic's tail twitched. Her blush had faded.

Owen took a breath; the Water Guardian did not.

"I'm Owen," the Charmeleon said.

"My name is Zena," she said. "It is nice to meet you. I am sorry for keeping you waiting."

"O-oh, no, it's okay, I—I was kinda just talking to myself anyway, but if you heard that, I mean… that's good, so I don't have to repeat myself. Sorry for stepping in you." He said the last part in a mumble.

Zena nodded. "You do not," she said. "I'm very… sorry for your fate," she said, "but you're right. We have to remain separated in order to keep the power from combining."

"S-so, as in, it's dangerous for us to even touch?"

"No—no, nothing like that," Zena said. "But, should we fight, perhaps, and then the winner extracts the power from the loser, well… we can't have that."

"O-oh, okay," Owen said. "…But… I heard that it's starting to be dangerous to stay away. W-wait! Um—yesterday, I saw a Torkoal come this way, I think. Is that, um, is that someone you know?"

"He was not," Zena said. "I dispatched of him."

"D-dispatched?"

"He was a Hunter," Zena replied. "They are the ones that we hide from. A Pokémon that intends to find us… and take our power. By any means necessary."

Owen didn't ask further. Instead, he looked down at the water, and then at Zena again. "Um… how… how long have you been here?" he asked.

Zena hesitated. "I do not know."

"H-how long, um—before that Torkoal came, how long has it been since… someone came here? At all?"

She shook her head again.

"Do you at least know Star?"

"I… I do," she said. "And we talk from time to time, just as I talk with my spirits, I suppose."

"…But it's not enough," he said.

Zena glanced away. "I suppose it isn't," she said. "But it's… it's still dangerous for us to converse with one another, isn't it? If a Hunter finds us… they could potentially get two Orbs, not just the one."

"A-actually, we were thinking, um, that it's kinda dangerous to be separated, now, because, like, there's this thing, um, it's this theory," Owen trailed off. "Like they can detect us now. They'd pick us off one by one. So instead, maybe strength in numbers?"

"Strength in numbers," Zena said. "You mentioned that your mother is the Fire Guardian. Is there anybody else?"

"Association Head Anam—he's another Guardian. I don't think I caught what Type."

"I see," Zena said slowly. She was quiet, mulling over Owen's words. The Grass Guardian, meanwhile, took the time to look over Zena again. The way her scales reflected the dim light—and in particular, the way she glowed in the same way the Hot Spot mushrooms did. Bitterly, Owen realized that the glow he'd been so accustomed to was no doubt a reflection of his mother's Guardianship. But he couldn't deny how comforting the light was, so he gazed a while longer at Zena's scales.

"…Why are you looking at me in that way?" Zena asked.

"Sorry!" Owen's entire body stiffened upright; even his tail stood alert.

She glared at him, narrowing her eyes suspiciously. "Hmph!" Zena turned her head away.

"N-no, it's not like that!" Owen waved his claws in front of him. "I didn't think you were pretty! I—I mean, wait, wait, you are pretty! But—but I—"

"You'd best choose your next words carefully," Zena hissed.

"I like your glow!" Owen blurted.

Zena flinched.

Owen covered his mouth. "I—I mean… you…" he hesitated, bringing his arms down. "C'mon, I mean, you're a Milotic. You guys are just naturally really pretty. And that whole Guardian glow you have going on in these caves really makes it look nice, and stuff."

Five seconds passed with just Owen's echoing voice filling the void.

"W-well," Zena said, looking at the wall. "Thank you."

Owen shifted awkwardly, looking at Zena again. This time, he looked her tail over, how the creamy, prismatic scales transitioned into stained glass that Owen would have expected from a temple for Arceus. Owen sensed another glare and immediately brought his head down. "Sorry," he mumbled. "I only saw your kind in books before."

"Books?" Zena repeated. Her eyes narrowed again. "What kind of—" But then, suddenly, the Milotic jerked her head up, startling Owen with the sudden movement. "Another Hunter is coming," she said.

"Wh-what?"

"Yes. We need to go," she said.

"Go?"

"If you want strength in numbers, then—then I'll humor you," she said. "But we need to hide. The tunnel," she pointed with one of her eyebrows at the dark lake. "It leads to a river outside. Can you swim?"

"I kinda used to be a Fire Type."

"Then I will be the current that guides you," she said. "Please, get in."

She slithered into the lake and vanished, melting into the water. Owen's old instincts were telling him to stay as far away from the water as possible—especially for a swim—but he knew he'd be fine in this current, Grassy form. His tail glowed brightly.

"If you say so," Owen said. He jumped in, expecting a frightening sting, but instead, it merely felt cold. He held his breath and felt the water rush around him. It was pushing him down, deeper into the tunnel; the water pressure wasn't that bad, either. It seemed like Zena was pushing against the rest of the water, making it a little easier on his body.

At first, it seemed like he'd have an easy time going through. His lungs felt a bit of strain—he'd never held his breath for very long in the past—but hopefully Zena would keep him going.

But then, Owen felt a rush of heat in his chest. He glanced down; his green, leafy scales were solidifying, becoming yellower. His arms were turning red.

Rhys said he'd go back to normal eventually.

Why now?! He looked behind him; the flower on his tail was wilting. Bubbles of steam were coming out from the burning bud. The water was starting to feel less pleasant. And it wasn't getting any easier to hold his breath, either. No, no! Just a little longer…! C'mon!

He couldn't hold his breath for much longer. He couldn't see anything in these tunnels—it was too dark. His flower wasn't glowing anymore, and his flame was slowly coming back.

Pressure built in his chest. The need to breathe was too strong. In an effort to relieve some of that pressure, Owen puffed out, releasing some of the air. That only made him want to breathe in again. He flailed his arms and legs, trying to warn Zena that he wasn't going to last much longer. Zena, the water, could not respond, but the water did rush faster. Owen had to close his eyes—the pressure against his face was too much.

He felt it. He was a Fire Type again. He felt the horrible sting of near-freezing water around his whole body, like acid, particularly against his tail. He also felt his lungs give way—and in a sharp intake, water filled his chest. The shock made Owen pass out.


Owen was floating in a black void, on his back. His lungs felt… tight. Like he couldn't move them. Voices filled his head. They felt like memories from long ago. Forgotten.

"Who're you gonna fight, Owen?"

Owen's mouth moved in the darkness. He spoke, despite his lungs being filled with water. "Gonna fight… Demitri…."

"Baah, always Demitri. How about Mispy?"

"No way…" Owen said. "She'll kill me…"

"But she's a Grass Type, c'mon!"

"Gahi, she'll kill me. That Solarbeam… is insane…"

"Feh, then why don't yeh fly and make it easier ter dodge?"


Owen gasped and opened his eyes. "Solarbeam," he mumbled.

"Hm?" Zena turned back. "Oh, you're finally awake."

The sun was setting. It was starting to get colder. They were near a river, but closer to the ocean. There was a beach further down, where the grass transitioned into sand, with Wingull circling over the shore line. The air was salty. Owen sat up—his entire body ached.

"Ugh… what happened?"

"You drowned," Zena said. "I was waiting for your body to recover."

"D-drowned?!" Owen said. "Why didn't you—w-wait, did you—" his face flushed.

"Did I what?" Zena asked. "I waited for your body to fix itself."

"Th-the body doesn't fix drowning!" Owen said.

"For a Guardian, it does," Zena said. "I set you down once we escaped, and waited for your heart to start beating again—"

"MY HEART STOPPED?!"

Zena, annoyed, said, "Yes. Is this truly that new to you?"

"K-kinda! I feel like I should be dead right about now!"

"So long as their body remains mostly intact," Zena said, "Guardians can live and recover from any injury. It's known as being Mystic."

"Mystic," Owen slowly repeated. "So, all Guardians are Mystic?"

"Yes," Zena said.

"But, that's the same thing, then. What other things are Mystic?"

"Well, I imagine Star is Mystic, even if she guards no particular Orb. The Hunters are also Mystic, though I wouldn't consider them Guardians."

"O-oh," Owen said. "Okay. So, just people who have power related to the Orbs." He looked at his claws. He still felt… soggy. But at least he could breathe again. Something felt different, too. He felt stronger. Maybe that was just how his flame burned a bit hotter as a Charmeleon.

"You mentioned… Solarbeam," Zena said.

"Huh? Solarbeam?" he asked.

"When you woke up. Were you trying to learn Solarbeam? After all, you're the Grass Guardian."

"Oh, uh, no, I…" He rubbed his head. "I can't remember. I must've been having some kind of weird dream from bad oxygen. It happened before. I was climbing a mountain with one of the Elite Hearts, and when I meditated there, I had a crazy dream, too. Ugh, that's two times that I got a weird dream. I need a break."

Zena smiled slightly. "Today has had the most talking I've ever heard from a stranger in a very long time," she said. "You're quite chatty."

Owen looked down. "Sorry."

Zena tilted her head. "I meant I enjoy it. You apologize quite often, too."

"Oh." Owen tried to think of something else to talk about, but his mind drew a blank. He considered talking about the weather, but decided against it.

"Owen… do you know where we are?"

"Um, well… the sun's setting that way… so I think we're at a southern beach, right?" He turned around. "So that means… the Thousand Heart Association is—there! Look, d'you see that mountain with the flat top?" he said, pointing up. It was hard to see past the southern forest, but the distinct, black rocks of Kilo Mountain were clearly visible through the gaps.

"Yes. That was there even before I began my hiding…. Has anything changed about it?"

"That's Kilo Village at the top, in the crater. The volcano is extinct and, uh… yeah. That's where I go for rescue missions and things like that. I bet Anam will know what to do!"

"Anam…" Zena said. "He's another Guardian? Star mentioned him before. But she doesn't talk a lot about the other Guardians—I think it's to… keep us from wanting to meet them in person. But, Owen, I'm… not sure. I don't know."

"You don't know? Don't know what?" Owen asked.

"If it's a good idea to go there," she said. "The Orbs. They're supposed to…."

"Not anymore. C'mon, let's just go!" Owen said.

"I…. But what would I say? How much has changed?"

Owen hesitated. "I dunno, but it should be fine! C'mon, I can show you around."

Zena hesitated, looking at the Charmeleon. "How are you so sure?" she said. The Milotic curled her long body, tensing her muscles. She waited for a response that would assure her.

"Because," he trailed off. "I mean, well…"

"Did you not just rant about how everything you know has been a great lie?" Zena asked. "I believe you used similar terminology."

"Y-yeah, but, only some, not everything…."

"But didn't some of that everything happen to be your own parents, and your idols?" Zena said.

"…Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi didn't know, either," Owen said. "I trust them. And… and Rhys is the one who wants the Guardians to stay together, too."

Zena blinked. "What was his name? Rhys?" he said.

"Yeah, Rhys," Owen said. "What?"

"Lucario Rhys?" Zena said.

"H-huh? Yeah."

"We are not going to Kilo Village," Zena said.

"W-wait, but why—"

"Rhys is one of the Hunters."






11. The Hunters' Mission


Chapter 10 – The Hunters' Mission

"But… but Rhys is cool," Owen said.

The Charmeleon had stopped walking the moment Zena told him that Rhys was a Hunter. It simply didn't make sense. No… no, it did. It added up. But it didn't make sense to Owen anyway. Rhys was too noble. He was an Elite Heart. How could he be a murderer, too?

"That Lucario is the one who nearly killed me." Zena's tail twitched, flexing the fan at the tip. "He is the reason I spent lifetimes sealed away."

"But… but he gave me the Orb! I mean, he didn't—I mean, he was holding the Orb, but he never claimed it, and, um, and also, like—when I took it, he didn't want to hurt me at all! M-maybe you're thinking of his great grandfather or something? Like, Rhys is just a really strong Lucario. He's not a Guardian or anything. He doesn't glow! So, he can't be, um, un-aging and stuff like us." Nevren had said that they didn't age for another reason. Was that because—

"Hunters don't age. He could easily be the same Lucario." She coiled around herself a bit tighter, staring intensely at Owen. "Tell me. Did he specialize in aura attacks?"

"I—I mean, what Lucario doesn't, right?" Owen tittered nervously. He shrank before the serpent. He knew that Zena could see the helpless defiance in his eyes.

The Milotic did not break her stare. "Are you sure? Do you truly believe that Rhys won't harm you, should you appear before him now?"

Owen gulped, looking at his chest. He was glad to be back to his fiery self again. It felt right. But would Rhys try to kill him? That Lucario…. He was stern, certainly. And perhaps he'd punish him with more meditation, or something like that. Perhaps, as well, he was a bit too harsh with his training regimen. But… he simply couldn't imagine Rhys wanting to hurt him. Something at the very core of his being was telling him that he could trust Rhys. But at the same time, why did he feel that way? He just met him, didn't he?

"I don't know." The words tumbled out of him, but they were the truth. "I feel like I can trust him! But at the same time, he could… if he wanted, he could easily… couldn't he? Well, I feel like he'd just force me to meditate, like he always di—" Owen blinked a few times. What? When did Rhys ever force him to meditate? That never happened. That was Demitri and the others. He grew up with Amia and Alex—his adoptive parents. They were the ones who—

"Owen? Are you okay?" Zena asked, tilting her head.

"H-huh? Oh. I'm fine. Um… b-but I really… I don't know! If you're with me, maybe he'll hear me out, and not attack you? If he's still like that? No… I—he's too nice. If he wanted to, he could've killed me right at the beginning, when I first got the Orb!"

"Regardless of his actions before," Zena said, "he may have second thoughts. He is still a Hunter, and it is their very purpose to track down and gather the Orbs at all costs. And right now, we are two Guardians, possessing two Orbs. That may be an opportunity too tempting to ignore."

Owen played with the scales at the base of his claws. Zena had a point. Why would Rhys be chasing after them in the first place? Why Rhys specifically, if he knew that this would be the Water Guardian? But Owen's gut still told him that Rhys was safe. He never sensed any ounce of malice in his body language. He was good at spotting those things, for as long as he could remember! But… what if Zena was right? What if he got tempted? What if that malice… came back?

Owen's legs felt weak. He walked to a nearby, sandy rock and sat against it. Waves washed upon the shoreline two times before he spoke again. "Rhys… could kill me…"

"He very well could," Zena said. She slithered a bit closer, but hesitated to get within arm's reach of him. "And you aren't nearly strong enough to defend yourself against him."

"But… b-but he's my… I trusted him," Owen said. "There's no way he'd...!"

"Are you willing to risk your life to see if you are correct?" Zena said.

The ocean brushed against the sand. Owen smelled the salt in the air. Wingull squawked at one another, bickering over a carcass. He clenched the claws of his feet a few times in the sandy grass. He felt hot. His face, especially. His chest hurt. Something in the back of his eyes burned. His vision blurred. The Charmeleon trembled, clawing at his knees. "Everyone I knew…"

"Owen…" Zena said softly. She finally broke past her hesitation and slithered even closer. She used a brow to rub his head. "It's okay. It's… okay. Even if Rhys is dangerous, the others are still your friends. And your mother, Owen. What Charizard would harm their own child?"

"Um, a-actually, my Mom's a Gardevoir… I don't know my real parents."

"Oh, I'm—"

Owen shook his head. "But either way, it's… it's all the same. You're right. There's no way she'd want to hurt me. She raised me! She—" Owen's heart skipped a beat. "Mom! She's with Rhys…! And she's a Guardian!" He sprung to his feet, as if that action would somehow give him an idea on what to do next.

He felt a strange tingling on the scales on his back. The air felt… sharp, like it cut into his lungs, and a sinking feeling twisted his stomach into a knot. What was this power that he could feel? He'd never had such a sensation before. He was used to having a vague sense of what was around the corner, or even in the other room. But this? This was new.

At the same time, Zena stared toward Kilo Mountain. "He's coming," she said. "How did he know we were here? Who could have…?"

Owen realized that what he was sensing was something Zena sensed, too. He closed his eyes. He heard the rapid footsteps of something bipedal. He recognized the pattern-it was Rhys, without a doubt. He also heard another sound, a lot more rapid, with smaller legs. Hard knocking on sandy dirt. Angry chittering. That pattern was equally familiar. It was a Trapinch, going much faster than it should for its species. "Gahi, too."

Zena coiled around herself, preparing to launch everything she had at the incoming duo.

"D-don't hurt Gahi. He's a Trapinch, and he's—he's not involved in any of this!"

Zena said nothing, but she was clearly aiming for Rhys. Owen turned toward the source of the sound again. Louder. He only had a few seconds to react. Was this really Rhys attempting to kill them? Why would he chase them all the way down here? Why couldn't he hear his mother's running pattern? Because she wasn't there. It was just Rhys and Gahi.

"Owen!" Rhys shouted, jumping between two trees, into plain view.

Zena fired. The beam of water was simultaneously wide and dense, and it was a perfect shot. Rhys held his paws forward with an Aura Sphere-like shield to deflect the blast. Gahi, trailing behind, dove behind a tree to avoid the scattered beams of water, shouting something angrily. When the Hydro Pump stopped, and the mist faded, Rhys remained. Zena's attack was completely neutralized by the shield.

Gahi stared in horror at the gaping hole left in the tree that he'd been hiding behind. The deflected beams had missed him by only a head's length.

For that one instant, the world stood still for Owen. It all clicked in his mind at once. He felt Zena's coils wind in defensive terror beside him. Almost out of empathy, his muscles tensed in a similar way. His heart was pounding against his neck. Rhys had deflected one of the most powerful attacks Owen had ever seen.

He had been ready for that attack. He was expecting it. He knew. Owen's claws dug into his palms; his tail blazed with a shining, green flame.

The last of the mist faded. Zena's words echoed in his thoughts.

Rhys is one of the Hunters.

The Lucario let out a pant. "Owen, I—"

The Charmeleon opened with a plume of fire. It was easily blocked, but Owen followed up by lunging forward. He wasn't using words anymore, just roars and grunts. Rhys deftly blocked every hit with little pulses of aura from his paws, stepping backwards with each lunge Owen made.

"Owen, enough!" Rhys said.

"You—what did you do—what did you do to Mom?!" Owen shouted.

"Your mother?! What in the world do you mean?!"

Owen roared and blasted Rhys with fire, point-blank. He couldn't deflect this one, and his upper body was briefly alight. This was too much for Rhys to tolerate. With a single blow and a grunt of anger, Rhys swiped his paw toward Owen and created a small sphere on his side. It exploded, and blasted Owen with a shockwave of aura force. He slammed into a tree and cried in pain when his left shoulder dislocated itself, and his left leg broke in two places. A few ribs probably got fractured, too. There was a large welt on his right side where the aura had exploded, and some scales had been blasted off, too. He crumpled to the ground; it hurt too much to move.

Zena spewed another beam of water at Rhys, but the Hunter jumped to the right in a blue blur. Zena blinked and lost track of him. She turned toward Owen and saw Rhys there instead, kneeling down. Rhys' eyes were narrowed with concern.

"You won't!" Zena shouted. "Get away from him! Or I'll fire again! I won't miss!"

"If you do miss, you will hit Owen," Rhys said calmly. He didn't even react to her.

"It's… it's a risk I'll take to stop you, you—murderer!"

"Murderer," Rhys repeated softly. He inspected Owen, who only glared. Flames danced out of his mouth. "Your mother is worried about you, Owen. Your father, too."

"You're a Hunter," Owen said. "Zena… Zena told me! You… you killed Guardians like me!"

"Owen." Rhys closed his eyes. "If I wanted to kill, then you two would already be dead."

"N-no way!" Owen said. "I'd totally beat you if… if I wanted to! I'm a Guardian! I survived drowning!"

"Drowning," Rhys said with a snort. "You took a quarter of the day, I imagine, just to recover from that. Do you really think a Hunter would kill a Guardian by drowning them?"

Owen gulped. "Y-yeah, well, I bet I could survive… a lot of things, now." His eyes darted to the left and right, searching for some sort of opening. Owen focused on a tree behind Rhys. The Lucario followed his gaze—just what Owen wanted. He spewed a wad of fire at Rhys the moment he looked away. In a single, deft motion, Rhys brought his arm up and blocked the blast with another aura shield.

Owen flinched, and Rhys looked at him with a knowing glare. Owen had no escape.

"You cannot survive much," Rhys said. "Divine energy from the Orb sustains you, even if your very heart stops. However, great injury to your body disrupts that flow. If someone wished to kill you… they would. And they can. Just because you are Mystic does not mean you are invincible. Look at you, Owen." He shook his head. "A body half broken already. If I aimed for your head," he pointed out, "the Grass Orb would be without a host once more."

Owen envisioned Rhys doing just that. Moving his paw just a bit further up. He would've been headless. Just like that. He thought back to the Aerodactyl. He still would have been paralyzed from the waist down from his strikes. And if he was rejected from the Dungeon, some opportunistic wild Pokémon still could have feasted on his unconscious body.

Owen's sense of mortality returned to him. When that happened, the Charmeleon thought his heart had stopped again.

"You can't even stand."

"I can totally stand!" Owen used his good arm and clawed at the air in front of Rhys.

Rhys waited.

He kept clawing and tried to sit. In the end, he couldn't. The most he could do was prop himself up. His arm trembled, and he fell again.

Gahi waddled out from the tree he'd been hiding in. "Lighten up, Firebutt," Gahi said. "Yer beat. And you! Pretty lady! You calm down, too! Rhys ain't gonna hurt anybody."

"P-pretty lady?" Zena flushed red.

"Can you stand, Owen?" Rhys asked again. Despite his neutral tone, Owen sensed that he was mocking him.

"Nrgh." Owen's tail twitched. "I don't feel like it." He exhaled a defeated plume of smoke. It tasted like roasted seeds.

Rhys sighed and looked up at the trees. He inspected the tops, and then looked at Zena. She didn't take her eyes off of him, waiting for any sudden movements. Rhys, recognizing this, moved slowly, gently, raising his arm to point up. Zena didn't change her focus. Right at Rhys.

"There is a ripe Oran Berry in the trees. I intend to harvest it for Owen. Milotic Zena, will you allow me to do this?"

"You will move slowly," Zena said.

Rhys obeyed. Every step was deliberate, and he pointed the pad of his paw toward the berry. The tiniest of Aura Spheres appeared there, and he fired, knocking it off of the tree. It landed nearby. Rhys took step after deliberate step toward the berry, and then leaned down to pick it up.

At this point, Gahi was shaking with impatience, pacing in a rapid circle nearby. He mumbled something about being able to do this seven times by the time he finished once.

Finally, Rhys returned to Owen and handed him the berry.

"How can a berry help him?" Zena said. "They're a pick-me-up. They only provide energy, as all food would. Oran Berries are useless for injuries like that."

Owen glanced at Zena confusedly.

"Is—is it not?" Zena asked.

Owen grabbed the berry and took a bite, chewing awkwardly while lying on the ground. A soft glow flowed from Owen's throat to the rest of his body, barely visible if it wasn't for the darkness of twilight.

"Hold still," Rhys said. With a firm push, he snapped Owen's arm back into its socket, eliciting a loud, suppressed grunt from the Charmeleon. He then moved to his broken leg. "Are you ready, Owen?"

Owen whimpered.

"I'll do it on three. One—" Rhys snapped them in place. Owen didn't cry out that time; his eyes watered, and he gritted his teeth, but the most noise that came was from the air rapidly moving through his nostrils.

"Thank you," he said in a high-pitched voice.

"Eat your berry."

Owen awkwardly ate at the berry using his good arm, still lying on the ground. A glow emanated from his throat that was only visible due to the darkness of twilight. It pulsed throughout the rest of his body—while bruised, Owen felt much better. Bones repaired themselves; he felt like he could breathe deeply again. He sighed and deflated after the final bite, idly licking at his claws.

"Oran Berries have been greatly enhanced since your time, Zena," Rhys said. "They have been blessed by Goodra Anam, leader of the Hearts, who doubles as a sort of… priest, if you will. Most Oran Berries you see in the world today carry that blessing. This is especially true for content found in Dungeons, which have, too, been blessed. Prior, they were much less welcoming."

"Blessing," Zena repeated. "Priest. What sort of cult do you run?"

"It's not much of a cult if you can see actual results, now is it?" Rhys asked, motioning to the fiery Grass Guardian. "For smaller Pokémon like Owen, a single berry is enough to fully restore them to fighting health."

Owen grunted and stood up. He didn't know what to think anymore. He'd gone past the panic and despair and slipped into frustration and anger again. The same anger that made him yell at Zena's spirits. Even if he was healed, his older thoughts returned to him, now that he no longer feared for his life. He glared at Rhys. "Who are you?"

"...I am Lucario Rhys, Elite Heart of Kilo Village. I am a former Hunter of the Guardians." Rhys looked to Zena. "Owen is very good at detecting lies and malevolence. He is very in-tune with body language, and he knows if I intend to strike him, even if it is as a surprise. Owen, do you sense anything from me that suggests I would want to hurt you?"

Owen looked up. He could feel it, yes. He didn't know it was some sort of talent of his, but he was always very aware of his surroundings, including those close to him. And he could sense Rhys' paw twitching irritably. His muscles were tense from the battle. His brow was furrowed with hidden impatience, invisible thanks to his fur, but the tension was there.

Rhys did want to hurt him… but not in the way Zena thinks. No. Rhys was holding himself back from smacking him on the head. He could imagine Rhys telling him to stop acting so immaturely, so rashly, so childishly. He wanted him to be a proper Heart. He could hear the lecture about how, had this been done on a mission, innocents could get hurt, or worse.

Owen finally straightened, but then brought his head down. He rubbed his nose with his arm.

Zena's eyes softened, just barely. "Very well. But do not think you've convinced me, Hunter."

"Great, great, that's all nice and good," Gahi said, clicking his jaws to get their attention. "But as yeh may've noticed, it's pretty much twilight at this point, and I'm tired, and I haven't had dinner yet, and maybe we can get this rolling along? Oy, Rhys, y'got yer Badge? I wanna go back ter Kilo. I hate rivers, and I hate oceans. I'd rather get eaten than drown someplace like this. We gonna go?"

"Why did you even come, then?" Rhys said in a hiss that was only half-controlled.

"Well, yeh had that story about Mystics an' all that ter tell me on the way," Gahi said. "Was the first story yeh ever told that wasn't boring."

Owen sensed Rhys wanted to hit Gahi, too. The left half of his lips twitched upward, and he couldn't hide his brightening flame. He shook his head to keep composed and looked to the Water Guardian.

"Zena," Owen said. "Even if Rhys is a Hunter… I mean, there's no way Goodra Anam would allow him to do anything. If we go to Kilo Village, we'll be safe. And I think Anam is way stronger than Rhys is."

"Perhaps not way stronger," Rhys growled. He looked at Gahi. "Very well. I have the Badge. If Zena will allow me to look through my supplies, I will get it."

"You may," Zena said slowly. "But if I am to follow, expect me to be ten paces behind you. I refuse to walk beside the likes of you."

Rhys winced. But Owen also sensed a tension in Rhys' throat, too. Owen gently rubbed at his own, trying to get an idea of what the feeling was supposed to be. The Charmeleon realized then that Rhys had a figurative lump in his throat.

"...What's a pace fer you?" Gahi said, observing her lack of limbs.

The Milotic glared.

"Feh." Gahi shuffled behind Owen. He tried to be casual, but Owen noticed his tremble.

Rhys pulled out the Association Badge.

"And that will help us home, how?" Zena asked.

"It'll bring us back to town," Owen said. "It can only really bring back four people at a time or so. We usually bring more Badges in case we have to rescue a bunch at once, so then we can still get back ourselves." Owen recalled what he'd read about the Badges functionality and limits. "You can key it in to other locations to warp to if you configure it while you're there, but by default, if you just tap the little heart button in the middle once, you'll go to the Central Waypoint. Easy. I'd've set my new Badge to go to Hot Spot Cave, but… it's been a really hectic few days lately…"

"Oh?" Zena tilted her head. "What's a Waypoint?"

"Oh, wow," Owen said. "You have been gone for a while. Um… it's… this thing where you have to stand on it, and then once you do, it will activate, and then you'll go to its corresponding tile somewhere else in the world—so, in this case, the one in Kilo Village. Nevren invented it." Owen looked at the Badge. "This Badge has the same sort of energy. It's weaker, and it has to recharge… but it is tied to the Waypoints or other areas you register with it."

"I see… Waypoints can be used as much as we want, but they're stuck at two specific locations. But these Badges can be used anywhere, but require energy. What an interesting system. Very well. If you are confident in this… thing, I will put my faith in you, Owen."

Owen caught a twitch of irritation from Rhys, but he figured he deserved that one.

"Owen," Rhys said, "why don't you use it?"

Owen nodded, took the Badge, and thrust it in the air. He clicked the button once. In a split-second, they reappeared in Kilo Village, just in time to see a small team, led by Anam, heading for Calm Water Lake's Waypoint. The others accompanying him were Decidueye James and Alakazam Nevren.

"Whoa, wait! L-look!" Anam said, pointing.

"H-hi, guys!" Owen hesitated. In the rush of events, he finally remembered what had happened. Wasn't he supposed to be angry at them? But, now that he had time to think… "I'm… I'm sorry for running off," he said. "I just—I wanted to clear my head, and—"

Zena stared, wide-eyed, at the countless buildings that surrounded her. Owen was glad they came when there weren't any Pokémon passing by, or the isolated Milotic would have been completely overwhelmed.

"A-and this is Zena! She's, um, she's the Water Guardian."

Zena tensed and looked away. "H-h-hel…"

"Hi, Zena!" Anam waved. "It's good to meet you!"

"Ahh, the Water Guardian, I see," Nevren said. He stepped forward and held out a hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Zena. I am sorry if this is beyond your favored conditions."

"Y-yes, thank…" Zena held out an eyebrow for him to shake.

"Zena, are you okay?" Owen asked.

"Give her time, Owen," Nevren said. "She has not spoken to so many strangers in a very long while, I imagine. This will take time to adjust."

"She spoke just fine with Rhys…" But he wondered if it was easier for her to yell at someone she hated than to talk to someone new. Didn't explain why she spoke so easily with him, however. Owen figured it was because he was just one little Charmeleon, and this was a gang of elites and Gahi.

"Owen!" Demitri shouted from the top of the Heart stairway. "H-hey! You're back to normal!"

Mispy was next to Demitri, and both of them rushed down to meet with the rest of their team.

"Yeah, so much fer being funny ter look at," Gahi said. "How's it feel ter be Fire again, anyway?"

"Good," Owen said immediately.

Mispy glared.

"S-so." Owen avoided Mispy's eyes. "How did… Rhys find us?"

"He ran ahead ter get yeh," Gahi said. "Said he knew where yeh'd be. Maybe he sensed yer Mystic aura, y'know?"

"I am familiar with the underwater channel that Zena used," Rhys said. "Once I figured out where you had gone, I decided to follow you there. Unfortunately, there isn't a Waypoint designated to that part of the southern shoreline, as no Dungeon had ever formed in that location. I had to go on foot. Gahi was the only one who could realistically keep up."

"O-oh." Owen thought about what Zena had said. A Hunter had been chasing after them. Did Rhys chase her through those channels before? What stopped him from…?

Zena looked at Anam. By his species name, she knew he was the leader. "You… I'd… like to introduce myself," she said. "And… to your spirit."

"Oh!" Anam said. "Yeah! I'm Anam, and this is James! He worked with me for a long time, but when he eventually got too old, I brought him back as a spirit assistant!"

Owen squinted slightly. Anam sounded odd when he said that. Did anybody else notice? He glanced at Rhys. He noticed. But he didn't say anything. It must have been nothing. Anam wasn't the sort to lie, after all.

"Yes," James said, nodding. "Ah, and Owen, your parents are very worried about you. I will fetch them." He sank into the ground.

A brief, awkward silence filled the air. It was only broken when Anam said, "Wait! So… so that means right now, in this town… we have four of the Guardians in one place!"

"F-four…" Zena said, realizing this. "Water, Grass, and…?"

"Fire's my Mom," Owen said.

"And I'm the Ghost Guardian!" Anam said.

"Four of us, all in one place," Zena remarked. "Isn't that a bit worrying?"

"Not anymore," Anam said. "I think we're going to be changing strategies."

Nevren nodded. "Yes. It appears that the remaining Hunters have discovered a means of tracking the auras of Guardians with great precision, so we must now dedicate ourselves to gathering, rather than separating, the power before the Hunters do the same."

"Hmm." Zena looked at Nevren carefully. "You… give off a strange aura as well."

"Y-yes, well… that is…"

"Nevren," Owen said, crossing his arms. "I'm really sensitive to secrets right now, and I just… I just don't want to deal with it. Just tell me now so we can get it over with. And I think this Mystic power is making my perception go on overdrive, and I think I hate it? Because I'm feeling all the lies pouring from you guys. It's disgusting. Just… tell the truth."

Anam nibbled nervously on his fingers.

Nevren shook his head, eyes closed. "Very well," he said. "It's not much of a secret to others, but I used to be an active Hunter as well, yes. A… researcher; I was not much for fighting."

Owen expected this, the way Rhys was so familiar with him. "Are there any other Elites or, like… anybody else here in the Hearts that are former Hunters?"

Nevren shook his head. "Of the Hearts, only Rhys and I are affiliated," he said.

"Okay, just—what's the point?" Owen said. "What's the whole point of the Hunters? Why are you guys around for so long if you don't have any Orbs to keep you alive? How many of you are there, and…?"

"Perhaps," Rhys said, "this is something that we should discuss in private."

Anam nodded. "Mhm. The night crowd is gonna come soon, and I don't want them to overhear anything. Let's go to my office!"

Everyone agreed, though Zena trailed behind, as promised. Ten paces. In this case, those were ten intervals of Zena's weaving, slithering motions. The walk was a long one—it felt longer than usual. And Owen sensed it again. Rhys' tension. But this was a different tension… Owen shook his head. He hated feeling these things. He tried to dull it, but he still had the vaguest feeling of what the others were doing around him.

Rhys glanced back at Zena. Owen did his best to ignore it, but those glances were becoming very frequent. He wasn't getting tempted, was he? Was Nevren stronger than Rhys? No, he said he wasn't a fighter. And what about Anam? Surely he could handle Rhys. Then again, Owen never actually saw the Goodra fight before. In fact, if the rumors were true, he usually just hugged outlaws into submission.

Suddenly, Rhys stopped walking; Owen nearly bumped into him had it not been for how abrupt he had stopped. "Rhys?" Owen asked, leaning to the side.

Zena tensed, Mystic energy silently flowing beneath the surface of her scales, making the once creamy color glow iridescently against the setting sun.

"I… I wish to apologize," Rhys said, head down. "For what I put you through. I didn't intend for you to live in fear. And… for that, I'm sorry."

Zena's guard faltered, but then her glare redoubled. "Intentions don't mean very much, Hunter."

Owen and Rhys both winced, but neither had a counter. Zena had every right. Anam nervously nibbled at the tips of his fingers; Gahi clicked his jaws irritably, but it seemed that even he knew not to speak up. Demitri and Mispy, largely uninformed, only exchanged confused glances.

"I understand," Rhys finally said, cutting through the silence, but more agonizing emptiness took its place seconds later. Rhys' paws twitched, and that lump—Owen sensed it in his throat again. But no words came.

In the dying lights of evening, the group quietly shuffled into Anam's office. Demitri tripped and fell onto Mispy, who wrapped her vines around him and set the Axew atop her back. Nevren tapped his spoons twice; Luminous Orbs lit the corridors. "Could've done that in the first place," Demitri mumbled.

The Goodra sat in the pond in the back of the room; all of the others sat in simple nests of hay that James had materialized from the shadows, except for Zena, who coiled around herself, next to Owen. On Owen's other side was his mother—who refused to keep her hand off of the Charmeleon's arm, holding firmly—and next to her, Alex.

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi jealously eyed Owen's new, Charmeleon form. Owen, noticing this, gave a teasing little smirk—he won that little game and, surely, he'll hit his final form first, too. The Elites were near Anam, though not too close; the gooey world leader tended to get in a grabby, cuddly mood at night, and the last thing they needed was to get covered in his slime.

"Well," James said. "Rhys, perhaps it is appropriate for you to explain… yourself to those who are not aware."

"Yes," Rhys said. "I… believe it is appropriate." He looked at the others—particularly at Zena, and then Owen, and finally, his students. "Nevren and I… are two of the five Hunters. Our purpose was to gather all of the Orbs into one being. We were meant to use this power to challenge Arceus, as we deemed him an improper god."

It took nearly ten seconds for Owen to fully process those three sentences; he didn't even react when Zena spoke first.

"Wh-what do you mean, challenge Arceus? Is that the power that these Orbs possess?" Zena asked. "Why in the world would Arceus allow such a thing to exist?"

"Because he created it in the first place," Rhys said, "and is powerless to stop it by his own design. At least, that is the story we are told; that Arceus used to be omnipotent, when the world was first created. But then, fearing his own power and temper, he delegated some of it to others that he could trust. Star was one; he gave her a third of his power. Another third became imbued into artifacts that represented Arceus' power; those became the Orbs. The remaining third is still with him."

"Okay…" Owen rubbed his head. "But… hang on. Arceus didn't like His own temper? Arceus has a temper?"

Rhys nodded. "Arceus does indeed become wrathful at times, and with absolute power, the results can be… devastating."

It seemed too simple. Why would someone with ultimate power give it up at all?

Owen pressed on. "So… so He basically… tried to save the world from Him, retroactively?" Even as Owen said it, there was a hint of skepticism in his tone.

"It seems so."

Owen grumbled. "But what about you? The Hunters? You want to challenge Him? Like, as in, usurp Him? Even though He did something so selfless?" Owen briefly paused, feeling a brief tinge of reverence in the way he spoke of the Creator. Just yesterday, he didn't believe in the existence of one at all. Now…?

The shock of it all left him feeling numb enough that he could focus on the conversation and nothing else.

Rhys closed his eyes. "We were… conscripted," he said, "by Star, to usurp him."

"Oh." Owen said. He blinked twice. "Wait—"

"You're lying," Zena said immediately.

"Do I look like I'm lying?" Rhys said just as quickly.

"That Torkoal said the same exact thing," Zena said. "You're lying, just as he was! Star would never—"

"Hm?" Amia looked up. "Oh, hold on, dear."

Owen glanced curiously at his mother; she held her hand forward, pushing out a blue ember. It coalesced and turned into a pink cloud, and then further solidified into a very faint, yet clearly visible, Mew.

"H-h-hi, Star!" Owen greeted.

"Hey, Owen!" Star waved. "Hey, good to see you got your old Type back. Maybe you can practice switching between the two later, huh?"

Amia sighed, shaking her head. "I'm sorry I couldn't make you any more solid, Star, but your spirit's just too much to manifest."

"Nah, it's fine. This works."

Owen gulped, knowing why Star wanted to be summoned in the first place. "Um—about… about what Rhys said."

"Star, are you here to disprove what that Hunter is saying?" Zena said. "Smite him."

Star held her arms up, waving her paws quickly. "N-no, no, I don't do the whole smite thing. I, uh, I mean, I'm kinda here to… back Rhys up."

Zena's coils tightened.

"I was listening in, and… he's right. I… did kinda… create the Hunters, in a sense." She fiddled with her paws.

The Milotic looked like she'd been stabbed in the chest. "Y-you… created them?" She expected Star to laugh and say it was a joke, another one of her pranks. But the Mew's downcast eyes said it all. "The very people that—that ruined my life—that ruined everything I had?!" Zena said.

Star kept her head down.

The lack of response was perhaps the worst reaction Zena could have received. The painful silence lasted for—Owen wasn't sure how many seconds. Too long. Even Gahi stayed quiet, his huge mouth slightly open in disbelief. Owen wondered if it was because the trio was witnessing Mew Herself, or because Star was behind something so horrible.

Silent through it all, Anam nibbled on his fingers and shrank back, eyes focused on nothing. It was like he was listening to a voice only he could hear, even while Zena spoke.

"I could have lived a normal life!" Zena whispered loudly. She was trembling. Her voice slowly grew in volume. "I… I could have lived as a normal Milotic, perhaps found myself a fine partner to have an egg with, to raise a child together, to become a family, to die of age like—like any other Pokémon! But instead…! Instead I lived… centuries… in isolation… with nothing but spirits that taunt me with their deaths, their ability to freely leave and pass on…! And I'm… I'm just stuck here with this Orb, some piece of our so-called all-mighty Creator's rejected power! And… and all for what?! All for you to take it back?!"

Star opened her mouth to speak.

"I don't want to hear another word from you! Leave my sight!"

Star bit her lower lip. She lingered, but when Zena's piercing, fiery eyes persisted—enough to rival Owen's tail—she disintegrated into a blue ember and returned to Amia.

Zena threw her head onto her coils, shivering and sniffling. Owen quietly looked around and saw that nobody was comfortable enough to approach her. He took initiative and quietly stepped closer to Zena and put a hand to her neck. She jerked her head away, but didn't resist when Owen tried a second time.

"Why?" Owen finally asked. "What's… what's it all for? Why does—or, did, why did Star want that power?"

Rhys shook his head. "I don't… I don't know," he said. "What she told us is the extent of her motivations behind trying to usurp Arceus. That he is an improper god; that the world is stagnating; that to save it, she would need the power. And… while I agreed with her at the time, the way the Hunters worked to do this…" He glanced at Zena. "It shook me. And I could not continue, and Star felt the same. Yet… well, as you can see, some of them still continue."

Zena pressed her eyes against her scales. She was well beyond anger at this point; it seemed like she was just closing herself off again, like she was hiding away in the base of her caverns all over again. The way she coiled against the rocks made her scales bend roughly against the jagged portions. Owen stared worriedly at this. Did Zena even realize it?

"Star was my friend," she said. "How could she lie to me? For so long?"

Owen held Zena's side, trying to prevent her from damaging her scales too much. It was enough to stop her, and she resorted instead to brushing against his side instead. She needed something to press against, and Owen recognized that much, even if he couldn't understand why. Her sheer size made it hard for the Charmeleon to remain stable; he gripped his claws onto the nest for some leverage. It wasn't very effective.

"She may have told you many times before," Rhys said, "and then erased your memory of it when the reaction was… less than favorable. Star can do that—it's what inspired, and helped, Nevren do the same to Kilo Village to maintain Anam's leadership without anybody realizing he never dies. But with all of us present, I doubt she can erase your memories again. Not effectively."

Zena sniffed. Her tail wrapped around Owen next; he was too slow to react, and he became enveloped somewhere along her abdomen. She curled around him, just to have something to hold. "I remember… oh, I certainly remember now…!"

"Y-you do?" Owen said. "How many times did She tell you?"

Zena shook her head. Her voice was only slightly louder than a whisper. "A number of times. Every few decades. I reacted badly. I threatened to leave, and she couldn't have that—I would get hurt." She shrugged her head and rolled her watering eyes. Owen sensed Zena's muscles make the same contraction pattern as before, threatening to brush against the walls again. He held her firmly, and her scales flinched away from the rocks.

The Milotic continued, "So, she had to undo it… and make me forget. She didn't want me to get hurt…. That's what she always told me. But…" Zena sniffled. She suddenly raised her voice, and it cracked. "But I'd rather die than live like this!"

"You don't have to live like that any longer," Rhys said firmly. "We will stay together as our own community. We will live among the mortals. And… we will gather the Orbs before the remaining Hunters can."

It didn't look like it was getting through to Zena, but she was at least silent. Her coils tightened further around Owen.

The Charmeleon squeaked, air escaping his chest. His bones creaked. "Can't… can't breathe…!"

Zena released him and he gasped for air. "I'm sorry," she said softly. She stared at Rhys, now, recalling his recent actions. "Yet, here you are, now. Claiming to be an ex-Hunter… Why? When that was what you were given that power for?"

"Because I don't believe it is helping anybody to keep the Orbs scattered in this way," he said. "Even Star agrees, I'm sure, that having us live together is much better than keeping us apart. It's unfortunate that we had to wait this long for that decision… but here we are."

"And she doesn't agree with the other Hunters, either?" Owen asked. "Like that Espurr?"

"Certainly not," Nevren spoke up. "The remaining Hunters are acting on their own, for their own gain."

Anam finally perked up, even if his usual, happy demeanor was completely missing, replaced instead by pained concern. "I—I trust Nevren. He's my friend."

Owen sank down, satisfied at least with this answer. While it was hard, even for Owen, to get a read on Nevren, what he said was reasonable. And if Anam trusted him, that was good enough.

"So that's it, then," James said, nodding. "We race the Hunters to gathering the Guardians. With Star's cooperation, perhaps we can find more of them."

Zena curled a bit tighter around Owen again; the Charmeleon tensed, readying for another crushing grip. "You can plan with her," she said, "I'm not ready to speak."

"Of course," James said. "Amia? If you can summon her, please."

"Oh—yes, dear."

Star appeared again, this time a bit more solid—but Star was too powerful for Amia to fully materialize, and she was still very see-through. "H-hey, everyone…"

Her head was on fire.

"Uh, Star, er…" Owen pointed.

"What?" Star tried to look up. "Oh, come on." She licked her paw and dabbed it on her forehead, putting out the flame. "Honestly, Amia. Fire realm's way too hot."

Amia tittered softly, but then fell back into a tense silence.

"Star…" Owen wanted to speak carefully, if only so he didn't get crushed like a Cheri Berry. "I—I don't get how you could create the Hunters and…" He glanced at Zena,."And let something like that happen, but… You seem like a good Pokémon! S-so, you're gonna help us, right?"

Star nodded. "I'll do what I can. But, the thing is… a lot of the Guardians don't talk to me anymore. They're doing their own thing, hiding away and making sure they don't, you know, get into any trouble. I'll need some time to prepare. And I think you all need some rest."

"O-oh." Owen nodded. "Right…"

Just then, the pure exhaustion of the day hit him. This day began with him dying while touching the Grass Orb. It ended with him dying again when he turned back to a Fire Type. And now this?

"Rest up for a few days," Star said. "I need to… gather everything I know. Alright?"

Rhys nodded. "That's fair enough. Demitri, Mispy, Gahi. Let's return home for dinner. Owen, I imagine you would like to go home with Amia."

"Y-yeah," Owen said. "Definitely. I'll—" He tried to get out of Zena's coils, but the Milotic held onto him tighter.

"Where will I go?" she asked.

"Oh, um, well." Owen considered this. Zena probably wouldn't be very comfortable in a slimy pool of water with Anam. And Rhys—that was certainly out of the question.

"You can come home with us, dear," Amia said. "Hot Spot Cave, despite the name, is quite cool if I'm not using my power. I'll make sure the central part of the cave is tolerable!"

Zena nodded. "Then, I will go there."

Rhys nodded. "I believe we should also move in," he said. "While Star prepares, we will gather our supplies and go to Hot Spot Cave."

"E-eh? Just like that?" Gahi asked.

"I have a responsibility to protect the Guardians. If they are going to live in Hot Spot, then I shall go there as penance."

"Oh! You know," Owen perked up, "there's actually building a lot like yours in Hot Spot! It even has a little sand pit from one of the other—" Owen winced, remembering that his entire village was dead. "You know, where one of the spirits used to fake-live."

"A sand pit? Fer me?" Gahi said. "Hah! Well, I ain't gonna complain. Figure we'll accidentally go ter our old home a lot in the next few days, though."

"We will be sure to register our Badges with Hot Spot Cave as its new personal Waypoint," Rhys said. "Come, you three. Let's go."

Owen rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Hey, um, am I part of Team Alloy, now?" he asked. "We never made it official."

"Eh? Oh, sure," Gahi said. "Figured we already were. Sure. It's official now."

Vines slowly wrapped around Gahi, lifting him off the ground. His tiny legs wiggled uselessly. Mispy turned the Trapinch around, staring at him with narrowed, red eyes. The Chikorita spoke with her whisper of a voice, yet it was firmer than anybody else on the team. "I'm leader."

"E-ehh…" Gahi's jaws shut tight. He nodded.

Mispy dropped Gahi and nodded at Owen. "You may."

Owen brightened. "Great! Then, um—I'll see you guys soon!"

With those parting words, Team Alloy departed again. Rhys glanced behind just once to meet eyes with Zena, only to be met with an icy glare. He bristled and hastily exited with the others.

Owen's tail dimmed, but Amia held his shoulder. She smiled and said, softly, "Give it time." She followed the others out.

Owen frowned, but couldn't find it in himself to argue. But the thought was there…

Wasn't giving it time what ruined Zena's life to begin with?

The Charmeleon realized, upon descending the stairway, that his flame was a lot more noticeable. The evening's final light disappeared behind the horizon.






12. Moving In


Chapter 11 – Moving In

Kricketot chirped in the bushes. No moon filled the sky, but tiny white pinpricks, painted on the sky, took its place. Amia, with Alex beside her, led the way home with Owen and Zena. There was a little spring in the Gardevoir's step. Owen's tail and his Magmortar father's shoulders lit the way.

"Uh oh," Owen suddenly said, stopping.

"What is it, dear?" Amia asked.

"How is Zena gonna get inside if she's alone?"

Zena blinked. "What do you mean? Does it not open to certain individuals?"

"No, it's nothing like that," Owen said. "You need to do the password to get in. But you can't do it, because you don't have any limbs."

The Kricketot filled the void-like silence that followed.

"What?" Zena said.

Amia giggled. "Oh, Owen, that password is just for non-Guardians. If you're Mystic, it's easy to just will the boulder to the side, you know! I just put that switch there because once we had you, well, it wasn't going to just be me heading in and out of that spot…"

"W-wait… so only I was…?" Owen trailed off.

"What is this password?" Zena asked.

"Uhh—" Owen blushed. "It's not important."

"We'll have to teach it to Gahi and the others anyway, dear," Amia said. "But you won't need it if you're Mystic, Zena. So, Owen, that means you won't have to do the dance anymore! Isn't that nice?"

"A dance," Zena repeated, staring at Owen. She was clearly envisioning Owen cutting some form of a jig, based on the smile she valiantly suppressed.

Owen wondered if drowning was the better outcome after all.

"Ah, here we are!" Amia flicked her hand at the boulder. It rolled away effortlessly.

Owen looked crushed.

On their way in, Owen's fatigue returned to the forefront of his mind. "I can't wait to get some sleep."

"I just might sleep, too," Amia said. "It's not really something that we need to do, but—"

"Wait," Owen said exhaustedly, exasperatedly, "you don't have to sleep?"

"When you become strong enough as a Mystic," Amia said delicately, "a lot of the things that mortals need to perform become optional. Eating, sleeping…"

"But I like both of those things." Owen frowned. "What's the point of living if you can't get a good meal?"

"Well, nothing's stopping you!" Amia laughed. "A meal every now and then is wonderful! Besides, Owen, you just became a Guardian. You still need to eat."

Owen shifted uncomfortably.

"I slept quite a lot," Zena admitted. "It gets… boring, down there."

"I can imagine," Owen said. But on second thought, he couldn't.

He eyed the glowing mushrooms. "Mom? Are these mushrooms glowing because of your power?"

"They are, dear," Amia said. "I thought it made the cave look very pretty."

Owen nodded.

"Do you like them?"

"Yeah!" Owen said. "So—can you keep that, maybe?"

Amia beamed. "I'd love to. What about you, Zena?"

"They're much better than my dreary cave."

They walked through the empty town. The pit in Owen's stomach returned. He remembered the Arcanine that always greeted him. The kids playing in the main path. All his neighbors. Now it was empty and silent. Their steps echoed across the corridors.

"I think this home in particular, Zena, would do nicely for you," Amia said. It was right next to their own cavern, though it seemed a lot cooler inside. Within this alcove was a large pit filled with rocks. Amia stepped toward the entryway and held her hand out.

Owen yelped when Amia's head and dress burst into blue flames. More fire spewed from her arm, colliding with the rocks. The heat was enough to make Zena slither back a few paces. The loose rocks melted and compressed into liquid, creating an even deeper pit. Then, the flames stopped, and Amia's body extinguished.

Owen's jaw may as well have been on the floor.

Alex approached the lava, jumped in, and shoved his cannons into the molten rock. It looked like he was siphoning the stuff into his body. Then, he lifted his arms—which looked much heavier—and ejected that same molten rock to the far side of the home. Amia did the same thing, using psychic energy to haul more of the molten rock away to the corner of the room.

Amia finished by holding her other hand out, releasing a concentrated beam of ice into the pool. Plumes of steam filled the air and faded, leaving a pit of smooth obsidian behind.

"There!" Amia clapped her hands together. "Just one Hydro Pump, Zena, and you'll have a lake to rest in!"

Zena slithered tentatively closer. She gently prodded at the cooled obsidian, and then at the depths of the pit. It would fit her comfortably, and then some. She nodded. "It's wonderful, Amia," she said. "Thank you."

"We should go to bed, Owen," Alex said. "You still need to sleep."

"Oh, yeah, right," Owen nodded.

Amia and Alex left, but Owen didn't follow just yet. He turned his attention back to Zena; she was filling the pool with multiple, gentle Hydro Pumps, made from pure, crystal-clear water. It only took three to finish the job, cold water filling it to the very rim. She looked back. "Owen?"

Owen glanced at the missing scales along her body; it occurred to him that Zena would be resting alone for the night. He could never sleep if it wasn't at home in his bed. Would Zena be the same way, or was she used to it? "Will you be okay?"

"Will I be… okay?"

"Yeah."

Zena tilted her head. "How do you mean?"

Owen played with his claws. "You said you were alone for centuries…"

Zena's expression was oddly neutral. "That's true."

There was another long silence. He didn't want to impose anything upon her, but part of the pit in his gut was certainly the thought of Zena being alone again. He'd never get to sleep with thoughts like that plaguing his mind. He glanced at Zena again; her expression was regal, but it felt like a mask. She had been so expressive before; now it was gone and emotionless.

He didn't believe it for a second. So, he spoke. "Do you want—"

"Yes. Please."

"O-okay." Owen scampered into his home. "Mom!" he called. "I—oh, thanks."

Amia handed him a bowl of Tamato soup.

"Keep Zena company, dear, at least for tonight."

"Would you like me to carry over your bed?" Alex asked, peering out from the kitchen corridor.

"Oh, sure, yeah."

Owen returned to Zena's home and found a spot in the corner to drink his soup. Zena had slipped into the water during his absence, but he could still vaguely sense her presence as part of the water. Steam filled the air and clouded his vision; the soup's red base was scalding, just how he liked it. The Charmeleon drank in greedy gulps. Alex returned with his bed, setting it down next to him. Owen crawled on top, finished his bowl in one last gulp, and handed it to Alex. "Thanks," he said, and then eyed the lake.

"So, I'm gonna rest here for tonight," Owen said. "Hope that's okay."

The lake didn't reply. Owen didn't mind. He curled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around, resting his chin atop them. He then wrapped his tail forward, noticing how the flame lit up the whole room.

"Does my tail bother you?" he asked. "I—I can probably cover it, if you like."

Owen took her silence as indifference. Another glow illuminated the entryway; Alex entered, a book precariously held in the claws within his cannons. "I found this on your bed," he said. "Looks like you have it bookmarked. Latest edition of,"—he squinted at the cover's title—"Ho-Oh's Absurd Escapade, I think?"

"Oh, right!" Owen's flame brightened. He looked the cover over—a comic book—and figured if he couldn't sleep, he could read through a few pages. "Thanks, Dad."

With a nod and a few hesitant glances back, Alex finally left Owen alone with Zena. His tail was even brighter, now, and he was certain that it would be distracting the Milotic who probably just wanted a good night's sleep.

Owen then remembered that Mystics didn't need to sleep. Was Zena just doing it out of habit? Either way, he knew his endless light would be bothersome.

"Sorry if it's too bright. I guess I'll cover it." Owen looked for a patch of Rawst leaves to hide his tail under. "It wouldn't be too hard to—"

"It's okay."

Owen jolted, not expecting a voice. Zena had her head out of the water, staring at him. Most of the rest of her body remained liquefied.

"O-oh," he said.

"Leave your tail out," she said. "Sleep as you want. I'm not bothered by it at all."

Owen nodded wordlessly. Zena sank back into the water, blending into it.

The soup's warmth spread to the rest of his body, and his eyes grew heavy. He wasn't going to last much longer. He curled up in bed, closed his eyes, and drifted away. Unfamiliar as it was, his bed made the new cave feel like home.

Zena slept soundly for the first time in decades.


"It's a dance?" Gahi growled, angrily clicking his jaws.

The morning sun accompanied the arrival of Rhys and the rest of Team Alloy, just beyond Hot Spot Cave's entrance.

"I'm not that good at dancing," Demitri said, glancing at Mispy, who rolled her eyes.

"Maybe we can simplify it for you!" Amia said. "A phrase, or I can just manually check your auras instead of automating it."

Rhys nodded. "Well, in any case, we have about half of our essential supplies with us," he said, motioning behind him. Demitri was singlehandedly hauling the bulk of it in a gigantic bag that had a color suspiciously similar to Rhys' fur coat. Owen stared in disgust.

"We have a home just for you!" Amia said. "I set it up overnight while Owen and Zena were sleeping."

Zena straightened her stance to appear taller. "I—I wasn't sleeping. I was merely meditating, as I always do."

Owen was positive he'd heard the lake snore. Or perhaps that was a dream.

"Once we haul the rest of our supplies," Rhys said, "we will return home to get the last of it. Afterward, we will continue with our usual regimen of training, missions, and so on, until Star is ready."

Zena huffed at the mention of the Creator. Rhys glanced at the Milotic next; they briefly locked gazes, but Zena's was a cold stare. Rhys looked to the floor next. "Do you need something, Hunter?" she growled. "Now that I think about it, I likely won't be sleeping for the rest of my nights here."

Rhys' tail lowered, but he had no words.

"N-now, now, we just have to wait," Amia said. "Owen! While your friends go on their usual missions, why don't you stay back and train with Zena and I under Rhys? Perhaps we can help you get a better hold of your Mystic powers."

"Oh, that could work," Owen said. Though he longed for a normal day, he supposed such a privilege would need defer to his new duties, forced as they were. "What kind of training?"

"Train under him?" Zena asked. "The Lucario can go on missions with the rest of Team Alloy."

"P-perhaps that is for the best," Rhys said quickly. "I should supervise them for now, anyway, now that the mutants are at another resurgence. It could be dangerous."

Zena didn't smile nor smirk, but there was a bit of relief in her relaxed coils. "When we train, Owen, the first thing you should learn," she said, "is how to control your ability to harness your Orb. So, becoming Grass."

Owen recalled when he'd been nothing but a torso and vines. "Th-that sounds like a good plan. How do I do that?"

"Practice," Amia said. "It shouldn't be more than a few days for something that simple, so the timing works well!"

Owen wondered if it was possible to die of boredom as a Guardian. That sounded much more lethal than drowning.

"Heh, good luck, Grassmander," Gahi said with a mocking churr.

Owen growled, ending it with a defiant chirp. "Don't forget that Grass trumps Ground."

"Aah, you'll do fine," Gahi said, wobbling into the cave. His voice echoed when they entered Rhys' new abode. "Huh. Place looks almost like home."

Owen sighed, looking at his paws. He couldn't get that feeling of his whole body melting into vines out of his mind. The Charmeleon suppressed a shudder, sparing a glance at his tail to make sure it was still alight. He then looked at Zena, following her glare.

She and Rhys were looking at one another from across the cave. The Lucario was the first to break his gaze, shrinking into his home with his tail between his legs.


Flames and steam filled Hot Spot's central road. Jets of water blasted the ground, narrowly avoided by a grassy Charmeleon in the center of the soaked, rocky field. He panted and rolled, frantically looking up; Zena stared, waiting for him to get on his feet. Scalding puddles of water surrounded Owen in small pools from previous attacks. He wanted to stay down, if only to take a few extra seconds to breathe, but he knew that the last time he did that, she just blasted him anyway.

"Don't stall, dear!" Amia sang, white-hot embers floating around her head. Just behind her, Alex stood with a meek smile, waving at Owen, as if that would somehow encourage him.

"C-can't I take a second to rest?" Owen said.

"Just a bit more, dear. You said you wanted to push yourself, right?" Amia flicked her hand.

Owen screeched and closed his eyes, focusing on his leafy feathers. They hardened, turning red, but it was too slow. He jumped out of the way again, but the ember redirected itself toward him. He screamed again, panic redoubling, and spat an ember of his own; that was just enough to cancel the attack in a swirl of orange and white fire.

Owen's throat burned—he was still a bit on the grassy side. He coughed smoke, taking in ragged breaths, and fell to his knees. "W-wait—wait."

"Should we stop?" Zena asked.

"Hmm…" Amia tapped her chin. "Just one more volley."

He finally got a break; he wasn't going to bargain for more. "F-fine, just one more," Owen said, rubbing his eyes. "When are you gonna—AAAA!"

He ducked, narrowly dodging another beam of water. Owen's horn carved the bottom of the beam; he felt the torrent tug his whole head backward, but he reacted just barely fast enough to duck further down.

Even as Owen's scales transitioned to leaves, he couldn't help but think that the most horrifying part about all this was he knew they were holding back.

Zena leaned her head down, redirecting her blast to hit Owen again. He rolled in response, the blast grazing his leafy arms—but compared to when he had been fiery, it didn't hurt nearly as much.

The air felt hot, the power imbued within Pokémon techniques cutting through his body's natural immunity to mundane flames. The Charmeleon dared to glance at Amia, but he couldn't see her—instead, he only saw orange fire taking up half his vision. He screamed and crossed his arms, finally giving in. There was no way he'd be able to transition back to Fire that quickly. A shield of golden light appeared in front of Owen once he crossed his arms; the flames curved around the shield, splitting and evaporating behind the green Charmeleon.

Owen's Protect dissipated. His arms hung limply beside him. "Ugh…" Owen finally collapsed onto his rear. "D-done. I'm done."

And this time, Amia and Zena complied.

He sighed, unable to suppress the relieved smile on his face. "Thanks."

"We didn't push you too hard, did we?" Zena asked. "I personally thought we went a bit too far near the end, there…"

"No, I—I think you stopped at the right time. Mom knows." He gave a little smile at the Gardevoir, and then at the Magmortar that stood behind her. Alex held out a cannon for Owen to grab, pulling him to his feet. "I fizzle out sometimes, but I still have some energy left in me. I just have to push a little more than I think I can. That's part of Mystic training, right? I—I'm way better than I was last session!"

"That's definitely true," Amia agreed, holding her hands together. "It's only been a few days and you're already switching so fast!"

"Not fast enough to just do it on the fly, though," Owen mumbled. "…I want to train again, and you have to promise to push a little harder, okay?"

"N-now?" Zena asked; even Amia flinched.

Alex tittered, patting Owen's back. "N-now, why don't we take a break, first? F-for a bit longer? You may be Mystic, but you still don't have the same stamina as before. P-perhaps some meditating instead?"

"Aw, but I already meditated this morning." Owen puffed out a small ember in protest, crossing his arms over his chest. His stomach felt like it was tying knots, but he ignored it.

"Well, it's also almost lunchtime, isn't it?" Amia said. "Owen, did you eat breakfast?"

"B-breakfast?" Owen repeated. "…O-oh, right. I think I forgot…"

The knot loosened, but with it came a fierce growl, deeper than anything Owen could produce with his throat. "E-eheh…"

Amia raised her head to the sound of a boulder moving. "Oh! Looks like Team Alloy's back, dear."

Owen perked up, spinning around. "Just in time for lunch!"

Amia and Alex both laughed. "We'll get it ready, dear."

Rhys, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all entered, though curiously, Nevren was also behind them. "Oh, hey, Nevren," Owen greeted with a formal bow. "How come you're here?"

"Ahh, I just wanted to inspect the landscape. I'm curious what Rhys' new home looks like, and I was also promised a heavenly meal."

"From Rhys or Mom?" Owen poked a claw behind him. "She's already making something, so you might want to hurry."

Rhys bristled. "But I asked her to hold off on dinner. I had just the dish in mind."

"…Dinner?" Owen leaned to the right; orange light bled through the entryway before the boulder closed it off. Demitri yawned, which made Mispy yawn next. Gahi clicked his jaws and clenched them shut. "How long have I been…"

"Had a really long mission," Demitri said, picking tiredly at his tusks. "A mutant—some kind of Electivire… thing, they weren't sure what other features it had—had been on a rampage through a town a little north of the Wooden Wilds. Like… half of the buildings were either collapsed or cracked."

"Quite impressive, really." Nevren raised one of his spoons. "I'm certain those buildings were reinforced with Protect insulation. It had hit hard enough to dissipate it, and then continue through. Very impressive, if we want to at least give credit where it's due."

Team Alloy—Owen included—glared at Nevren. Zena, too, huffed. "What are these mutants? Owen mentioned them to me before, but all I know is that they're strange Pokémon that seem to just appear."

"Well, effectively, that is what they are," Nevren said. "They're so few and far between that they aren't necessarily a concern… until a particularly troublesome one appears. And that has been happening more often lately."

Rhys hummed, shaking his head. "If you must know, they have to do with the Hunters. I'm certain of that. We couldn't find the mutant itself, only its path of destruction. It will take a while for that town to recover… but we did what we could in the immediate sense. Anam and James are arranging for long-term assistance as we speak. We may station a few Hearts there for morale and security in case another mutant happens to appear there. A second attack would wipe them from the map without our help."

Owen shuddered, nodding. "I ran into a Snorlax mutant a while ago. Ugh…" He turned around. "I'm gonna help make dinner."

"Hey, I'm coming, too," Demitri said. "I want to see what we're having! It should almost be ready, right?"

"Not if I have anything to say about it. If they aren't finished, I will get my dish ready." Rhys took advantage of his longer strides to cross Hot Spot and enter Amia's home. "Amia! Amia, don't forget that it's dinnertime, and you promised me . . ."

No longer able to hear Rhys, and with Nevren walking ahead, too, Owen looked back at the rest of Team Alloy. "How'd the mission go? Did Rhys help out a lot?"

"It was a bunch of rebuilding and gathering supplies," Demitri said.

"Boring." Mispy's leaf drooped.

"Yep, boring," Gahi clicked. "Barely got a good fight in. Was glad we ran into some territorial ferals on the way, otherwise we'd be all stir-crazy."

"Yeah." Owen glanced back at the clouds of steam that coated the ceiling, condensing into droplets to rain back to the floor. "I got my fill of fights during my training, at least."

"Lucky you." Gahi wobbled past them; the other three had to walk quickly to keep up. "Bah, at least you can actually relate ter us. Nobody gets it, that need ter fight, y'know?"

"Y-yeah, but I think I get weird looks when I try to talk about that."

At the dinner table, Zena struggled to find a place where she would properly fit. In an effort to include her in daily life again—at least, as close to normal daily life as they could manage—they had invited her over for dinner every day. Her size made things a bit awkward, though she eventually figured out to coil near the corner and lean her head toward the table.

But Owen noticed that there was a scowl on her face. He had a good idea why, based on where her eyes were glaring.

Amia had graciously allowed him to add his dish to the spread—it seemed to be some sort of spicy rice, speckled with Cheri bits and seasoned with a dark brown sauce. But his fur stood on end; he felt it, too. Perhaps it was her aura, but Zena was making her glare plainly obvious.

Owen decided not to speak and instead sat next to the Milotic. He flashed a forced smile, and Zena reciprocated with the same.

"How long 'til it's done?" Gahi shouted, banging his chin on the table. "That mission took ferever and I'm starved!"

"Very soon, Gahi; be polite." Rhys tossed the pan's contents up, slicing Cheri Berries with tiny blades of aura in midair. After a few tosses, he poured the last of the brown sauce in, which Owen realized was the main source of the savory smell.

"Rhys is pretty good at cooking, huh?" Owen asked Zena, hoping that she'd at least have some shred of recognition for his talents.

"Mm." Zena's scowl softened, but she also looked away from him.

After what felt like forever, Rhys finally turned around with the spicy rice, as well as Amia's simpler, but hearty, potato-Tamato stew. Owen wasn't sure which one to go for first; he just took half of both for himself. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi took after him while Amia placed bowls of water near the middle, warning them that it was a bit spicy.

"You guys really like yer spice," Gahi said.

"It's okay," Mispy said.

"Feh, you'd eat anything."

"Say that again."

Owen didn't have to look to know that Gahi had inched away from the Chikorita.

Zena didn't take a bowl for herself, but she stayed for the company. Though, compared to the previous dinners, she was a lot quieter than usual. And the only real difference was that Rhys was eating with them—and Nevren, but Owen knew that it was mostly the ex-Hunter Lucario that she was focused on.

It was either because nobody else spoke, or because he, too, caught the tension, but even Gahi was quiet during dinner. In an attempt to stuff the thickness of the air away, Owen finished his meal first; almost immediately after he set his bowl down for the final time, Zena moved to speak. "Thank you for the dinner, Amia. It was lovely."

"Oh, you're welcome, dear."

"I will be going."

Without any further goodbye, she slithered out.

"I—I'll go, too," Owen said automatically, stepping away.

Rhys stood up next, which made everyone except Nevren stare in alarm. "Er—Rhys, dear?" Amia asked. "Is something the matter?"

"I wouldn't recommend it," Nevren said leisurely, taking another spoonful of stew. "Amia, you must tell me how you cook these potatoes. The texture is marvelous."

"Oh—I'll tell you about the recipe, dear, but—"

"Would you excuse me?" Nevren stood up with more agency than usual. Rhys had already gone out, following Zena. Owen, watching it all, sped up his pace to make sure nothing particularly insane happened—not that enough had already befallen him the past few days.

"Hey, uh, Zena?" Owen said, stepping inside Zena's abode nervously. "Er… sorry if I'm bothering you or anything, but…"

"You aren't bothering me at all, Owen." Zena slipped into the lake and kept her upper body above the water's surface. While her eyes had a fire that defied her affinities, Owen could only assume she was telling the truth, particularly when her glare was aimed behind him.

"Ah… yes. Hello, Zena." Rhys gave a formal bow. "I didn't mean to intrude, but—"

"Then why are you here?"

Both Owen and Rhys winced. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi caught up to them, Nevren right behind.

"I… I wanted to apologize, again, for my actions in chasing you down. It wasn't right of me, and I regret it—all of it. I want to make things right, and I want all of the Guardians to stop living in isolation and fear because of what the Hunters—myself included—had done."

While Zena didn't look convinced, she still replied enough to humor him. "And how do you intend to do that? By approaching the Guardians again, but in peace? Just like that Torkoal tried? I doubt they would believe you."

"That is why I came here," Rhys said, paws squeezed into little, anxious balls. "I need your help."

"Rhys, what exactly are you doing?" Nevren said.

"Something I should have done when I first met her," Rhys said, taking slow, deliberate, and careful steps into Zena's home.

"Don't come any closer, Hunter," Zena hissed. "We may be working toward the same goal, but I refuse to—"

Rhys held out a paw and lowered his head.

The Mystic flash that came from Zena's mouth suggested she was about to blast him until his head went down. The light disappeared, replaced by words. "What are you doing?"

"I, Lucario Rhys, Promise to abandon my role as a Hunter. Do you accept?" His paw glowed in a soft, golden light.

While Owen sensed no reaction from the rest of Team Alloy, the way Nevren ended up blinking several times, and how Zena flinched, made the Charmeleon let out a quick, confused chirp. "Doesn't he already promise that, implicitly?"

But Zena didn't answer him; she was completely focused on Rhys. "A Divine Promise, you mean?"

"Yes. I won't kill another Guardian. My work as a Hunter is done, officially, and by Divine Promise."

"…This is a trick," Zena said hastily. "You couldn't simply—abandon your—"

Rhys repeated, more firmly this time, "Zena, I hereby Promise to abandon my role as a Hunter. Do you accept?"

She stared at his paw for a while longer, the significance completely lost to Owen. He could only infer that this was a lot more than Rhys' word alone…

"Do you accept?"

More silence. While he didn't know her for long, Owen had never seen Zena's eyes so wide. Shakily, she held out one of her ribbons, grasping Rhys' paw. "I… I—I accept."

Nevren looked like he was about to faint. Gahi, Demitri, and Mispy all looked at Owen for an answer, but the Charmeleon only replied with a shrug and wide eyes.

The golden light between Zena's ribbon and Rhys' paw flashed, then faded. Rhys stood up, his expression firm, and bowed at her again. Zena, meanwhile, was stunned into complete silence, ribbon still hovering where Rhys' paw had been. She finally closed her mouth and looked down. "Th-thank you, Rhys. But I'm very tired."

"I understand."

She doesn't look tired at all, Owen noted, frowning. Why were serpents so hard to read? "Um, Zena, will you be okay on your own?"

And to this, Zena gave him a warm smile that Owen hoped was genuine. "I'll be fine tonight, but thank you. I… need to think."

"Do you feel safe, dear?" Amia asked, holding a hand to the fin on her chest.

Alex bumped his cannons together. "If you would like company, we could always stand by your home."

"I believe I will be okay. There will always be others awake, yes?"

"Oh, certainly. Owen, you still need your rest, but we will be awake to keep an eye on things."

Zena looked at her ribbon. "…I won't deny that I feel at least slightly safer. But… thank you anyway." She turned around. "I'm going to meditate and converse with my spirits. We're all a bit… Well. I'll be seeing you tomorrow morning. Hopefully Star will finally return with news."


The mushrooms were dim compared to the fire in the center of the room. Owen was always fond of the light; if anything, he was glad that the bright flames didn't bother his parents' sleeping patterns. Since they lacked one. He wanted to sleep right on top of it, but Amia said it would make him smell of smoke all the next day. Instead, he for his boring Rawst bed and lazily rolled until his arm dipped into a small alcove in the wall. Out came a book titled The Power and Peril of Seeds and Scarves, with Owen hoping that a bit of nonfiction could take his mind off of things. As interesting as it was, every page made his eyes just a bit heavier, the existential worries of his relatively newfound power and problems washing away.

Alex knocked his cannons against Owen's room, the sound echoing hollowly. "Owen?"

"Hey." Owen placed the book, open-faced, on his chest. "Something wrong?"

The Magmortar smiled. "I was about to ask you that." He sat down near his bed—due to his size, he towered over Owen without any effort. "The past few days must have been really hectic."

"Yeah, a little," Owen said, shrugging. "But I'm starting to get used to it."

"I can tell."

"Eh?"

Alex chuckled quietly. "Well, this is the first time that you're still awake after all your training."

Owen blushed, hiding beneath his book, focused on an image depicting a Reviver Seed's healing light. "Did I really just pass out that fast?"

"It certainly seemed that way." Alex pressed his cannons together. "Owen, er… is there anything that you'd like to talk about? Anything that might be bothering you, or…?"

Owen's expression slowly transitioned from flustered to subdued, though he remained hidden behind the pages. He had been focused so much on training that he never had the time to really reflect on why he was doing it in the first place, or what had happened on that disastrous day. He felt his scales crawl, like they were about to become leaves, and shuddered.

He felt Alex staring at him. Something had to be said to that, and it felt almost like a disservice to just tell him that everything was okay. Owen sighed, relenting. "I guess there's one thing that sort of bothered me, but… I just…"

"Yes, Owen? Please, anything. I want to be as open as I can with you, now that, well… this is happening."

Owen closed his eyes, focused on the dark. It was rare that he'd want to see nothing—especially since his flame kept his species perpetually in the light. "How come you guys wouldn't show up when I became a Heart?"

"A-ah…"

Owen waited. All in all, it was one thing that certainly bothered him, out of everything. Becoming a Heart was monumental… and yet they weren't even in the crowd.

"Well, we… it was dangerous. What if the Hunters tried to attack us while we were out in the open? We could possibly fight them off on our own, but if there are innocents nearby…"

Owen figured that would be the answer. It was only fair. But after those countless attempts, year after year, of trying to join the Hearts—he had no idea how many times he had been rejected—the day he was accepted, they couldn't just take one risk?

"Why were you able to show up at Anam's place?"

"Anam came to get us," Alex said. "Out of all of us, he's the one strong enough to be in public… and he's the only other Guardian we know."

Though Owen's claws were still squeezing the book cover, he knew that was a reasonable enough answer. But something still felt wrong.

"Owen, what's this really about? I think… you already knew those answers."

Owen snorted a bit of fire; his heart skipped a beat, reflexively trying to put out the flames on the page, but then he remembered he had bought special Rawst editions. The pages remained unaffected. He sighed, finally lowering the book. "Why didn't you tell me?"

Alex flinched. "T-tell you?"

"About… you. That the whole village is dead. And that Mom's…"

"We just wanted you to live a normal life, Owen. That's really all."

"But—that was just a huge lie!" Owen dared to peek out from behind the book. He regretted it immediately; Alex's eyes were right on him, accompanied by an apologetic frown. He couldn't bear to look at it for much longer, yet without thinking placed the book to the side of his nest. The Charmeleon rolled on the leaves, staring at the fire in the center of the room. For some reason, the flames seemed a lot colder tonight.

"I'm sorry, Owen." Alex placed his arm on the Charmeleon's back, giving it a gentle press between his shoulders. Owen's body loosened, muscles relaxing. "We just didn't want you to panic. If you could have just had… the smallest sense of normalcy… where you wouldn't have to feel afraid, or wouldn't get scared by anything you saw, or what you knew… I—I didn't want you to worry."

"Right." Owen should have expected an answer like that, too. He already knew that the rest of the village spirits—now within Amia so she could spend more power training him—were surely proud. And perhaps, when his training was His eyes softened, finally gathering enough nerve to look at Alex directly. "What's Mom doing, anyway?"

"Standing guard outside, as always."

As always. Owen wasn't sure what his face looked like, but it was apparently insulted enough that Alex looked at the fire next.

"I'm sorry."

Owen couldn't stay mad at that face. With a sigh of defeat, he just smiled at his father, "It's okay. I… I get it. You guys just wanted me to be happy, and… I was." Somehow, Alex's relieved smile spread to Owen's, too… or perhaps that was because he could barely stay awake. The fatigue was starting to set in again. At least he had some time to chat. "How have… I been doing?" Owen asked. "With my training… Mystic… strong."

"You've been doing well, Owen. I'm so proud of you for how well you're taking all this. So is your mother."

"Mhmm…" Owen's eyelids fluttered. The flames were a blurry, dancing blotch in front of his eyes, ever-present and cozy. "Guardians… Star, gonna…"

"Soon, hopefully," Alex replied. "Maybe if we can get them together, we can take on the Hunters. If they. . ."

Owen wasn't sure what Alex said after that. He curled around a clump of leaves, the tip of his tail touching his snout, and faded. He had many nights to rest, but it was the first time that he hadn't just passed out immediately. Yet, despite this, it was the most restful sleep he'd had since becoming the Grass Guardian.

In his sleep, Owen heard his mother's voice.

Good night, little ember.


"Well… I know for sure that Rim already stole one of the Orbs," Star said, sitting on Anam's dark wooden desk. In the morning light, James felt it was appropriate to gather everybody together once Star brought news to Amia that she had gathered all the intelligence she needed. It had been another few days, but the rest was well worth it—at least from Owen's perspective. While he was never allowed to go on missions with Team Alloy, his meditation and training with Zena and Amia, while excruciating, was also… fun? Perhaps that's how it felt, finally able to truly exert himself and fight in ways that most civilians felt uncomfortable with.

"She has the Psychic Orb, actually. Appropriate, given she always likes being an Espurr, but…" She shook her head. "That one wasn't very well-guarded. Some village had it as an artifact, hidden in plain sight, so all she had to do was sneak in and steal it. Didn't have any power. Folks who tried touching it never woke up again, so, guess they just saw it as too dangerous."

"How about all the other Orbs?" Owen asked.

"As far as I know, they're all with a Guardian, but most I wouldn't recommend going to just now," Star said. "Still, we're in a good spot. Four Orbs with us, one Orb to them."

"How come you can't just tell them to come over?" Owen asked.

"For one," Star held up a nebulous claw, "a lot of them are kinda leery about me since, you know, I told them to stay put and all that, and suddenly changing my tune is gonna throw them off. And two, even if I did tell them that, uh, news flash, Hunters might get them on their way over. We need to go to them as a group in case we run into trouble."

Zena, while still flashing glares at Star whenever she could, kept herself professional enough to contribute. "I suppose she has a point. If that's the case, let's begin with Orbs you believe are the easiest to access. That means the Hunters would have the easiest time getting them, too."

"Okay. I'll put down those dots first," Star said. "Then you guys can grab the first one. Uhh…" She looked up at the huge map on the front wall of Anam's office. The others followed her gaze. It depicted a great, roughly-circle-shaped country that comprised almost all of the world's dry land. Everything else was just ocean. Owen saw the marking of his home to the north of Kilo Mountain in the center of the map.

"This one's pretty good. She's a little weird, but she won't hurt you, maybe. Willow, the Fairy Guardian. She's right here, in a hidden garden inside that forest…." She pointed at a pale green patch of land within a northwestern woodland called Fae, Fae Forest.

Demitri shuddered slightly. "Fairy, huh…"

"Oh, calm down," Star hushed him. "You don't have to go if you don't want to."

"I—I do!" Demitri said. "I just… won't try to fight her."

"How about all the other locations?" Owen asked. "We should try to rescue them all at once!"

"No-go on that," Star dismissed. "Spread ourselves too thin, the Hunters will beat us down."

"Hrm." James fluffed up his feathers. "At the same time, we risk giving the Hunters even more time than necessary if we all go to them one by one. Perhaps we should follow official Heart protocol—teams of four or fewer. On a practical level, it's the most optimal size for a mission of this scale."

Owen nodded. "I feel like you'd need someone dedicated to just managing things if you have too many Hearts fighting on one team."

Nevren chuckled. "A Heart manager. It sounds as if you want a tactician."

Rhys glared at Nevren. The Alakazam ignored it.

"What an interesting concept, Owen," Nevren went on. "Well, I'm not much of a fighter, so perhaps I can play that role," he said. "Would you care if I gave you all communication devices? I've actually been working on this for quite some time, and it may actually be useful in this case, hm."

"Y-you can do that? How?"

"It's similar technology to how my Waypoints have been working, but instead of transferring solid material such as Pokémon and their possessions, it transfers energy, such as, in this case, the vibrations of the air made by speaking. Quite useful, yes?" Nevren pulled from his bag—as if he'd been waiting a while to announce this—what appeared to be three silver Badges. "I only have two at the moment… ah, no, three."

"They look… kinda like our Badge," Owen said.

"Yes, I wanted there to be a resemblance. However, the color is quite different, so I imagine there will not be much confusion."

It was indeed a lot like the Badge, but the design in the center was not a heart, but a diamond. However, it was the silver sheen, compared to the typical gold, was the most immediate difference.

Mispy prodded one of the communicators with a vine. "Mnn… nice."

"How do you use it?" Owen asked.

"You press the center rhombus and speak into it. So long as the other badge is not pressed, it will reflect what it 'hears'… to put it simply."

Gahi pressed the little rhombus with his tiny foot. "Can yeh hear me?"

Can yeh hear me? the other two said at the very same time.

"Whoa!" Owen said. "That's… really cool!"

The Trapinch clicked. "That's how I sound?"

"Sounded normal to me," Demitri said.

"Mhm." Mispy nodded.

Gahi grumbled something and pushed the communicator to the others with a flick of his head. "I don't like it."

"Aww, you sound fine, Gahi. We're used to it," Demitri teased. "Hey, how about we compete for second place on evolving on this mission, huh?" Almost instantly, their cheerful expressions shifted to challenging glares, and the challenge was on.

"Hey!" Owen perked up. "How about for this mission, all four of us team u—"

"No!" Rhys and Star said.

Owen jumped.

Rhys shook his head. "That is not a good idea. We need at least one elite with you. Don't forget, you're all only at the Entry level. The Hunters… No. I shall accompany them."

"And your father and I will go with you instead, Owen," Amia said, smiling.

Owen deflated. He really wanted to fight as a quartet…

"So that will be a team with Rhys and his students," James said, "and a team of Owen, Amia, and I presume Alex. That leaves you, Zena… perhaps to come with myself and Anam. Do you have a spirit to accompany you?"

Zena glanced at Owen, but then sighed and addressed James. "None that I can solidify usefully."

"I can't go," Star said. "I'm too strong to solidify completely, and I want Anam to focus that energy on keeping James out. I'll just cheer for you guys... okay?"

Nevren nodded. "I wish you all luck," he said. "I will remain behind to manage the Hearts while you are away, yes?"

"Oh! Yeah, thank you, Nevren!" Anam said. "Um… I think that's everyone! Yeah! So, we'll have three teams! Star? Where should we go?"

"Hmm, okay. Like I said, Fairy Guardian is one. Rock and Normal are also ones that I'm kinda worried about the Hunters reaching sooner, so let's do them, too." Star pointed to the map. "Great Crevice for the statue." On the map, a great, rocky gash trailed across an eighth of the land's diameter, like a great titan had cut across the southeastern part of the map. Then, Star pointed to a spot in a western forest near Kilo Mountain. "And not too far from here, there's an abandoned temple deep in the woods. Nothing's really there anymore, but… Anam, you're familiar with that place, right? You should go there, since you know the way."

"Why is the Normal Guardian at a temple?" Owen asked.

"He kinda likes modern architecture."

"What's a modern?" Gahi asked.

"Uhhh—it means ancient. Sorry, I kinda get my terms mixed up. Generational lingo, y'know? Kinda hard for a god to keep up when you're cooped up in the spirit world."

Owen was busy chatting with Zena to notice what else Star was saying. He already had his assignment. "I guess it's good that I'm not a Dragon Type after all, huh?"

"Oh, you aren't?" Zena asked. "You know, I always thought the Charmander line was part Dragon."

"Believe me, I wish that was true," Owen grumbled. "Dragons are awesome. We even look like one, if you compare us! But I guess someone"—Owen glared at Star—"thought we were better off with things like Pidgey. N-no offense to Pidgey or anything."

Zena nodded. "Well, I think you're just fine, regardless of your Type. Fire… or Grass."

Owen tittered. "Yeah, I guess Grass isn't so bad after all." He lied aloud, if only to keep Mispy from dismembering him in his sleep.

Zena giggled—something that surprised Owen at first, how bright her eyes looked for just a flash—and then she composed herself. "Well, in any case, good luck, Owen, with the Fairy Guardian. I hope we can spend some time reading a book together when we return?"

Owen tilted his head. That was an odd set of muscle movements. He wasn't sure if Zena was tense for the mission, or what. Perhaps she was just nervous, and Milotic expressed that differently. Defaulting to a cheerful smile, Owen said, "Hey, sure. That sounds great! And good luck with the Normal Guardian!"

With the teams prepared and Badges charged, they all dispatched for their respective Waypoints.






13. Special Episode 1: Storm


Special Episode 1 – Storm

Lightning shattered the sky.

A squadron of Pokémon consisting of a Flareon, Delphox, Salazzle, and Rapidash stopped to avert their eyes. A thunderous blast deafened them, and the ground trembled when a follow-up explosion—this time, one of a tree crashing down—dwarfed any other noise. It was midday, yet the sun did not shine through the thick clouds for even an instant. Even truer to its name than usual, Nightshade Forest was navigable only because of the crackling flames on Rapidash Tee's back.

It was hard to see. Even with the orange glow, the tree trunks were coal-black, and the plants were all the darkest shade of green in all the worlds' forests. Rainwater glistened against the flames of Tee, but ahead was an even greater glow of a distant, freak inferno that mocked the torrential rainwater.

"LET'S GO!" the Delphox roared. He held his arm up and guided the team with a flame from his palm.

"Leo, slow down!" the Flareon huffed.

"We can't," Leo said. "Faster, Emby! What's taking you, Tee?!"

"It's—it's not very easy to work under these conditions!" the Rapidash replied with a hiss that rivaled the stinging fire on her back. Every drop of rain was like acid against her, and the steam that came off of her body was a constant reminder of the thunderstorm above. "Spice! Pick it up!"

"Oh, you hush!" the Salazzle replied. "Pick it up?! You're the one stumbling over your own hooves!"

"Now's not the time, girls!" Leo grunted. "Emby, what's going on?"

"Just ahead," Emby said. Her bushy tail was soaked from the rain, and it doubled her weight. Between her new bulk and lopsidedness, she was barely able to run. "There's someone there—who is it?!"

Leo saw, just barely, the signature, dancing ember atop a Charmander's tail. It walked with great labor—hauling something on his back.

"Kid!" Leo shouted. "What's wrong? What—" He gasped.

He was hauling a Bulbasaur that was more ash than plant. Half-dead eyes stared emptily toward the ground.

Leo ran close and wrapped his arms around the charred Pokémon. "This is bad," he said. "Spice! Oran Berry!"

"I don't think an Oran's gonna be enough for this!" Spice said, but she dashed forward anyway, handing Leo the blue fruit.

Leo tried to shove the berry into its mouth, but it didn't work. Too weak. "C'mon, just a little, get that energy back. This Berry is blessed, you have to eat it!"

The Bulbasaur wasn't even awake.

"Oh, give me that!" Spice said. Her dark claws snatched the berry from Leo and she shoved it in her mouth. Leo's eyes bulged in protest. He grabbed her arm, but Spice shoved him aside.

"Spice! Stop with that Salazzle gluttony for a second and—"

He tried to grab her again, but Spice whipped Leo with her tail, binding his arms against his body. He writhed to break free, always surprised by her strength.

Spice then shoved her mouth against the Bulbasaur's, promptly stopping the rest of Leo's retort. Spice forced the mashed berry into the Bulbasaur's larger mouth and down his throat with an amount of practiced ease that unnerved Leo.

It indeed wasn't enough—but the energy was enough of a jolt to get the Bulbasaur awake. He cried out, suddenly aware of the pain that permeated his body, even with some of the wounds healing. He flailed weakly, flinging bits of burned plant and flesh matter that washed away in the rain.

"I need another!" Spice said. "And a Heal Seed! NOW!"

"R-right," Leo said, handing the seed, and then the berry. Spice tried to feed it to the Bulbasaur the normal way, but he was too panicked. She cursed under her breath and shoved both in her maw again, chewing quickly, and forcing the food in.

Leo motioned for Emby and Tee to run ahead; they nodded and dashed. If this was the Bulbasaur's condition, there was no telling how many more needed rescue from the inferno ahead.

"Backup should be here soon with more supplies," Leo said, looking back. "Ugh—this rain! Why is there a fire in the rain?!"

"This is the worst thunderstorm I've ever seen," Spice said. "Some freak accident must have caused it. The—"

Another bolt split the sky in two. Leo covered his bushy ears. The flame-colored fur that covered the holes shook against the booming sound.

When the thunder subsided, Spice turned her attention to the one that had brought the Bulbasaur to them. "You! Thank you for your help, kid—now, get out of here!"

"N-no way!" he protested. "And—I'm not a kid! I'm Charmander Owen! Maybe you've heard of me?!"

"Aren't you that upstart who got his Provisionary Badge? Look, kid, you're not even one of the Hearts yet—I know your eyes are toward the stars right now, but this is way too dangerous for someone like you!"

"They need Fire Types to rescue the Pokémon that got lost in the forest. I can handle the fire!"

"But not the falling trees or lightning strikes," Leo said. "Get out of here! Your flame is already halfway gone. I know how it's supposed to look."

The Bulbasaur whimpered. The wounds were fading, but the pain remained. He shivered in the mixture of cold rain and hot burns.

"We can't leave him here," Spice said. "Leo! Take this guy back and catch up. I'm gonna run ahead with Tee and Emby."

"But, Spice—"

"Just go, Leo. You can't run in that robe-fur of yours anyway. You're soaking!"

Leo stammered disconnected, single syllables of protest.

Spice shoved the Bulbasaur into Leo's arms and ran forward.

"Wait!" Owen ran after her. Leo, hanging onto the Bulbasaur, was in no position to stop him.

"Kid!" Leo said. "You idiot! You—Tauros-headed—" He grunted, but then ran away with the Bulbasaur. Better to save one Pokémon than chase another.

Ahead, Owen struggled to catch up with Spice. They had passed by Tee first, who fell back to assist with a pair of lost Paras. Next, they ran across Emby, guiding a Skiddo, Bellossom, and Shroomish away from the fire. "Any deeper and you won't find anyone," Emby warned. "It's too hot for anybody that isn't Fire to survive!"

But they pressed on, just in case. Spice was quick in the rain, and she wasn't quite as bothered by it as the other Fire Types in the area. For the most part, Owen felt the same way—except when the water dripped against the flame of his tail. Every one felt like a thorn stuck inside the very tip, lodging itself like an electric shock that traveled through his spine and into his forehead.

He pushed through it all. His tiny legs were no match for Spice's lithe, lanky stride. He had to admire being able to move so quickly—he fantasized about when he'd be able to evolve into a Charizard. He heard that sometimes, they could glide across the air by just outstretching their wings, using the updraft of their own heat to stay afloat. That'd be amazing!

"Are you seriously still following me?!" Spice said, looking back.

"M-maybe!" Owen puffed. "The fire's this way!"

"You don't say?!" Deeper into the woods, there was dying fire all around them, though the current path of the inferno was much further ahead. A hot spot—indicated by a brighter glow in the corner of their vision—was to the right.

"Just go back, kid. This is way too dangerous for someone like you!"

"I'm an adult! And I can handle myself! This fire's nothing to me! Th-the rain's kinda bad, but I can deal with the heat!"

"Ugh! Stubborn. Males are all the same," Spice hissed. "Fine! Be a hero. But don't cry to me when you wake up half-dead!"

Owen grumbled something under his breath and rubbed at his arms. He appreciated the intensifying heat. The flames licked at his scales, and Owen sighed. "At least it's warmer here."

"Speak for yourself," Spice muttered, slowing down.

Owen, relieved, also slowed. "What do you mean?"

"Look, you Char-line 'mons and other Fire-primaries have an easy time with fires, but me? I need to be a little more careful. You're also lower to the ground, so the smoke can be a problem."

"Aren't you part Poison?"

"Still need air," Spice said. "So, when you go running into the fire, don't breathe it in, alright? Hold your breath and try to rescue as many Pokémon as you can. There might not even be any more."

"B-but there are tons of Pokémon in Nightshade Forest! And Fires like me can breathe flames! And I mean—the wild ones probably ran off by now, but we need to be sure, right? We don't want to find any corpses that we could've saved in the aftermath."

"And that's why we're here." Spice turned. She and Owen scanned the area; Owen demonstrated a strong awareness for the presence of others in hiding, but so far, there was nothing that either of them could detect. The burned forest was largely abandoned.

On their third advance, Spice remarked, "You know, you're not too bad, Charm. Maybe I should invite you to my place."

"E-excuse me?" Owen said.

Lightning struck a tree nearby, but not in the immediate area. Owen gasped and held his chest, feeling the boom rock him to his core. "What's with this lightning?"

Lightning struck for a second time, and then a third, in rapid succession.

"I—I don't think storms work this way!" Owen shouted.

"Let's go! Before—"

A deafening explosion was accompanied by a bright light. Then, there was a wave of heat that Owen welcomed for only a split-second. A tree right behind Spice exploded from the blast, sending splinters and branches in all directions. Spice narrowly dodged one of them, but a heavy branch struck her on the shoulder. She grunted and fell back. Owen stared at the splinters with wide eyes and weaved through all of them, only getting hit by smaller ones that bounced away from his scales.

"S-Spice!" Owen rushed for her.

"Ungh, that's not good," Spice grunted. She couldn't move her arm—it was dislocated. "Kid—you go on ahead. I need to fall back." She used her good arm to position herself, and then she stood up.

Lightning struck yet again, and another tree exploded far in the darkness. "It's getting worse," Owen said, wincing when the rain intensified. His tail felt like it was being sawed off. He reflexively reached back and grabbed it, holding it beneath his chin to shield the flame from the downpour.

"H-h-help!"

Owen and Spice both turned. "Did you hear that?"

"Let's go!"

With her good arm, Spice shifted her bag to a more convenient position on the other side of her chest and ran after him. Owen ran awkwardly with his tail under his chin, but he was careful not to actually make contact—by now, water was running down every inch of his body. Yet, the fire of the forest continued to rage; it was too hot and too extensive for the rain to put out quickly.

The smoke was thick here, and it mixed with hot water vapor. That would be a problem if Owen got too close. They must have been near the center of the inferno. Steam mixed with smoke and embers, rising in thick clouds that only contributed to more of the blotted sky. Spice was a lot lower to the ground, shambling through to get as much fresh air as she could. It was almost a crawl, albeit awkward with only one arm working.

Owen, shorter, kept up with his normal running pace.

Lightning struck again, and another tree shattered. This one was ahead, and Owen feared the worst.

A head-splitting, growling rumble shook the forest. Each vibration shook the water droplets on Owen's scales. A tree tilted to the right. Spice was running straight toward it, wincing from a plume of smoke that caught her off guard.

"Spice!" Owen yelled. He grabbed her by the tail and yanked—his strength was miniscule, but it was just enough to save Spice from the trunk that had crashed mere inches in front of her face.

She flicked her tail away out of reflex, nearly whipping Owen with it, but then let out a little puff. "Thank you."

Just ahead, Owen saw a Jolteon cowering in the middle of a clearing, as far from the fire as it could get.

"Aw, Mew, this isn't any good—"

"Ugh, curse Mew, more like!" Spice said. "How long has he been there?" She rushed closer. "Hey! Hey, can you hear me?"

"H-help…" That was all he could say.

He was hot to the touch. His fur hurt to even get near—electricity arced from spike to spike. "You need to calm down."

The Jolteon didn't hear them.

Spice grunted and reached forward, clutching the Jolteon anyway. Electricity coursed through her in a painful pulse. "Nngh, listen here, you…!" she said. "Charmander!"

"Y-yes!"

"Oran Berry! Bag! Now!"

"O-okay!" Owen rummaged through his bag and grabbed one. He was about to pass it over to Spice, but another bolt of lightning crashed down, drawn straight to the Jolteon. It passed through Spice instead.

"SPICE!"

She could barely stand; a sharp, jagged pattern marked her back and an even worse pattern wrapped around her front. The Jolteon screamed in a panic, electricity from the bolt of lightning coursing through him next. He reacted with a countering jolt, shooting white arcs of electricity in all directions. Much of the blast went toward Owen who, still dripping wet from the rain, felt pain across his entire body. He could only moan in response and crumpled to the ground, seizing from the aftershocks through his muscles.

"S-Sp-Spice!" Owen wheezed.

Spice didn't respond.

Another explosion. Somewhere far away, a tree collapsed. A second explosion followed, and another tree fell. A third explosion—this one was much louder. Owen struggled to stand, but nothing his mind desired was answered by his body. Rain pounded on his back, and the fire closed in. It was all too much. He just wanted to sleep. Owen's eyelids fluttered, and his body stopped seizing.

Tiny hands grabbed Owen's arm and rolled him over. "Hey. Hey. Wake up."

Owen's vision was too blurry. Scaly hands tried to peel his eyelids open. He grunted and turned his head. The visitor shoved an Oran Berry in Owen's mouth, and then his hands maneuvered Owen's jaw, forcing him to chew. Bits of the juice leaked down his throat—that was enough to give Owen the energy to keep eating.

Owen saw a Charmander in front of him. "H-hi?" he mumbled, delirious.

"Hey." It sounded, and looked, exactly like him.

"Hey, me… Am I dead? Are you my dark side?"

"Nice greeting," the other Owen said. "No. Can you stand?" He pulled Owen to a sitting position.

"No."

"Try."

"I can't move my legs."

"Right." The second Owen let go, and Owen fell back with a grunt. The doppelganger rummaged through his bag.

"That's mine, though," Owen protested. "Oh, but you're…" A brief moment of lucidity passed through him. "Spice!"

"Berry isn't doing much, but I helped her already."

"The Jolteon?"

Lightning, crash, fall. Lightning again, another crash.

"I'm working on it," the duplicate said.

Owen watched his double sort through his supplies.

"Are you from the future?"

"No."

The Charmander spun around and closed his eyes. Owen tilted his head, watching the odd maneuver. Was he suddenly blind? The second Owen groped the ground with one hand and held an Oran Berry in the other. He felt the Jolteon's paw, and then immediately turned and faced Owen, staring at him while he shoved the berry in the Jolteon's mouth, forcing more chewing.

Owen, unnerved, said, "Shouldn't you be looking at him? Stop… stop staring at me. That's weird."

"Can't."

Lightning flashed. The downpour was intensifying; Owen could barely hear over it and the angry inferno around them.

"Where's your Badge?"

"In my bag," Owen said.

"Good." He turned to the bag and rummaged through it again, pulling it out. He then walked backwards, staring at Owen the whole time, while he searched for the Jolteon again. Then, he tapped the Badge on the Jolteon's forehead; it blinked, and a light enveloped him. In a flash, he was gone.

"Th-that was my warp!" Owen said. "Now we can't get out! That was just Provisionary! It doesn't have the juice for full-on rescue warps!"

"Better him than us." He returned the now-useless Badge into Owen's supply bag.

The harshest bolt yet crashed down right next to them, splitting another tree apart down to its roots. Flaming splinters scattered in all directions, and Spice, finally coming to, was struck by a few of them.

"Ugh—!" She rolled onto her front, wincing in pain. "What? Who are—?" She could barely speak; her scars weren't healing from the Oran Berry that his copy had given her.

Owen's double grabbed Spice's bag, grabbed her Badge from it, and tossed the bag itself to her without looking. She snatched it from the air.

"Get out of here," he said. "You've exhausted your supplies. Owen and I are going to keep going."

"Owen and—what are you, twins?"

"No."

"I'm not leaving until my mission is complete. And that mission is to—"

The mirror image tapped the Badge's center and immediately threw it at Spice. She caught it with one hand. "Hey, you rude little thing, I'm the Heart here, and—" The Badge activated, and she was gone.

Owen stared. After a pause of disbelief, he blurted, "THAT WAS OUR OTHER WARP!"

Owen-two sighed, visibly relaxing. He looked at Owen. "There's a Dungeon nearby that has Pokémon trapped inside. We need to get in there and help them get out. That's where an Elite was sent, but I don't think it's going to be enough. Are you coming?"

Owen replied with self-interrupted protests, but then he grunted out a small ember. Lightning rapidly struck four times in random areas. After the strikes stopped, and Owen took his hands off his head, he grunted. "Let's go."

Owen followed his double; they ran at the exact same pace, had nearly the same gait, and were only slightly out of sync in their steps. "So, Owen! What's—"

"My name isn't Owen."

"O-oh—um—Charmander?"

He hesitated. "Call me Deca."

"Wait, how'd you know my name if you aren't—?"

"I heard about you getting a provisionary Badge."

"Oh." Owen nodded. "So, wait, there's a Dungeon in Nightshade Forest?"

"Small one. Showed up recently."

"Showed up recently? How do Dungeons show up?"

"It's some kind of flux of divine energy, and it lingers, creating the distortion. It's like its own little world."

"What causes it?"

"Working on that."

Owen tripped on a flaming branch. "Ugh—"

Deca stopped and helped him up, tugging him over the branch.

"A-ahh!" Owen desperately pat his bag, but it had caught fire. The heat was outpacing the rain, and his bag was dry in some spots, and that was enough for it to burst into flames.

Impatient, Deca grabbed the bag, pulled out the Badge, and threw the rest away. "We need to go."

"B-but that was expensive!"

"Do you want Pokémon to die?"

"N-no, but—"

Deca ran ahead with his eyes shut. Owen hesitated for only a fraction of a second, and then he was right after him, panting from all the running. He hoped Deca didn't trip from running blind.

"Deca!" he shouted. "A-are you mad or something?! I'm sorry!"

"I'm not mad."

"Then how come you're talking so—"

"I'm concentrating."

"What—"

"Dungeon ahead."

They passed through a distortion of light, and the ground around Owen raised into its typical labyrinth, this time coated in burning wood, charred dirt, and glowing rocks. Water ran down the distorted labyrinth's walls in small streams, which in turn filled the halls with a thick layer of steam. "The Dungeon's on fire, too!?"

"Must have passed through the distortion," Deca said, looking back. "The fire's old." Their feet sank into ashen mud.

The rain was still pouring, putting out the largest of the embers. The fire had been here for a while; the first segment had long since exhausted its fuel. But that meant the fire was more intense further in and—even worse—any Pokémon potentially trapped inside would be struggling to outpace it.

Deca rummaged through his own bag and pulled out a scarf, wrapping it around his eyes.

"Uh—"

"Guide me."

"Excuse me?"

Deca had blindfolded himself. "Guide me."

"O-okay, if you say so…"

He walked forward and took the lead through the Dungeon, but Deca suddenly slapped his tail.

"Excuse me!" Owen protested, blushing.

"Faster. I'm not slow."

"Ugh!" Hot in the face, Owen sprinted forward—and, to Owen's surprise, Deca kept up. Every time Deca fell forward, he brought his arms out and flipped in a sort of somersault, landing on his feet just behind Owen. So impressed by this, Owen didn't realize the wall in front of him and he ran straight into it. His tail stiffened, then he slumped down with a groan.

"Don't get distracted," Deca said.

"Stop distracting me with those crazy moves," Owen countered, rubbing his nose. He was bleeding from that one, but he ignored it. "What do you know, Acrobatics?"

"I know what you know."

The fires intensified for every segment they went through. "How short is short?" Owen called over the roaring fire. The only thing good about the Dungeon was that lightning didn't strike here. The deeper they went, the softer the explosions that echoed from the Dungeon entrance felt.

"No idea. It's a new Dungeon, so it's going to be smaller. No more than six distortion gateways."

"G-got it."

Owen counted four that they had gone through. The flames covered the ground for entire corridors; he had to hold his breath so he didn't breathe in the smoke. The heat made it difficult to tell where the next distortion of light was, since essentially everything seemed distorted by the heat.

"We're going in circles," Deca said.

"I—I know, I'm trying to find a way out!" Owen said.

"They'll die if we take too long."

"I know!"

Owen took a spontaneous right. They got out of the fire, and Owen gasped for air. "Finally!" he said. "W-wait—no fire?"

"We caught up," Deca said, adjusting the scarf around his head.

"That means the survivors are ahead, right?" Owen asked.

"Or this is a dead end."

Something bright rushed past them, illuminating the halls that weren't ablaze; Owen felt hot wind follow. "H-huh?" Owen looked back. "W-wait, that was—"

It was in the shape of a Lucario, but it was coated in some sort of blue light. Once he was far away from the heat, the light vanished.

"Th-that's Lucario Rhys!" Owen said. "But he's a Steel Type! How'd he even get down here?"

"He knows the way!" Deca shouted, pulling off his blindfold to stare at Owen. "Follow him!" He put the blindfold back on.

"O-okay!" Owen said. He briefly worried whether Deca would be able to follow him or not, but he had to move ahead anyway.

Thankfully, Deca kept up. Without the flames and the smoke, Owen finally had a clear enough head to think about this strange doppelganger. He'd met other Charmander before—mostly feral ones in the Hot Spot Dungeon, whose mannerisms constantly unnerved him. It was incredibly surreal to see someone that was the same species, and yet with a different capacity. It was one of the great mysteries of the world, in Owen's mind—what the difference was between him, and a wild Charmander. Upbringing? No, even then, they were different. Their minds simply didn't operate the same way.

Deca bumped up against Owen's tail.

"S-sorry," Owen said.

"Stop getting distracted."

"Okay, okay."

They continued to walk in silence, picking up the pace just slightly. The fire wasn't moving quickly, to their fortune. They had time to find the survivors at the end of the Dungeon.

"What were you thinking about?" Deca asked.

"Wild Charmander."

"Oh."

"It's just weird to think about," he said. "I never saw another Charmander in a while that was like you."

"Like me?"

"Not wild."

"Oh. It's different."

"Yeah."

Owen pulled his tail closer to inspect it. "Where are you from, Deca?"

"Southeast."

"Oh, that's not too far from here, I think," he said. "Did you hear about trouble and came?"

"Yes. My friends and I wanted to help. Is there anybody around?"

"No, why?"

Deca took off his blindfolds and sighed, watching Owen's back.

"Uh… okay," Owen said. "And how come you have that? What's keeping it from burning away?"

"It's made from Rawst Leaves."

"Oh! Mom has that for my bed."

"Mom?"

"Y-yeah. She isn't a Charizard, though. She's a Gardevoir that took me in. Dad's a Magmortar, though. I learned a lot of my Fire techniques from him."

"Oh. I'm sorry."

"It's okay. They're just as good, and I never knew my real parents."

Deca nodded, but then flashed a smile. "I'm sure they're very proud of you."

The confidence that Deca had said that made Owen hold his chest. "Y'think so?"

"I'm positive. You would make them very proud."

Owen laughed slightly. He didn't know why he believed Deca. Wishful thinking.

"How about your parents, Deca?" Owen asked.

"Dead."

"O-oh. Sorry."

"Of age. It's okay."

"Open with that next time!" Owen puffed an ember. "I thought it was something tragic, or, you know…"

Deca shook his head; the smile returned. "Well, you're an adult, and you're still a Charmander."

"Don't remind me," Owen mumbled. "I'm a late evolver."

"Late evolver?"

"Yeah. Do you think that's real? Because it's the only reason I think I've never evolved…"

"I guess it has to be real."

A distortion of light was ahead of their next corridor. "That has to be the last section," Owen said, "right?"

Deca nodded, putting his blindfold back on.

"Deca, why do you do that? With the blindfold."

"Helps me concentrate. I can't look at others that aren't my kind without…" He shook his head. "It's a disorder."

"Oh, okay," Owen said, deciding not to prod. The longer they stalled, the less time they would have before the fire caught up.

Once they passed through the distortion, a cool breeze welcomed them. With the Dungeon's final section untouched by the flames, it seemed a lot safer than before. During their run, Owen had been speculating about who Deca was. But perhaps Spice had a point about the smoke and fire. And also, he supposed, being fried by a number of panicked Jolteon-born thunderbolts. All he could come up with were crazy theories, when perhaps the answer was something simpler, or just something else, if he only had the time to think about it calmly. But there was no such thing as calm tonight. He could only focus on one thing—the fire, and how to save the Pokémon inside the Dungeon from it.

"Wild Pokémon," Owen repeated. "I hope they're okay. They aren't smart enough to go through Dungeons normally, right? So how would they escape the fire?"

"They may not have," said Deca. "But if they got to the exit before the fire did, they'll be okay."

Just then, a cyan sphere went straight to Owen, stopping at a mere claw's width away from his face. His eyes bulged and he let out the smallest squeak.

"I—I apologize," Rhys said, flicking his paw backward. The sphere exploded against a far wall.

Owen's legs turned to jelly; he sat down, rubbing where the Aura Sphere would have hit.

"I thought you were another agitated feral. We're somewhat overwhelmed."

"Y-yeah."

Deca took a steady breath, holding the side of his head. "H-hello." He stepped toward Owen and held his hand, helping him up.

Rhys stared silently at Owen's double.

"H-hello, um, Lucario," Owen said. "I—I'm Charmander Owen, i-if y-you heard of me. I—I tried o-out for the Hearts, but I didn't make it y-yet…"

"It's good to meet you, Owen," Rhys said. "Continue trying. And you…"

"My name is Deca."

"…It's nice to meet you," Rhys said, "Deca."

"Do you need any help?" Deca asked.

"No."

"You said you were overwhelmed." Deca held Owen's hand a bit harder. Owen glanced at his blindfold, and then back at Rhys. Deca's forehead was creased with a hidden glare.

"We can help!" Owen said. "What do you need?"

"The fire is closing in," Deca said. "The Dungeon might shift if we remain on this section for too long. The fire is running out of fuel outside."

"It is? That's good to hear," Rhys said. "We may be able to wait it out, if we find a way to stop the fire."

"Take us to everyone else," Deca said.

Rhys stared at Owen, then at Deca. His paws clenched, the blue flames of aura seeping through the cracks. Owen noticed, though it was hard at first, that Rhys' body seemed very fatigued. There were little bits of… some strange sort of blue plating flaking off from parts of his fur, like armor. But the armor dissolved in the air when it chipped off. Was that some sort of technique Rhys used to get past the fire? It would explain how a Steel Type like him even made it through… Owen also noticed that Rhys' legs and arms shook with fatigue, and his breathing was deep.

"What's wrong?" Owen asked.

"Is now really the time, Rhys?" Deca asked. "Let us help. You can't do this alone."

Rhys snorted and turned around. "Let's go." He walked stiffly; the aura from his paws didn't let up.

Owen followed next, and Deca, still holding Owen's hand, followed after him. Owen tried to pull away, feeling awkward, but Deca just held on harder. "S-so, do you know Rhys?" Owen asked in a whisper.

"We're familiar."

"In, uh, in a good way? Bad way?"

"Bit of a rut."

"O-oh."

Rhys led them to a large room, perhaps the largest of the section, housing at least thirty other Pokémon, most of them native forest-dwellers, such as a Beautifly, Fomantis, Ariados, and Mightyena.

The Fomantis whined and hid under the Beautifly's wings. The Ariados spoke softly, "How close is the fire?"

"I can smell it," the Mightyena reported.

"One section away," Deca said. "Does anybody know Water or Ground techniques?"

"It's too strong for that," the Fomantis said. "We can't stop a fire that strong!"

"Who knows those techniques? Mud Slap? Mud Shot? Water Gun? Anything." Deca held Owen's hand a bit harder, and he jerked away. Deca aggressively pulled Owen closer.

"H-hey, what're you doing?" Owen said in a whisper. "Personal space!"

Nobody answered Deca. None of the Pokémon knew anything to put out the fire.

"None of you, at all, know attacks that can put fires out?!" Deca shouted.

Still no answer.

Owen gently pressed his hand against Deca's, but this time to feel the pulse in Deca's wrist. It was increasing. He seemed to be constantly under some kind of strain, and the additional stress wasn't doing him any favors. It must have been the rain. Even now, it stung their tails.

Rain.

Suddenly, Owen turned around, walking with Deca. He followed, blind. Owen closed his eyes, taking a slow breath. He brought his tail forward and hid it under his chin again, keeping it away from his chest so it didn't get even more water.

Water collected on him. It could put his tail out if he wasn't careful.

Owen scanned the group, counting all of the Pokémon. He breathed deeply, and then double-checked what sort of Pokémon he had to work with. Grass Types. Bug Types. And a few Dark Types, too. Nightshade Forest was a mysterious place—the techniques learned here were stranger and more strategic, accompanying their usual offensive attacks.

Could that work?

Would that—

Owen pointed at a Dustox. "Do you know Reflect or Light Screen?"

"H-huh? Of course! W-well, just the one. Light Screen."

"I know Reflect!" a Ledian spoke up.

Owen nodded. "Who knows Sunny Day?"

At least half of the Grass Types raised their hands, paws, leaves, or tendrils.

"O-oh, okay."

"S-Sunny Day?!" Rhys said. "Why would you—"

"Let him speak," Deca said.

Rhys flinched.

"Barrier. Does anybody know Barrier?" Owen asked.

No answer.

"Nngh, not the best. H-how about Psychic?"

No answer.

Owen nibbled at his right hand's claws. "Okay, okay…" The Charmander paced left and right, eyes darting in microscopic directions. Pieces snapped together in his mind.

He turned around, and then looked at the sky. "Everyone who knows it—try to use Light Screen or Reflect, but not on yourselves. Focus it on the sky. Try to shape it like a big bowl.

Owen scanned the room's walls. Their little shelter was connected to two other areas by corridors. That wasn't too bad. He watched the other Pokémon awkwardly try to use their techniques in this unintuitive way, like turning it upside-down. Almost instantly, the effects became apparent; rainwater collected above their heads. Realization washed over the group, and Owen saw a glimmer of hope in their eyes.

"Okay," Owen said, trying to keep his voice steady from the excitement. "Try moving that barrier toward the halls! The left one, first, okay? N-no, other left! My left! Okay, keep going…"

Owen walked with the barrier, easing it closer. Rhys held up his hand and fired a strange Aura Sphere toward it. Suddenly, the Reflect-Light Screen was enhanced by solid aura at the base. It was a barrier of its own—the same sort of barrier that had surrounded Rhys when he ran through the flames. But the way Rhys was breathing heavily, and his tense muscles, suggested that it put a lot of strain on him. Owen knew to work quickly.

"Sunny Day! Now!"

"Wh-what?!"

"Just do it!"

At least one of the Pokémon obeyed. Localized only to this section of the Dungeon, the clouds temporarily parted, and intense, enhanced afternoon sunlight pierced through from the sky. Energy returned to Owen almost instantly, and he looked to Deca. "Help me light this hallway on fire."

Deca staggered back. "What?"

"If we take out the grass now," Owen said, "and put out the small fire we started, the big fire won't have fuel to get to us! Hurry!"

The clouds were starting to close in again.

Deca nodded. "Okay."

He and Owen both spat flames on the grassy terrain of the halls, starting from a farther end, and moving backwards and back into the room. The wet grass was hard to spark, but their combined flames overwhelmed the residual water enough to set the hall alight. The trapped Pokémon all watched, and Rhys let out a small grunt. The aura barrier he provided was fading.

The fire grew quickly under the intense sunlight. Too quickly for the comfort of the others. A few of the younger Pokémon shrieked and hid behind the older ones. The clouds returned shortly after, and Owen looked up. He pulled Deca back. "Drop the barrier!"

The water fell on top of the crackling flames; plumes of steam rose up, but it was just enough to put out the dying embers that were closest to them. The rest of the water flooded through the hall, thoroughly soaking the ground. Owen scrambled forward and slashed at the soil nearest to them with sharpened claws, hardened like metal. The water and mud splashed against his scales. Then, Owen plunged his paws into the dirt and pushed forward, huffing.

"Hey," someone said from behind, moving Owen aside. It was the Mightyena. "I've got this."

Owen panted, staring, but he nodded and stepped away.

With powerful paws, the Mightyena faced his rear against the hall and dug into the ground, creating a trench that quickly filled with water, and a mound of mud behind him. There was no way the fire could get past it.

"What's happening?" Deca said.

"The fire's out, and there's a wall of mud blocking the way," Owen said. "Let's do it again! Other side! Reflect, Light Screen!"

"Right!"

And so, the barrier collected water for a second time. Rhys fired another Aura Sphere toward it to reinforce its strength.

"Nrgh…"

"Rhys?" Deca asked, but suddenly held onto Owen's hand again.

"I'm fine."

"Okay. Sunny Day!" Owen said.

The clouds parted once more, drenching them in warmth.

And they repeated the process again. Owen and Deca washed the hall with fire; the flames cleaned the ground of floral fuel. The barrier above Owen and Deca flickered. Rhys lowered himself to one knee.

"Hurry!" Rhys said. The Dustox and Ledian maintaining the dual-barrier looked equally strained; they had taken on too much water this time, and the weight was wearing away at the transparent bowl above them.

Deca stepped away and into the room. "The fire's too close," he said. "Owen! Let's put it out!"

"Okay," Owen said. "But hang on, it's still too short. The fire could jump over the gap. Let it burn a little longer!"

Rhys had both his paws up, and he was on both knees, head down. His arms were trembling. By now, both Reflect and Light Screens had faded away; Rhys alone was holding up the water.

The clouds returned. Rain filled the bowl. Owen was standing in the flames, trying to accelerate the burning with extra plumes. This side was filled with much more grass; it needed more time to burn. He heaved another wad of embers.

Then, Rhys' concentration slipped. The aura barrier vanished, and all of the water poured onto the fire—and Owen.


Owen had a strange dream about taking a hot bath in the pit of a white, featureless room. His tail was just above the water's surface. Then, he saw Deca on the opposite side of the bath, laughing. And Owen laughed, too. He heard footsteps behind him. He turned around, but the fragile dream faded away.

Then, he felt cold—like ice, to the very core of his body. And then something tingled, and he felt warm again, starting from his belly, and then over his chest, and then his face. It smelled like Oran Berries.

His vision was blurry. Owen could only see the outline of something orange. Was it a mirror? A blurry, wobbly reflection of himself. Flames danced over his face, and Owen sputtered in surprise.

He blinked the blur away and squinted. Deca? He was saying something, but it was all muffled. There was concern in his eyes, but when Owen gurgled some sort of wordless reply, his double let out a laugh.

"He's okay!" Deca shouted.

Owen heard cheers from a crowd. His ears rang, but that faded and gave way to more precise noises.

He sat up with a start. "What happened?!"

He sat up too quickly. His vision faded, and he held his head, breathing heavily. That, above all else, was the loudest sound—his own breathing unnerved him. He caught a glance at his tail, which was emitting a steady stream of steam, but no flame. Deca breathed a small ember at the tip; it tickled a bit, but then it reignited. This sent a slight jump-start to the rest of Owen's system, and warmth spread completely after a few seconds of stillness.

Rhys stood in the distance, looking like he hadn't moved in ages. He was fixated entirely on Owen, fidgeting with his paws, clenching his claws into the pads. He'd never seen a Heart look so guilty. A small crowd of the Pokémon that had been trapped previously were around him, just as others surrounded Owen to get a better look.

It wasn't raining anymore, but it was incredibly dark. Owen turned his head to the sky and saw stars peeking through the burned treetops.

"Where am I?" he said. "Is this the Dungeon?"

"No," Deca said. "The Dungeon rejected you when you got hit by the water."

"Water…" Owen recalled trying to take out the fuel in the Dungeon halls. "Wait, Water! The—what happened to the—"

"It worked," Deca said. "The fire got close, but it couldn't clear the gap you created on both sides. We waited until the fire died on its own, and after that… We figured it would be safe where the Dungeon sent us out. And it was, so we circled back to the entrance to find you."

Owen rubbed his fingers together, and then his arms. "Everyone's okay?"

"Everyone that was with us made it out fine," Deca said.

Owen breathed a small sigh. "Good," he said. "I'm just glad that I survived. When the Dungeon rejected me, I thought some stray wild would've attacked me while I was down, or something. But—"

"Actually, we scared one of those ferals off!" one of the forest natives piped up. "It was such a weird creature!"

"Don't be stupid, that wasn't a feral! That was a guardian spirit, I just know it!" another native retorted.

"You and your 'guardian spirit' mumbo-jumbo."

"No, it's real! There have been sightings! A four-legged creature with a green and black body—exactly like I keep telling you! I've seen it!"

"Green-black and four legs? That sounds like Zygarde."

"Maybe you should lay off the funny berries."

Owen tittered. "So, some weird creature was guarding me?"

Deca nodded, as did the rest of the crowd. "That's the consensus. But it ran off before we could thank it."

Owen paused to silently thank this creature anyway. If it wasn't Zygarde—which Owen wasn't sure even existed—then perhaps it was some kind of forest guardian. After all, the trees of this forest were blackish and green. It could have just been camouflage. "And what about the fire?"

"It's burning," he said. "But we got everyone evacuated. All the wilds are… either dead, or ran away."

"The fire started in multiple places due to some freak thunderstorm," Rhys spoke up, and Deca refused to remove his eyes from Owen for the entirety of Rhys' explanation. "This portion of the forest was trapped by a ring of fire, which was what caused us to send in the Fire teams to rescue the trapped Pokémon. We did our best to rescue who we could," Rhys said, "but… obviously, we will have to perform a search for those who may not have escaped."

Owen gulped. "What caused this…? This thunderstorm was… it was way too strong."

"It doesn't matter," Deca said. "What matters is we made it out."

By now, the bystanders—tired from the stress—were starting to disband. Now that they knew their savior was okay, they refocused on how to recover from the disaster. Despite their burned home, they still knew where to go. Rhys volunteered to help guide those who were less sure of themselves. After a passing glance at Deca and Owen, he grunted and walked.

"Rhys!" Owen shouted.

He stopped.

Owen paused, finding the words. "Thanks for helping! It's—it's okay! Everyone's saved because of you!"

Rhys' paws relaxed slightly. He gave a short nod, not looking back, and then walked away with the rest of the rescued Pokémon.

Owen shook his head. "He seems like the type who'll beat himself up for a while over dousing me," he said. "But, I don't think it would've worked without his help."

"He'll reconcile," Deca said. "Trust me. That guy will just turn it into more fire for him to do better next time. It's not healthy, but as long as he doesn't burn up from it, right?"

They both laughed. Owen finally found the strength to get on his feet. He eased his way into it. Deca held him by the shoulder and back to keep him steady until he could stand on his own.

"Thanks," Owen said.

Deca nodded. "Thanks to you, too."

Owen noticed that the strain in Deca's voice was gone now that they were alone. "It's too bad you're so tense around others. I hope you can get better at that, huh?"

Deca smiled wryly. "I'll do my best."

Owen pulled his tail forward to inspect the flame. It was a healthy orange.

"Owen."

"Yeah?"

Deca stared for a while. Owen sensed something from his doppelganger—a strange tension of some kind. Like he wanted to do something, yet couldn't. His paws twitched forward, then pulled themselves back.

"What's wrong?" Owen asked. "L-look, if you're gonna ask me out, I don't know if I have the time for stuff like that. I'm training to be a Heart. I—I mean, you seem like a really nice 'mon and all, but we barely know each other!"

Deca let out a sound that was a cross between a sigh and a laugh. He shook his head and fell forward, wrapping his arms around Owen. Startled, Owen could only take a step back, but that only made Deca squeeze tighter. He didn't know what to say, let alone how to react, so he just stood there. Eventually, he brought his hand around Deca and patted his back.

"Hey," Owen said, figuring this had to do with Deca's social anxieties, "it's alright. I bet it's hard, but you can overcome it, right? Maybe with some meditation? That's what helps my aura calm down. I dunno if it's the same thing, but—"

"They're so proud of you, Owen." Deca trembled, the spasms shaking Owen.

"They—what?"

Deca kept holding onto Owen. He felt Deca's hands press flat against his back; something stirred in Owen's chest, and that advanced to his throat, and then his eyes. His vision felt blurry—tears welled up, and this sent him into a mild panic. "D-Deca?"

"Don't forget that," Deca said. "Okay? Don't ever forget…"

Owen blinked, confused. His emotions weren't matching his thoughts. His mind had no reason to think of anything about Deca other than the fact that he helped with the fire. Yet all he wanted to do was bawl and cry and stay with Deca the whole night. His heart raced, and he held Deca back. He kept his emotions together enough to speak. "Okay. I won't… forget. I won't forget."

Deca kept holding him for what felt like forever, and yet still it wasn't enough time. Owen wondered if Deca would let go at all. And if he didn't, he wouldn't complain. He kept holding on, memorizing the scales on Deca's back. They were exactly like his own. Curious, Owen felt for the strange patch of scales whose pattern didn't quite match the surrounding area—a small, natural irregularity of the body, much like a birthmark. And he found it in the same spot.

Eventually, Deca let go and pulled away. Owen was startled to see the streams of tears running down Deca's face—a flow that was even greater than his own.

"What's—what's going on?!" Owen said, wiping his eyes. "Deca! Who—who are you? Do you know my parents?"

Deca laughed again. "Oh, Owen… I'm…"

Owen saw Deca's hand glow with a strange light. Deca sniffled once. The hand that didn't glow wiped his eyes. Owen mirrored the movement, clearing his vision.

"Good night, Owen."

"Wh—"

Deca tapped Owen on the forehead with his glowing hand. Owen's thoughts grew muddled. In an instant, it all faded to nothingness.


Deca's ears still rang from the roaring flames. Not only that, but his mind was completely fatigued. He had been doing the mental equivalent of holding his breath for at least half the night, now. The identical Charmander stared down at Owen in his arms, struggling to carry him along—after all, they were completely identical in weight and—more importantly—strength. Owen needed to work out more.

"Mnngg, more apples," Owen mumbled. His tongue dangled from the side of his mouth, a bit of drool dripping onto Deca's right arm.

Deca sighed, but he couldn't hide his smile. But his heart sank back down. It wouldn't be long, now.

He had to admit, it was a peaceful place. Calm, open field. A hot cave for him to live in, even if it was just due to the Fire Guardian's antics. It seemed nice enough. There weren't any particularly interesting landmarks this way, either, which made it quite secluded thanks to travelers just using Waypoints to skip over this path entirely.

"You've got a good life, Owen," Deca said. "I'm… not going to lie to myself and say otherwise."

"Too sweet," Owen babbled. "Needs Cheri…"

Deca sighed. He carefully set Owen down, making sure his tail rested against the dirt and not the grass, and then eyed the great boulder ahead of him. His hand glowed with a Mystic power, and he held his hand forward, toward the boulder. He swung his arm to the side.

Nothing happened.

"Ngh." Deca tried again. The glow, the swipe. Nothing. "Oh, come on, it can't be that strong." And so, he tried again. Not even a wiggle.

"How are you supposed to open this thing?!" Deca mumbled. "Password. There's supposed to be a password, right? Ngh, what's a…" He paced, tapping his chin. Every so often, he glanced at Owen, and each time he did so, it was like a breath of fresh air in his mind. "Open… now!" Deca shook his claws toward the unmoving boulder. "Open… Hot Spot Caverns! Open… sesame?" He knew it wouldn't work, but he was desperate. After a full fifty seconds of staring, Owen snorted in his sleep. Deca jolted and spun around. But the sleeping Charmander didn't stir.

And then, Deca watched Owen for a while, entranced by him. He stared at the gentle rise and fall of his back and the flickering, lively flame at the end of his tail. The small, subtle frown while he slept, like he was pensive about something in his dreams. Probably whether he should use Cheri or Tamatos to cut through the sweetness.

Deca took a single step forward, and then another. He was right in front of Owen, now. He leaned forward and picked him up; Owen hummed in response, bumping his head against Deca's cheek.

And he stayed there. Despite the dead weight, Deca stayed there, wrapping his arms around the Charmander double, memorizing every single scale that he could. He felt hot tears welling up again. They poured slowly onto Owen's shoulders, and then to the ground. Deca stared with a fierce glare against the air ahead of him. He finally let Owen go, wondering if it would be the last time.

With a resolute glint in his eyes, he faced the boulder, sat on the ground, and concentrated. He took a steady breath…

O Holy Creator Mew. Deca projected. I call upon you to hear my prayer. Deca paused for a bit longer, and then dug his claws against his thighs. It was just a formality, really. Any sort of thought toward her would have been sufficient. But, from what he knew, prayers tended to be louder if he started politely. The same didn't have to go for the rest of what he had to say, and his thoughts became a few tones harsher.

A few days ago, Owen failed to become a Heart again. Didn't pass Anam's final check. Flying colors with the practical exam… yet never past Anam himself. Always the same story, year after year. No wonder he took on this horrible mission, just to prove that he could do a Heart's job.

Deca looked down, glaring at the dirt. Kricketot were chirping. Deca counted their cries four times in sequence, like a little conversation among the wilds.

Is that your plan? Deca said. When Anam deems Owen worthy of becoming a Heart, he's ready for the Orb? And do you think he'll be ready for what comes next, too?

Three chirps. Deca wondered if she was even listening, or if she was just stubbornly sitting in her own little realm, ignoring the world's problems as usual. She needed an ultimatum.

Star… if we find an Orb first, we'll figure out how to take the rest. And your defenses won't be enough once we have the power of one Orb. When that happens… you better be ready. Because I'm done waiting.

Deca ended the prayer there. He brought his arm to his eyes and wiped them dry, and then glanced back at Owen. He let out a gentle curse from his breath and stared ahead. He wanted to finish on an awesome one-liner, but now he had a sleeping Charmander out in the cold.

…Also, can… can you tell the Fire Guardian to open her cave? Owen's asleep and I don't know how to open it.

With that final message, Deca stood to his feet and turned around to looked at Owen one last time. He figured he only had a few more seconds. He walked over and gently held Owen's shoulder. His eyes clouded once more, but he shook it off.

"I'm sorry," Deca said.

And then, when the boulder behind him rumbled, Deca bolted into the night.






14. Twisted Minds


Chapter 12 - Twisted Minds

Anam, and only Anam, heard the deep boom of metal bells.

The Abandoned Temple—the original name lost to the ages—stood four stories high, despite only having a single story inside. The building was made out of marble with intricate designs along the walls in the shape of spirals, flowers, and all sorts of Pokémon. A broken, circular window of colored glass gazed from the top of the temple. Several rounded, tall windows sat along the walls. What the windows depicted, unfortunately, was difficult to decipher, as most of the glass was gone. But Anam remembered. He saw the windows as if they were still new, depicting the Pokémon of legends.

While the temple may have once been a pristine, white marble, it was now reddened with the dusty winds of dirt and time, sitting in the middle of an empty field of brown, dry dirt, like even the grass refused to grow there.

"What a loud bell," Anam said, a serene grin spreading across his face.

The boom reverberated through Anam's mind: a deep metallic echo that shook the ground beneath his feet and the goo in his chest. It rang slowly, once, twice, three times…

Zena and James exchanged glances. The Milotic eyed Anam with concern. "What?"

"Don't you hear it?" Anam asked.

He listened to it chime three more times. His feelers twitched at the vibrations, and Anam pointed his head skyward, toward the topmost tower at the center of the temple. There was no bell there, but Anam could see it. Swinging with the wind and the rope of the bell ringer a room below. The bell ringer that was no longer there. But he used to be. A strong Tyranitar. Anam wondered, would he like to ring it again?

The temple was silent.

"No, Anam. This place is completely devoid of noise," Zena said. "I think we're the loudest thing on the property."

Yet, the Goodra stared at the building for a while longer.

It rang three more times. Anam felt something well up from deep in his chest. A strange swelling of warmth. He breathed deeply, closing his eyes with a tranquil smile. And then, he breathed out.

The bell stopped after the ninth ring. Anam put a hand to his chest.

"Do you like it?" Anam asked to neither Zena nor James, holding a hand to his chest. "It's okay. It might be fun."

Confused, Zena slithered a few paces forward. "We should not waste much time. Shall we enter? The Normal Guardian is inside."

"Yes. Come, Anam."

Anam followed silently, but he walked at a slow, agonizing pace. His slimy hand brushed against the dusty walls of the entrance. There was no door, but it looked like there used to be.

The interior was like night and day, and Anam's eyes shined so brightly that Zena almost had to avert her own. The marble walls on the interior were cleaned to a blinding shine; the open room was completely clear of debris. At the far end was some kind of altar. It looked like a Pokémon would stand there to address a crowd. Faded murals—so faded that the actual contents were unrecognizable—lined the high walls and broken windows.

"I've never seen a building like this before," Zena said. "This is nothing like Kilo Village. Or even Hot Spot."

"Hrm," James hummed. "It is of a time long passed, Zena. A relic. This used to be a place of worship, back when Kilo had a significant interest in such things. While we still have a few ceremonies now and then, we're quite secular. Kilo Village used to host congregations every moon, and this temple was one of those places of worship. It may be one of the few ones standing. For why the Normal Guardian would reside within…" James fluffed out his feathers. "I'm not quite sure. Star said he was quirky. Perhaps he's spiritual."

"Aren't we all technically… spiritual?" Zena repeated, looking at one of her ribbons as it formed a small, aura ember.

"Hm. Good point."

Anam advanced, and Zena and James followed until they all reached the middle of the room. With a smile on his face, he walked straight toward the altar at the back of the room with an eager spring in his step.

Click.

Anam's foot sank into the tile and he stopped his advance. "…Was that bad?"

"Very," Decidueye James replied, puffing out his feathers. "Anam, whatever you do, do not lif—"

Anam lifted his foot.

The fiery explosion that followed sent Anam, Zena, and James flying in completely opposite directions. The ground shifted instantly; the floors collapsed in patches and rose in others. Spikes skewered tiles from below, and strange, metal stalactites fell from above. A giant spike shot out from one wall and went straight for—

"Pfwoooh—!" It pinned Anam against the wall; the huge, stone thorn went right through his gooey chest, narrowly missing his heart—if he had one. He brought his slimy hands over it and tried to push it away, but it was jammed in too tight. His paw disintegrated into goo from the strain. "J-James!" Anam called in a gurgle, waving his handless, melting arm. "Help! I'm stuck!"

"Can't quite help at the moment!" James replied, narrowly dodging a concentrated beam of light that carved the stone ground that it struck. Anam finally pushed the stone spire free and dropped to the ground with a loud splat, his lower half becoming a purple mush on the ground. He needed a few seconds to recreate himself—it seemed that as a Mystic, the goo half of his kind was very pronounced.

"Is this the Guardian's doing?!" Zena called to James, emerging from the ground. She was hiding in cracks of the temple's ruined foundation as water, hoping to avoid the Normal Guardian's strikes. Another Hyper Beam spooked the Milotic enough for her to hide within the cracks again.

"I'm quite certain!" James vanished in a fine, black mist, dodging a second Hyper Beam. Something about these blasts felt dangerous even for his Ghostly nature. "He must feel threatened by this. Perhaps Rim already tried to defeat him. Clearly, she failed!"

Zena emerged halfway to speak. "We haven't even seen him yet!" she said. "Where could he be coming from?" Another blast of concentrated light carved a line out of the ground, leaving molten marble in its place. "These beams are coming from every direction! Surely he can't Teleport and use Hyper Beam at the same time!"

"I doubt that is the case," James said, "but it is possible. But I've seen this strategy before… These might be a variant to Owen's approach when he battles. Traps. Hyper Beam-traps, perhaps stored in empty Wonder Orbs, or—" James jumped to the right. A passing spike tore off a feather from his face. "Urf—the actual Guardian might be deeper insi—" Another line of hard light vaporized James where he stood, and he became nothing but an ember that returned to Anam's body. Even a Ghost Type was not immune to these attacks.

"Oops," Anam said, cupping James' spirit in his good hand. He dipped him into his chest, where the ember vanished completely. "Um, Z-Zena! Let's try to keep going!"

Thankfully, it seemed that the traps had exhausted themselves. Aside from the ambient sounds of rubble collapsing in small pieces against the walls, there were no further attacks.

Anam used his hands to piece his lower half back together. So far, he had most of his belly and tail reconstructed, but he couldn't find any spare material for his legs. He puffed his cheeks and pushed—new little feet popped out from the base of his thighs, followed by the rest of his missing appendages. He sprung to his feet, and Zena marveled at the Guardian's regenerative abilities. If any of that happened to her, she'd be nothing but a dead puddle.

"Of course," Zena finally said. She returned to the cracks and advanced further into the temple. They passed the altar and entered a back room. The further they went, the more it appeared to be… less abandoned. The entrance was a crumbling stone palace—mostly due to the traps that had gone off—but further inside, the walls were back to their pristine polish, constantly maintained, like it was an eternal routine.

Anam panted, tiny arms on the ground. "Th-this is way too much running… Why is this temple so big on the inside? It's not a Dungeon, is it?"

"You're Mystic. Can you not just restore your own stamina?" Zena asked.

"Anam is… typically focused on other aspects of his Mysticism," James said, summoned again by Anam. "He largely focuses on self-preservation and high defenses rather than… offensive prowess."

Zena stared at Anam with a flash of a memory in her eyes. "That reminds me of an old friend," she remarked. "Anam, do you happen to know an Emily?"

"Huh?" Anam said. "What did you say? Emily? That sounds…"

"Let's not get distracted," James said. He pointed a wing forward. There was a single Pokémon there, floating at the back of the smaller room. Twitching. Watching. "Are you the Guardian?"

It was a strange Pokémon with a smooth surface—one that Zena had never seen before. Anam and James, however, knew of its kind.

The Porygon-Z buzzed with anxiety. "You do not have permission to create a guest account!" he said. His voice was like a buzz in the air, as if he was speaking through the crackle of a Thunder Shock at all times. "403 - Forbidden! Access to the back rooms is not allowed! Those traps should have deleted you!"

"Deleted?" James said. "Strange terminology, Porygon-Z, but we mean you no harm. We have no intention of deleting you, either. Yes?"

"Authentication required."

James sighed, glancing at Anam. "The Badge, if you may."

"Oh!" The Goodra dug through the bag partially submerged in the right side of his chest and pulled out the circular emblem. "This! Yep! That's my Thousand Heart Association Badge! I'm the leader, and our entire purpose is to make this place safe and peaceful for everyone! Including you!"

Porygon-Z buzzed with uncertainty. "Your data has not been verified and may be corrupt. Checksum required!"

James blinked. "…I do not know what that is," he said, "but I imagine this has something to do with your species' strange origins. I can assure you that we are not lying. Anam is a fellow Guardian, as is Zena. Meanwhile, I am a spirit, here solely because of the power of a very kind Mystic." He pointed a wing at Anam, who blushed and giggled.

Porygon-Z stared at the two, and then looked at Zena. "Are you a Guardian?"

"Yes, of Water," Zena replied. "I am Zena. This is James and Anam. What is your name?"

"Profile data corrupted. Fallback data in use: I was once designated as an Absolutely Deadly Autonomous Machine. Therefore, my name is ADAM."

"ADAM, huh?" Anam said. "That's close to my name! Except you spell yours out. And it's a D instead of an N. Can we just call you Adam?"

"That is my primary PC title," ADAM said. "Such a title is reserved only for users with administrative permissions."

"Oh, okay," Anam said. "Well, you can use my name whenever you want! I'm Goodra Anam."

"It seems that the Porygon-Z still has a sense of culture," James said. "How long have you been here?"

"The word 'here' must be further defined."

"In this temple. How long has this been your home?"

"I have lived within this temple for approximately 1.5e10 seconds, base ten," stated ADAM.

Anam counted on his gooey fingers.

"I see," James said. "I imagine this is a very long time? How long does that compare to the lifetime of the average Pokémon?"

"Compared to my time in this temple, the average life of a Pokémon, is not negligible, but is significantly smaller."

"So, a really long time," Anam said, nodding. "Um, mister ADAM, does that mean maybe your… brain… head… has been damaged and corrupted?"

"My hardware is incapable of degrading due to Mysticism," ADAM replied. "…But perhaps my software requires repairing, and my file system, defragmenting. The data may be corrupted. However, I cannot reinstall my own operating system. Those files may have also been corrupted."

Anam nodded, noticing that ADAM was starting to become easier to understand. Perhaps when he wasn't so frantic, his instincts didn't in the way of his behavior.

"Well, would it help if you came with us to… rest… your software?" Anam asked. He leaned toward James, "What's a software? That sounds like a Nev-Nev thing. Like those screens in the hospital, or those little beep-boops in the new buildings."

James shook his head. "ADAM, we only request that you come with us," he said. "Such a temple is not suitable to a Pokémon such as yourself."

"Oh, yeah!" Anam said. "And if more Hunters come by, we can keep you safe!"

"Hunters are not a security threat," ADAM said. "More persistent are Pokémon that do not appear in my database, but instead appear to be corrupted files."

"Mutants," James said. "If I am not mistaken, you are describing mutants. I imagine such a landmark would pique what semblance of curiosity they have." He nodded. "We can protect you against those, too, ADAM."

The Porygon-Z analyzed James carefully, then Zena, then Anam. He then scanned—for the umpteenth time—his polished temple. While Anam could not see an expression on the Pokémon's face, he did feel his distinct lack of interest in the temple at large. "Very well," ADAM said.

"Nice!" Anam pumped his fist in the air. A wad of slime flung from his hand and toward ADAM, who drifted to the side to avoid it. The Goodra pulled out their silver Badge, the communicator. "Hey, everyone! We have the first Guardian! He's okay! He'll come with us, and he's super cool! …Guys? Hello?"

"They may be occupied," James said. "Let's return home."


The World's Wound.

That was the other title of the Great Crevice, among many lesser nicknames. Nature's Scar. The War's End. All sorts of titles and nicknames for the great fissure that carved out a large portion of the land's eastern side. On the map—the only place one could truly see its full size without entering the outer atmosphere—its lower, tapered end kissed the southeastern beaches, while the upper end was much like an expanding fan, covering an entire portion of the map in the shape of a jagged, narrow triangle. While swaths of the northern portions of the fissure were clothed in forestry, the narrower portions were still steep and rocky.

Rhys and his terrible trio followed the subtle traces of Mystic aura that radiated from a cave near the northern side of the narrow portion of the fissure. Star knew that general detail, but nothing more. They had spent the better part of the afternoon simply finding the cave.

It might have taken less time, had it not been for the fact that Demitri took longer than anyone to go down the rocky trails of the fissure. His legs trembled with almost every step, hugging the wall despite the fact that the path itself was several feet wide. Eventually, Mispy wrapped him up and held him on her back, where he still trembled.

"Are you okay?" Mispy asked, squeezing her vines around his abdomen.

"Yeah. I'm… I'll be okay." He nuzzled the vines a bit.

"Feh, still scared o' heights?" Gahi clicked at Demitri in a jeer. "Too bad yeh'll never grow wings."

"Good!" Demitri squeaked, hugging Mispy's neck from behind.

They continued along until Rhys held out his paw. "There." He pointed at a small alcove in the fissure. "I sense a Mystic aura coming from this general area, and there's a small cave here. The Guardian of the Rock Orb is somewhere inside, certainly."

"N-no more cliff-climbing?" Demitri asked. As if to provoke him, a howling gust wind blew over the rocks.

"No. Let's go inside." Rhys motioned for them to follow, taking the first step into the lightless cave. He held out an Aura Sphere and maintained it several feet in front of him, producing a soft light to lead the way.

"Finally." Gahi wobbled next to Rhys.

With the cliffsides far enough away to forget, Demitri relaxed his muscles and flopped forward on Mispy's back. Now, he was just cautious of the cave. Rocks wouldn't fall on them, right? No, he had to distract himself from this. He stared at the Aura Sphere that lit the way, thinking about how if Owen had been with them, they wouldn't have needed it. The blue color was more comforting, though. It reminded him of dragon fire.

"Rhys?" Demitri asked. "What's wrong with having Owen with us for this, anyway? I feel like we'd work really well together."

Mispy perked up, as did Gahi, for the answer.

"It's simply not a good idea to have four non-Elites in one team for something such as this," their mentor stated. "We need to have strong and competent members—both qualities in one Pokémon—on all teams. You three simply aren't experienced enough yet. The same goes for Owen, who just entered the Thousand Hearts."

Demitri frowned. "I guess…"

"Just feels like…" Gahi tilted his head left and right. "I'unno. Fighting with'm feels… right, y'know? The four of us as a team. Yeah…"

"Well, that simply cannot happen right now," Rhys said simply. "Let's focus on the task at hand. That is—the Guardian of the Great Crevice, home of the Rock Guardian."

They turned another corner; they finally saw it. It was very faint, but it was a glow visible even to those who couldn't see auras, like Demitri and Gahi. They continued to walk in total silence.

It only broke when Demitri spoke up. "Rhys?"

"Hm?"

"What's a Divine Promise? Owen was talking about it with us. Something between you and Zena?"

"Hmm…" Rhys continued walking. "It is something that only Mystics can do—that is, those with powers related to the Orbs. Simply put… making a Divine Promise is keeping yourself to your word—or face the consequences. In the case of a Promise… breaking it would mean relinquishing your Mystic power to the Pokémon you made the promise with."

"Y-you mean, if you broke your Promise with Zena, then…!"

"Then I would no longer have any form of Mysticism. I would not have enhanced power. I would be nothing but a simple, mortal Lucario." Rhys turned to look back at Demitri. "That is why Zena was so surprised when I accepted the agreement. Even the cleverest Pokémon in the world cannot break a Divine Promise without also losing their power. I phrased my Promise in such a way that there is no loophole—or, if there is one, I hadn't thought of it."

"W-wow… so you really don't want to be a Hunter any more, huh?"

"I do not," Rhys said with a bit more firmness than before, making Demitri flinch. His voice softened after. "Long ago, I fought for Star. But some fought harder, I suppose. And Star became disillusioned with her own cause, and asked for us to stop. We thought she was simply losing heart, and we pressed on. But I later realized that some Hunters… simply wanted more power. It had nothing to do with Star."

"O-oh, and… and Nevren is the same way?"

Rhys nodded. "It seems that Nevren has quietly distanced himself from the other Hunters, too," he said. "I haven't seen him with the others for quite some time, even if we chat with them now and then, in our own pocket of the spirit realm."

"Wh—wait, when do you visit there?" Demitri asked.

"When I meditate," Rhys said.

"Oh."

More walking—the glow was getting abnormally bright, but there was still no sign of the actual Guardian. Demitri felt Mispy's back tense and her pace stiffen; she must have been trying to formulate her question in the silence. Then, she spoke. "Did you kill… the Grass Guardian?"

Rhys' steps lost their rhythm, but he regained it quickly. "I have many regrets regarding my past as a Hunter. But I was not the one who killed the Grass Guardian. In fact, I was largely unsuccessful in those efforts. Wholly, actually."

"Y-you mean, even if you're super strong…?" Demitri asked.

"It wasn't necessarily strength that stopped me," Rhys said, "but perhaps… willpower. Mystic power is largely tied to the will. If, so to speak, your 'heart is not in it' when you fight, that Mystic power will not help you. In fact, it could hinder you. Meanwhile, a Guardian is fighting to survive. Their willpower could be… significant. In the end," he said, "My will to gain power was lesser than their will to live."

"Didn't stop yeh from beating Owen ter a pulp of Cheri dust," Gahi clicked.

"D'you think the others might have trouble with that?" Demitri said. "If a Guardian is scared they're being attacked…"

Rhys shook his head. "We can only hope things work out."

Demitri frowned, rubbing at one of his axes awkwardly. "Too bad we didn't bring Anam. He'd just convince them by being friendly."

"Yes, well," Rhys said. "I'm sure I can be friendly."

None of his students looked convinced.

The light was growing stronger. Rhys held his arm out to stop the other three. Mispy stopped first; Gahi bumped into her rear, which made Demitri topple onto her neck again. They squabbled amongst one another, but Rhys shushed them firmly and they listened.

"The Guardian is just ahead."

They walked uneasily forward. Rhys didn't feel a particularly powerful aura ahead, but it was distinctly Mystic. And a lot brighter than usual. A bit abnormal, but considering the lack of light, perhaps it had to do with keeping things bright.

Demitri and Gahi were less informed. The Axew leaned to the side to see past Mispy's leaf. "Wow! Cool statue!"

In the center of the end of the cave—in a cavern large enough to fly in for a short distance—there was the statue of a Shiftry, accurate to the last detail.

"Whoever made this must be pretty good at the whole chisel thing," Gahi said.

The cavern rumbled softly.

Rhys, giving them all an incredulous look, said, "That is the Guardian."

"Cease…"

The four stiffened. "Wh-uh—what was that?"

"Cease… your movements…"

The voice came from nowhere. It sounded masculine and deep, but nothing that they'd expect from a statue.

"What do you mean, cease our movements?" Rhys said.

"All movement must cease… spirits must know stillness…"

The four looked at one another. Their mission was to befriend the Guardian… Perhaps they could play his game for now. "Very well," Rhys said. "May we get into a comfortable position before, er… tuning ourselves to the stone?"

The cavern rumbled angrily. "I will allow it."

"Into your meditative positions, everyone," Rhys said. "We must comply, as we are mere guests. We can converse later."

"Meditate?" all three of them whined.

"CEASE."

The three scrambled to separate spots. Mispy sat down with her rear down, but her front legs propping the rest of her up, and closed her eyes. It wasn't very different from how she normally sat, but she kept her spine straighter than usual. Demitri sat down and tried to cross his legs, though they were too stubby for that, and it instead became a sort of position where the bottoms of his feet touched. It always tickled, but at least he could tune it out once he got in the zone. Gahi couldn't do much of anything in terms of contorting his body. The Trapinch rested his head on the ground, splayed his stubs for legs outward, and remained still. Rhys sat, legs crossed, and closed his eyes.

Rhys watched the chaotic auras of the trio. They were warped things, those auras; the light that they radiated had strange, lopsided sparks now and then that spurt from the edges of their flares. When they meditated, this light stabilized—at least mostly—into the gentle flames that they should appear as. Demitri's and Mispy's, in particular, looked quite stable.

As the late morning bled into noon, Rhys realized that this would be their eternity if they did not try to speak with the Guardian. How could they convince him peacefully to come along? His aura was too weak to fight; if they hit him too hard, he could…

And then, suddenly, the silence broke.

Hey, everyone! We have the first Guardian! He's okay! He'll come with us, and he's super cool! …Guys? Hello?

Anam's voice echoed from Rhys' bag. The Lucario didn't even react.

Gahi mumbled aloud out of boredom. "What kind of luck is this?" Gahi muttered. "All this anticipating ter get here and the main Guardian's as boring as Rhys."

"I dunno about that," Demitri said. "He's probably even more boring."

"ALL MOVEMENT SHALL STOP," the Shiftry boomed. He didn't move, yet he was clearly the one speaking—through the vibrations of the cave.

Rhys didn't react. He kept meditating.

Gahi flinched and stayed put. Demitri softly said, "This test is to just not move? For how long…"

Mispy shifted where she sat, sighing.

The ground rumbled again and the Shiftry roared. "ALL MOVEMENT… SHALL STOP!"

The cave walls heaved, threatening to collapse around them. Mispy stiffened and shut her eyes, trying to meditate. Demitri and Gahi did the same. Rhys remained motionless.

A seemingly endless amount of time passed. Rhys watched, worriedly, as the auras of the three members of Team Alloy faded to the gentle undulations that indicated drowsiness. They weren't meditating at all, now—they were about to fall asleep.

And then, without any sort of stimulation and the overwhelming feeling of boredom, Mispy's head and leaf drooped slightly—and then, she fell over to her side, asleep.

The Shiftry roared through the mountain, screaming enough to startle Mispy awake. "YOU HAVE RUINED THE ATMOSPHERE OF STONE!" The ground heaved, stones already erupting from below, jostling everybody into a battle position.

Rhys cursed and stood up. Their chances of ending this without a fight evaporated completely.

"I wanted to do this peacefully!" He aimed his Aura Sphere at the Shiftry, but just then, he saw his paw glow with a strong, yellow light. Rhys flinched and stopped his attack, as if he'd seen his very soul nearly slip from his body. Was this Guardian so weak that a single blast would kill him? How was he supposed to subdue someone that his weakest techniques would annihilate?

Gahi hissed. "Rhys?! What're you doing?!"

The Guardian wasn't moving. In fact, the Shiftry in general hadn't moved since they arrived, making it an easy target. It also made its attacks quite slow. There were a few seconds of dead air that they could think about how to approach and, for Rhys' case, safely subdue this Guardian.

"I—I can't fight him right now," Rhys said. "My attacks could kill. I—I can't do that."

"Wh—nggh, fine!" Gahi said, rushing for the Shiftry. The ground heaved; rocks fell on top of Gahi, burying him.

"No, don't fight! He's too weak!" Rhys urged.

"G-Gahi!" Demitri and Mispy yelled. They rushed after him, helping him free of the Rock Slide, but Gahi was already growling from within.

"Guardian! Stop this!" Rhys said, but his words fell on deaf, rocky ears.

The Shiftry roared; more rocks fell from the ceiling. Rhys deftly avoided the attack with precise jumps, readying an Aura Sphere out of reflex. His paw lit up again—his Divine Promise in danger of breaking—and he held off, growling. He had to keep his students safe—but he couldn't attack the Guardian too much. But he wasn't going to listen to reason. His mind, like many Guardians who had become isolated for too long, had warped into something else thanks to their isolation.

Surely the spirits that resided within his mind had conformed in one way or another to the Guardian's whims, and now he was focused on only one thing—stillness. Any violation of that angered him. Perhaps a friendlier voice like Amia or Anam—or even Star, in person—could help this broken mind. But they had to convince him otherwise—and fighting with their own techniques was too much.

Gahi would be fine; he was stronger than that to let a few rocks subdue him. What worried Rhys was what came after: A great, white light shined from the cracks—Demitri and Mispy stumbled back, covering their eyes.

"No!" Rhys hissed, watching Gahi's aura flare and shift, crackling, black lightning coursing through the nearest rocks to the former Trapinch. One of the sparks zapped Mispy, and she was enveloped in that same evolutionary light—followed shortly by Demitri right next to her. Rhys watched anxiously, but then looked at the Shiftry.

The white light of evolution sparked black. Rhys glanced worriedly at them, but then it faded away. Emerging from this light was no longer a Trapinch, Chikorita, and Axew. The Vibrava, Bayleef, and Fraxure briefly paused to marvel at their new forms.

"That corrupted light…" Shiftry rumbled the caves again, too soft for the three to hear, though Rhys heard it. "What was that?" Whatever it was, Rhys noted that Shiftry was stunned enough to stop his attacks.

Gahi beat his new wings as if he'd had them his whole life. Demitri stared—and gasped in fear, slightly—at his new distance from the ground. Mispy struggled with her longer legs and neck, feeling awkward and lanky. But they adjusted quickly, and they let their instincts take over in the midst of battle. They jumped back into the fray.

"STOP!" Rhys suddenly roared, holding out his arms. Mispy, whose leafy buds glowed with gathering energy, dimmed. Gahi flipped a few times in the air to cut back on his speed. Demitri toppled over himself, landing flat on his face.

Shiftry rumbled again, but the rock slide stopped. Rhys feared that the ceiling would collapse on them if they upset the statue further, but they couldn't take him on. "He's too weak," he said. "We don't want to hurt him. We're here to bring him with us, remember?"

The trio looked at one another incredulously, then at the statue.

"How dare you call me weak," said the Shiftry. "You fear fighting me because I would smite you with my undeniable power."

"Undeniable?" Gahi challenged. "I bet I c'n take yeh on!"

"You DARE—"

"N-now, let's hold for a moment," Rhys said, raising his paw. "We don't know want to fight. Who is stronger than the other is irrelevant." Even though Rhys was certain that this Guardian could probably fall to any of their unrestrained strikes, and his aura was barely present, it wouldn't be worth it to bring such a thing up.

"Um, Mister Guardian, er," Demitri waved at him, but that made the statue growl. He quickly stopped and straightened his spine. "We just want to bring you to our home. We are gathering the Guardians, you see, and it will be safer for you there."

"Is there movement?"

"Er…"

"I mean, even Rock Types move, don't you think?" Demitri reasoned, his voice stuttering now and then. "Geodude, Aerodactyl, they're Rock Types and they move around all the same! And you're a Shiftry! You can move, too, right?"

"No. I am Rock. I do not move."

"…Literal statue," Mispy said.

"I am… stillness." Shiftry hesitated. "I… I won't move. I refuse to move!"

"But it's safe to move," Demitri said. "How about we carry you instead? It's better than the Hunters finding you, right? And then you'll just, uh, stay still in our cave next. Stuff moves all the time in the world. In fact, the whole world spins! So you're always moving!"

"AaaAAAAA!" The whole ground rumbled at that, toppling Demitri and Mispy off of their feet. Gahi beat his wings and Rhys stood his ground. "N-no! Don't say that! How DARE you… say such horrible things. The spirit must be still. It must stop movement. Stop thinking. Tranquil."

"You might be confusing meditation with a total lack of movement," Rhys said, easing forward with gentle gestures. "You recognize that you are unsafe right? Are you familiar with the Hunters? What about Star?"

"Star approached me. I told her where I was. But her movement irritated me. I do not care for her philosophy of directly interfering with mortals."

"Well, I suppose I don't, either, but I imagine you also don't care about Hunters disturbing your… movement further?"

"…Then I must choose between being killed, and living in a world of movement?"

"What, that's a choice?" Gahi growled irritably. "C'mon, Rhys, let's just carry thus nutcase back."

"W-wait, not so violent," Demitri urged.

"Funny comin' from you!" Gahi said. "Yer the one with the hardest punches!"

"I—I know, but… but be gentle…"

Mispy frowned, nudging Demitri. "He's right," she agreed, then glared at Gahi.

"Feh…" The Vibrava looked back at Shiftry. "So you coming er what?"

"I… I don't… I can't…" The cavern shook. "I haven't moved in so long. I can't remember how I came here. And to suddenly leave this place—what if it's all unfamiliar? What if—"

All the rumbling finally shook something loose. A stone fell from the ceiling and landed nearby; the statue made something akin to a scream, but then went completely silent. Demitri flinched. "Wh—what happened?" he said.

Rhys quickly stepped to Shiftry, barely able to sense his aura, but…

"He's fine," Rhys stated, releasing the breath he had been holding. "He must have panicked and passed out from shock. Let's bring him back before he wakes up. Hopefully he will be… at least slightly more tolerant of it all with exposure; he seemed to just be worrying over the thought of it, even though we have been moving around him the whole time."

Demitri nodded, sighing with relief. "Good…" Then, once Mispy and Gahi relaxed their stances, Demitri's arms trembled from his excitement. "We evolved! We finally did it!"

The energy from Demitri spread to the other two of Team Alloy. Mispy beamed, awkwardly stumbling forward to headbutt Demitri in the chest. Gahi buzzed his wings and rammed into Demitri next. "Heheh, and I evolved first."

"Barely," Mispy countered.

"First is first," Gahi said, flying above them.

"And how are you three feeling?" Rhys asked.

"Never better!" Gahi said. Demitri and Mispy nodded.

Rhys could sense the excitement from them, even though it was a bit subdued due to a combination of mental exhaustion from the meditating and physical exhaustion from the battle, easy as it may have been in the end. Rhys suspected, however, that their less than explosive celebration was due to the fact that Owen had already beaten them to it. There was nothing to celebrate in their competitive hearts—only a fire to beat Owen to evolving when it really counted.

Demitri shook his head and leaned down to get a hold of the statue. "Urgh—he's solid rock!"

"Uh, duh," Gahi said, descending.

Mispy smacked Gahi behind his head with a vine—as a Bayleef, they were much thicker, and the Vibrava slammed into the ground with a groan. Mispy flinched. "Um, sorry."

Gahi just hissed and crawled away.

Demitri managed to balance the fallen Shiftry over his shoulder, using his massive tusk to keep the statue level. With his free hand, he pulled out their Badge—both the silver and gold ones. "Oh! That's right!" He fumbled with the silver one, pressing a claw on the center button. "Hey, guys! We did fine! Our Guardian is just fine!"

Rhys nodded. "Let's meet the others at the village."






15. A Place to Call Home


Chapter 13 – A Place to Call Home

Traversing Fae, Fae Forest was a calming experience, for the most part. The wild Pokémon were no match for Amia's flames, and Owen managed to take on a few as well. He used the aggressors as practice for his vines. He had learned a new technique this way, though he couldn't find a practical use for it yet, as it took too long. Owen was now able to turn his arm into a large vine. And that was all. He figured he'd build upon it later.

While the wilds themselves were not a problem, their pranks were. Everything within the Dungeon was a sea of bizarre, Pecha-pink leaves and beige wood. It smelled like candy. Wild cries of many Fairy and Bug Pokémon faintly sounded in all directions like ethereal, haunting cackles.

The seeds that appeared in this Dungeon were also something that some of the more intelligent wild Pokémon took advantage of. Near the middle of their exploration, a Whimsicott tossed with precise aim a strange seed that exploded right in front of Owen's face. The strange mist that followed made the Charmeleon's reptilian pupils dilate into saucers, and he had to be carried by Amia and Alex for two whole segments while he babbled about the leaves teasing him. This slowly transitioned into him laughing about how everybody looked like giant, rainbow Goodra, and how he could taste the light with his ears.

When Owen came back to his senses, he had no memory of the past two sections. Amia and Alex spared him the details, and instead told him that it was a Sleep Seed, rather than some sort of potent X-Eye Seed.

Thankfully, aside from a few thrown seeds, the Dungeon itself wasn't any problem for them. The forest's twisted dimensions melted away with the passage of the seventh segment. They emerged in a field that was—in stark contrast of the pink foliage that surrounded it—one of normal, green blades of grass that went up to Amia's knees. But the tall grass hid subtle details beneath it. There were large, multicolored mushrooms dotting the pasture, and the rocks were colored like rainbows.

This place was unexplored and untouched by most Pokémon affiliated with Kilo Village. Few wild Pokémon made this place their home, since it did not possess a Dungeon's eternal, maze-like qualities to keep such Pokémon trapped inside its own warped ecosystem. This made the garden's foliage move only to the wind.

"I feel like I shouldn't be here," Owen mumbled, looking around. "Don't you kinda get that feeling…? Like… like this just isn't a place where Pokémon like us should be walking?"

"I see your point," Alex mumbled, rubbing his cannons together anxiously.

"Hmm, let's just keep going," Amia said, "and see where it takes us! It can't be that bad, can it?"

"M-maybe," Owen replied. "Mom? How come… you never told me about all this? Just, you know, about being a Guardian, or that awesome Fire power!"

"W-well, it's simply because, that is, er, Owen…" She sighed. "We just wanted you to live a normal life. We'd tell you eventually, but… don't you think you deserved to just live like a normal Pokémon, at least for a little while?"

"I guess," Owen said. "It's just, it's hard because I still know they're dead."

"Oh, but they're hardly dead, dear."

There was no winning with that argument. He conceded, "I'm glad I at least had a sense of a community… Can they hear me now?"

"They can, dear," Amia said. "And they're so proud of you for taking this so well."

"…What I did counted as taking it well?" he asked, thinking about how he'd toppled Nevren over and had to get one of the Waypoints freed up thanks to his Vine Trap.

"Well, compared to how it could have gone," Amia said.

They walked some more. He saw a blue mushroom along the immediate path. Bored of the foliage, he kicked at it carelessly.

"Ooo!"

Owen stopped walking. That voice did not sound like anybody he knew. In fact, it didn't even sound like a voice. More like a cry, or some sort of primal, sing-song grunt. Amia and Alex, too, stopped, and they all looked down.

The blue mushroom's top grew a mouth. And for a few silent seconds, they stared at each other, two, beady-black eyes just above the carved mouth.

It then screeched at him. Owen jumped and held his arms up, as if to apologize. The mushroom grew to twice, then thrice its size—almost to Owen's knees, now—and then exploded with a loud POP! It spattered fungal bits harmlessly in all directions. A bit got in Owen's mouth; it tasted like old cheese. He spat, rubbing his tongue with his claws desperately.

"I don't think I like this place," Owen finally said, looking back. Alex was hiding his gargantuan, flaming body behind Amia, who only looked mildly startled. They continued onward.

Owen thought about what was said previously—about only being able to summon solid copies if enough energy was put into them, some sort of divine energy from the Orbs, or spiritual energy. He hadn't tried that technique yet. His mother, however, could.

"Mom?"

"Yes, dear?"

"How come you were able to make the whole village solid if it takes so much energy to do it?"

"Oh, Owen, they aren't very strong," Amia said. "We used to live in a very hidden-away, very peaceful village. The Pokémon there didn't fight—and so, their spirits were hardly trained to the same degree that you are in combat. The weaker a Pokémon is, the easier it is to make them solid. That's probably why even Anam, as strong as he is, couldn't fully materialize Star."

"Oh." He paused, making connections. "Does that mean Dad is weak, too?"

"W-well, I…! I mean…!" Alex protested. "I'm fairly strong! I'm the strongest of the village—er, before Amia."

"So, if I fought you, I'd lose? Or win?" Owen asked.

"You… would have a challenge," Alex said. "A-again, I'm strong, for my village."

"For your village of non-fighters," Owen clarified. "Is that why I never got to spar with you?"

Alex rumbled nervously.

Owen sighed. "Maybe you should have mentioned that when we were making teams."

Just then, something shuffled in the grass ahead of them. Little flowers rose up from the grass—at first, Owen though they were pretty, but upon closer inspection, the petals were wilted and sticky. They'd been on the grass for a while.

Someone giggled—it was a high-pitched noise and came from three directions at once.

A chill ran up the Charmeleon's spine.

"Huhuhu…"

"N-n-nggh, th-that just gives me a bad feeling," Owen said.

"Hmm, perhaps that's the Guardian," Amia said. "I'm certainly… sensing a different presence here."

"A Mystic aura, for sure," Alex said, nodding to Owen. "That's what we call that special atmosphere given off by people like us—Mystic auras."

"It's what Star called it, at least," Amia said. "I think she just liked how it sounded."

"Oooh, and who are you?" The voice giggled again. Childish. Feminine. Jittery. "I can't believe it. People are here to see me! That's so cool! It's been so long since I had new toys to play with."

"Toys?" Owen repeated. He saw something yellow with pink wings fly past him.

"We aren't here to play," Alex said. "We are here to bring you with us. To bring you someplace with other Guardians. Did Star warn you about this?"

"I stopped talking to Star a long time ago. She's no fun!"

"Can you at least show yourself?" Owen squeaked. "Where are you?"

"Where am I? I'm right here! And here, and here, and now I'm here, and now here!"

Owen heard voices from all over—she was moving so quickly, the wind picking up with each new voice. Was this her—or was it spirits acting like her, or some kind of Double Team? Owen carefully tapped his foot on the ground, preparing a Fire Trap, just in case—Wait. No. Slowly, his foot turned green and leafy. He tapped his foot again. Vine Trap. That won't burn the fields. Then, he returned to his red, scaly self.

"What're you doing?" Owen called out. "I don't want to fight! I—can't you just come with us?"

"This is my home!" the Fairy Guardian replied. Every sentence came from a new location. "If you want me to come with you, then you're just going to have to find me!"

Suddenly, the world around them flooded with a strange, pink, glittery fog. Owen reflexively held his breath and shut his eyes, trying to fan the fog away. It felt thick and it made his tail crackle.

"Owen!" Amia yelled.

"Mom?" Owen opened his eyes—but she was gone. So was Alex—in fact… everybody was gone and, once again, he found that he was alone in a strange world. Blades of grass were as tall as trees; the little bits of dirt on the ground were like boulders. One of the mushrooms—a yellow one, this time—grew two slits for eyes and another slit for a mouth and jeered at him. It was ten times Owen's height.

"…I shrank," Owen said. He looked around, as if verifying. "Oh, good. Can't have a normal day anymore, can I?"

Laughter filled the air.

Amia screamed. She was far away, from Owen's perspective. "Mom!"

He ran, but then realized that the yellow mushroom was gone. Spinning around, he sensed something—it was right behind him. It opened its mouth, revealing countless tiny teeth, and dragged its body forward with an unknown force.

Owen ran as fast as he could, looking back to see the mushroom hot on his tail. Not wanting to get anywhere near, he heaved a plume of fire its way. It shrieked and flailed its huge tiny body, disintegrating into a pile of ash at a rate that startled Owen. A little, blue ember rose from the ashes and lunged toward him. Owen ducked, then spun to watch where it was going.

Owen's mouth hung agape. "Oh, come on!"

Right in front of him was the largest Joltik he'd ever seen. Its tiny, blue claws were as tall as Owen.

"Huhuhu…" The Joltik—Star had called her Willow, didn't she?—beamed. "You look squishy."

Owen blasted Willow with another plume of fire. Immediately after, he turned and fled, using the distorted light and smoky aftereffect as a distraction. A grain of dirt tripped him and twisted so he'd land on his back—wincing when he crunched on his tail instead.

A huge, blue claw crashed down on him. He had no way to escape it. Out of reflex, he crossed his arms in an X-shape and squeezed his eyes shut.

Immense pressure pushed on his back. He sank deeper into the dirt. Yet, no claw pierced through his body. Instead, a shield of radiant, golden light surrounded Owen in a protective, albeit fleeting, barrier.

"Ehh?" Joltik said. She poked at Owen's Protect barrier. "No fair! Stop hiding!"

It wasn't as if Owen had a choice. The light was already fading, and it would be too much of a strain to use the barrier twice in a row. How useless—he couldn't do anything while Protecting himself. All he could do was stall for time, and now he was—by his perspective—trapped many feet underground.

Hey, everyone! We have the first Guardian! He's okay! He'll come with us, and he's super cool! …Guys? Hello?

That voice—Anam? They found their Guardian. But why did they hear him? The communicator! Was it still normally sized? Owen just realized that he didn't have his bag with him, but he could still feel the subtle presence of the Eviolite nearby. He must be close. If they could just get to the Badge, perhaps they could escape and get backup.

Owen, a voice rang in his mind. Focus on the dirt!

That voice sounded familiar. The Jumpluff who had guarded the Grass Orb previously. Klent?

Listen to me! Focus on the dirt! Become Grass! Sink into it!

Uhh—

"Owen!" someone else called. It was Amia, but from where he was, he couldn't tell what direction it came from. Was it behind? Or in front?

Willow stomped again, but this time it actually hit. Owen wheezed—thankfully, he was so small that the claws lost their piercing capabilities. He couldn't focus on the transformation. But he had another idea. Heat welled up in his chest again,and he scorched the Joltik's claw.

"YOW!"

That was his chance. When she jerked away, Owen scrambled out of the hole of dirt, getting to the top just in time to spin around and cross his arms. The resulting force sent Owen flying back unharmed, and he used that to his advantage, taking the momentum to run away as fast as he—

Willow sprouted pink wings and rammed straight into Owen. Her wings then evaporated, and she resumed the chase, stomping on the ground just behind Owen any time she could.

"Please! Stop stomping on us!" Owen yelled.

"No!" the gigantic creature said. "This is too fun! Just wait until I nibble on you!"

"We just want to—" Owen narrowly dodged one of the claws of the giant Joltik. "PLEASE! Just turn us back to normal! We're here to help!"

He didn't know where his parents were, but he knew he heard Amia calling somewhere ahead.

Anam's voice had to have come from somewhere nearby. Owen hoped that would be enough to guide the others back to the same place, too. Learning from his old mistake, he avoided bits of dirt and walked around the blades of grass. Weeds were like trees, pebbles like mountains. Surely this wouldn't last forever, right?

The Joltik giggled and continued to pursue Owen. He'd lost his way. In this part of the world, the sun was setting, and the oversized garden looked more and more like shifting monsters of the night. Willow was probably only chasing him because of the flame on his—wait! Maybe if he focused enough…!

Owen shut his eyes. He tried to meditate—hard as it was, while running—and felt his body change and cool. The flame went out, and that same daffodil sprouted. He didn't like it, but it was necessary. Red scales became leafy green, and all of his Fire attributes vanished—along with the light.

"H-hey! No fair! I just wanna play!" she said. "Where'd you go?!"

Willow must not be good at seeing auras. If he could just keep that up…

Hey, guys! We did fine! Our Guardian is just fine! 

"YOW!" Owen yelped, holding the sides of his head. "Demitri! Why so loud?!"

He turned to his right and saw a Badge almost as big as a house. His heart skipped a beat. He was there! He made it!

Now what?!

"Mom? Dad?!"

"Right here, dear!" Amia called, rushing over.

"I found you!" Willow said.

Amia fired a jet of flames at her, but despite the Type advantage, she brushed it off with a laugh. The flames evaporated too quickly when fired from a distance.

"Is that all you have?" she teased. "You're a hundred times weaker like that! You can't do anything to me! Now c'mere…"

"Oh, dear," Amia said. "Owen, d-do you happen to have an idea…?"

Alex blasted Willow with a wave of fire next, sending two jets from his cannons, but it had a similar effect. Owen gulped and looked down. What did he do before? He'd stomped on the ground, preparing a Vine Trap. He did! And if the Badge was here, that meant it was probably right where they were standing. Maybe, with a little bit of good timing— "Mom, Dad, stay behind me, okay?"

"Owen?" Amia said, but listened.

"Are you gonna be my toy first?" Willow cooed.

Owen wordlessly stomped. This triggered the ground to lurch upward; Willow screeched and struggled, but it was too late. The dying sunlight instantly became blotted out by the rising vines. They entangled the Joltik's body, twisting around her many limbs, immobilizing her. She screamed and flailed, but nothing came of it; the vines were still normal-sized, and she was too tiny to break free.

"N-no! L-let me go!" Willow screamed. "That's not fair!"

"You shrank us!" Owen said. "Who are you to talk about fair?!"

"Let me go!"

"Turn us back to normal!" Owen said.

"LET ME GO!"

"TURN US—"

"Owen, dear," Amia held his shoulder. "May I?"

"Y-yeah, okay," Owen said, shrinking behind her.

Amia stepped forward. The Joltik was still struggling, but the Gardevoir waved to get her attention. "Um… Willow, dear," she said, looking up. The Joltik's right front leg weakly twitched against the vines. "We wanted to bring you home with us," she said. "I'm Amia, the Fire Guardian, and this is my son, Owen, Grass Guardian. Alex, his father, is a spirit of mine. Star sent us here to see you. Your name is Willow, right? Hunters are trying to pick us off one by one, since they might know how to track us down. Sensing us, somehow, you know, dear? So, it's better if we stay together!"

"…Will you squish me?" Willow asked.

"You have my word that I won't," Amia said. "I'll even make a Divine Promise out of it."

"What's that?"

"Um… Gardevoir's Honor?"

The Joltik stared. "Y'mean it?"

"I do. Please, Willow. There are so many friendly Pokémon waiting to meet you!"

Owen couldn't believe that simply making what was effectively a little good word was enough to subdue Willow. Then again, she seemed… simple.

"Mnnn… okay," she said. "Hang on."

She focused, and a white light surrounded the three of them. In another instant, they were back to their normal size, and Owen was staring at a three-foot-tall wad of vines. He was standing in the middle of it, trapped. Amia and Alex were behind him, out of the plant life.

"Uh—I'm stuck," Owen said.

"H-help!" a tiny voice cried. She was near Owen's foot, still caught in his trap. She was tiny, even for a Joltik—no wonder they didn't notice her before. She could stand on the top of his horn!

"C'mon, Willow," Owen said, bending down to carefully unravel her from the trap. "Let's show you Kilo Village."

Willow sniffled and zapped Owen's hand.

"O-ow!"

Willow hopped off and stood on top of the vines. "That's for burning my claw! I can walk on my own!"

"O-okay, okay." Owen sighed. Her body was barely a handful, but her attitude…

With everything in order, Alex helped pull Owen out of his own trap. The family and Willow warped back to Hot Spot Cave to rendezvous with the others.


They had to act swiftly once they warped back to Kilo Village. ADAM and Willow, thankfully, looked normal, and the Rock Guardian passed as a sculpture. They had all finished their missions fairly close to one another, and were quick to go from the Central Waypoint to Waypoint Road. There wasn't one for Hot Spot, but the nearest one was only a short walk away from the hidden village.

Once everybody was gathered, they made their way along the prairie roads together, with three new Guardians accompanying them.

One of the first things Owen did when he saw the Rock group was congratulate the rest of Team Alloy on their evolutions. Demitri rubbed his tusk modestly, while Gahi flitted his wings with pride. Mispy just glared at Owen challengingly, and Owen returned it with his own provoking smile. They still had one stage left to fully evolve.

"The location you describe does not sound normal," ADAM said. He twitched a few times. "The structure is not to code."

"It's a cave, dear," Amia said.

"Does it have little nooks and crannies to explore?" Willow asked.

"Certainly, dear," Amia said.

"Is it of stone?" the Rock Guardian asked.

"Yes! Oh… Mister Shiftry, what would you like us to call you?"

"You may call me Valle," the Shiftry said. "I wish not to move for much longer. I must be one with the cave so I can familiarize myself with its form. If it is not to my satisfaction, perhaps I shall return."

"Well, if it's not, why don't we help you later, huh?" Amia asked. "But the cave definitely stays still!"

Valle's stone face cracked into the tiniest of smiles.

"…How are you moving?" Demitri asked.

This entire time, Valle was standing like a statue, yet his entire form was dragging across the ground, creating an uninterrupted line in the dirt. James took the liberty of dusting that dirt path away in case some unsuspecting traveler tried to follow it toward the boulder.

"I move with Mystic power," Valle replied.

"He's just using some energy to push him forward invisibly," Amia explained. "The same energy I use if I need to fly!"

Owen's eyes almost popped out of his skull. "You can FLY?!"

Amia jumped in the air and floated there. "Yep! It's actually pretty easy once you get the hang of it!"

"Mm." Zena nodded, floating a few feet in the air next. Anam stepped on an invisible staircase until he hopped down, jiggling his entire body. Willow skittered through the air. ADAM—he always floated, and had little to demonstrate.

"No fair," Mispy growled.

"Heheh." Gahi hovered a bit higher, then jerked high into the air to avoid a swat from one of Mispy's vines.

"I'm glad I don't have to deal with that," Demitri admitted, shuddering while riding atop Mispy's back. "I'm worried about when I become a Haxorus, even. They seem really tall…"

Mispy wrapped a vine around Demitri, the tip nudging his cheek below the tusk. "You'll be fine."

Owen's tail drooped with his shoulders. "That's crazy. How come you guys never flew before?"

"Well, did we ever need to? That hidden garden was inside a Dungeon. You can't fly into it without getting caught in the distortion."

"Yeah, but, it seems really cool to do. How long until I learn?"

"Well, why don't we teach you?" Amia asked. "That'll be part of our training! To learn how to ignore gravity, and move with your own willpower!" She giggled.

Owen snorted, but agreed.

The mushrooms didn't glow until Amia returned to the cave. The Gardevoir sighed happily. "Home, sweet home. I haven't left this cave for that long in a while!"

"I was starting to feel homesick," Alex said. "How about you, Owen?"

"Yeah," Owen admitted. "I mean… I guess the Thousand Hearts is nice, and so was Rhys' old place, but I kinda like it here the most."

Mispy prodded at one of the mushrooms. To each touch, it glowed a bit brighter.

"I like the mushrooms," Willow said, landing on a particularly large one. "What makes it glow?"

"Oh, just a bit of Mystic energy," Amia said. "I thought the cave was a bit bare without them, so I wanted to give a little lighting! If I didn't, the only glow we'd get was from the lava rivers deeper inside."

"Lava rivers?" Valle repeated. "Stone in movement. I do not know if I am comfortable with being near such rivers."

"Everything's about not moving with you, isn't it?" Owen said.

"Movement is not necessary."

"Yeah, speak fer yerself," Gahi said, rapidly beating his wings without any effort.

Owen smiled at Gahi. He still couldn't believe that all three of them had evolved! Still, he beat them to it, and he wasn't going to let that tiny victory go. He'd certainly be the first one to fully evolve, too. He probably already had the power for it. He just needed a spark to trigger it.

Hopefully Mispy wouldn't kill him in his sleep when he won.

"And here," Amia said, "is the main square!"

Owen had seen it many times before, but after the adventures of the day, it was such a relief to see the town as he remembered it—particularly after running for his life from a twisted, giant Joltik.

"Mine!" the Joltik in question said, hopping into a nook that likely once belonged to a tiny spirit.

"I shall check out this file for editing," ADAM stated, floating into the one next door.

"This is adequate," Valle said, standing in the middle of town.

"Are… are you sure?" Amia asked.

"Yes."

They all stared. Given that Valle didn't move much, it should probably be fine. He was just going to be like a statue, then. Literally. A centerpiece of Hot Spot.

"Well, let's go to our home, next," Rhys said. "Anam, James, that reminds me. Now that our numbers are growing, will you be taking up residence here as well?"

"No, I'm going to stay in the Heart," Anam said. "I should be okay with all the other Hearts that live there, right?"

"Anam, as much as that is appealing," James said, "I have given it some thought, and I do not think that is a good idea. We can't endanger Kilo Village any longer—we should stay here, with the others."

"B-but…"

James tapped his left foot, staring at the Goodra sternly. "Anam, do you want the mortals to be killed because of your carelessness?"

"N-no! I… I don't!"

"Then we will live here. Is that understood?"

Anam sniffed, but nodded. "What will I tell the others…?"

"They won't miss you if you're there during the day," James said. "It's only at night, when most Pokémon have their guard down, that we must be careful."

"You guys still sleep?" Willow asked, peeking out her tiny window. "That's so boring! Can't you just play at night?"

"I can't believe you guys skip sleeping," Demitri said. "Sleeping is great! And so is eating!"

Mispy nodded vigorously at 'eating.'

"We certainly can do those things," Zena said. "There's simply no need to."

"Can I still eat and sleep?" Owen asked. "Once I start getting more Mystical, can I still do that stuff? I want to feel normal a little while longer. I dunno. I'm still feeling kinda hungry."

"You're still new," Zena said. "You need time to strengthen your Mystic power. Then you will make those mortal needs… optional." She gave Owen a small smile, if only to encourage him. Their training together showed how much Owen was dwarfed by all the other Mystics, but he was quick to catch up. That was the natural response, according to Star, for a weaker Mystic among titans of the same nature.

Owen shifted where he stood. "Yeah…" He rubbed at his left arm, wondering if getting strong so fast was a good idea.

Amia gently pat Owen's back. "Why don't I make you some dinner? How about for you all, too?" she asked, looking at Rhys and his students.

"Rhys, d'you need to eat?" Demitri said.

"Yeah, now that I think about it…" Gahi landed on Demitri's head; the powerful Fraxure didn't seem bothered by the added weight. "You eat, but y'don't eat all that much. And yer Mystic, too. An old Mystic."

Rhys nodded. "I eat a small amount, if only to… appear normal," he said. "But I suppose with this all in the open, I can drop the façade and focus on my training."

"How come yer so good at cooking, then?" Gahi said.

The Lucario shrugged. "If eating is not a necessity," he said, "then when I do eat, I'd like to make it worthwhile."


Worthwhile indeed. Once everybody was settled into their new homes, and Amia filled the vacancies with her old spirits, she called for a small get-together in the town square, gathered around Valle. Before Owen and the others who had to sleep got tired, she wanted to sit around to get to know everyone. Rhys, with the assistance of Mispy and Demitri, hauled out a large pot of stew for everyone—Mystic or not—to enjoy. Around the time that the food was fresh and ready, Nevren conveniently arrived to get his bowl, and then ate quietly from the sidelines. It seemed that even the Alakazam could not resist Rhys' cooking.

Rhys and Amia helped to pass around stone bowls for everyone to eat another hearty stew—Rhys' celebratory specialty. Large helpings were given to those who actually had to eat—Owen and Demitri were given bowls, while Gahi was given a flatter plate to accommodate for his bug-like head type. They gave a large bowl to Mispy, knowing that her appetite was beyond comparison, and made sure to set aside enough for when she'd inevitably ask for seconds, and then thirds.

Anam got himself a small bowl to at least appreciate the taste, and shared some of it with James. Amia elected for a similarly tiny bowl and ate with Rhys and Alex. She fed Alex by hand, if only so the Magmortar didn't have to struggle with his cannon-arms. Owen elected to sit between Alex and Zena during the meal so he could avoid the passive-aggressive nudges that Mispy gave him, perhaps as spite for evolving first. No, definitely because of that. From what Owen knew, Mispy's species evolved fairly early to its final stage. She was the greatest contender to beat him in this silly race. Which he would definitely win.

They weren't really sure what to do about Valle. Amia offered a bowl to the Shiftry statue, going so far as to place the bowl in front of Valle's face to let him smell it. The bowl trembled in Amia's hands—with a squeak of surprise, the stone bowl went straight toward Valle, vanishing into his face. The stew, too, was gone.

"Thank you for the offering," Valle said.

Owen didn't even know where to begin with that display. Did he just absorb the stew? Did he have a mouth, or was it just there, now? Did he taste? Did he even have a sense of smell? How does he see? Did he feel? This simple gesture made Owen's mind swirl with questions long enough that even his keen awareness was dulled. He didn't realize Mispy stealing from his bowl from afar using her vines. He resumed eating without realizing that half his food had been transferred into her bowl.

ADAM said that he required no food. Despite this, when presented with some, he leaned his beak into the bowl and, as far as Owen could tell, sucked the stew out of the bowl. But that gave Owen another thought, and he stared at ADAM for a bit longer. He didn't have a neck. Porygon-Z had a head, and then a body, but no neck to attach them. How did he—?

"Optimal," he stated.

Owen decided not to ask. That was enough questions for the day. Instead, he watched Amia hand Willow the smallest bowl they had, which ended up being three times her size. She countered by blasting it with a swirl of pink mist, shrinking it down until she could grasp it with her tiny claws. She then zapped the ground, forming a tiny, red mushroom that looked up curiously. She then grabbed this mushroom and tore it apart—it screamed a little, yet it laughed at the same time—and dropped its remains into the bowl. Owen noticed an ember returning to the Joltik's tiny body. That mushroom was one of her spirits. Like death was a game to them.

At least I'm not the only crazy one, Owen thought worriedly. Does being a Guardian make you go nuts?

I think it's just the isolation, Star said.

Owen's tail flashed with alarm, earning a concerned glance from Mispy. He shook his head dismissively and stared at his bowl. Can you not do that?! 

Whoops! My bad. Sorry, I'm just watching. You mind if I sit in your head for a while?

Ugh. Owen resumed eating. Why don't you just come out?

I don't wanna upset Zena. I'm gonna lay low for a while. Besides, I need to start looking for the next Guardians for you guys to get.

"Owen, are you okay?" Alex asked, looking down.

"Huh? Oh—yeah! I'm just fine," Owen said. "Sorry. I got kinda distracted."

"This must be a lot for you to take in," Alex said, gently patting Owen on the back. "I'm really sorry for all this."

"It's okay," Owen said. "I mean, it's still crazy, and I didn't expect my time as a Heart would be like this, but, you know, it's not… bad. I mean, look at everyone here, right?" He looked up at his father. "Lots of new friends, and Team Alloy is all here, and everything. So it's not a total loss." He looked at the flames on Alex's shoulders. "I do kinda wish it was normal, but, I think that's just a little panic, you know? Or… something."

Alex smiled sadly. "I understand," he said. "Believe me, I didn't expect to live with Amia in quite this way, either. But I choose to stay here for her, and for you."

Owen blushed and resumed eating.

Amia eventually tried to break the ice by having everyone introduce themselves. Anam was happy to oblige, talking about the Hearts and how James was such a great help managing everything. He then pointed to Nevren, who looked almost startled at being acknowledged. Owen was surprised, too. He'd almost forgotten the Alakazam was there. Anam declared Nevren to be the most helpful at managing the other Hearts. "He's my favorite tactician!" Anam said, which earned an unpleasant cough from James and Rhys. Anam tittered nervously.

"Hm, but now that I have the attention of everyone," Nevren said, looking up, "I feel I should point something out. With the Hunters seemingly increasing their movements, and with so many Guardians here, it may be wise to stay together. That includes you, Anam. James was right. You may have been strong enough to survive out in the open without the Hunters approaching you directly, but now, that may no longer be the case. You should live here, in Hot Spot, with the others. I'm sure Amia can build you a hot spring just as they built a lake for Zena."

"Mnn… but I get to be in Kilo during the day, right?" he clarified.

"Of course," Nevren said. "That way, you can just be here at night, when you feel the need to rest. I know how much you enjoy naps, even though you don't need them."

Anam's cheeks blushed purple.

"I didn't expect this place to become so… full, so quickly," Zena admitted, looking around with an air of nervousness. "I—I haven't talked to so many new people in… in ages, really. Lifetimes. But—I'm quite happy here, now." She glanced at Owen, but then flinched when their eyes met. She turned her attention back to the others.

Zena, Owen thought to himself, frowning. I guess me being the Grass Guardian scares her a little. Her muscles are so tense every time she talks to me. Isn't that how serpents react when they feel threatened? Owen hesitated, thinking for a bit longer. That wasn't it. If anything, she was closer to him than she was to anyone else here!

She probably just likes you, Owen, Star said.

Likes… me?

Well, duh. Pretty obvious after you met her and you guys talked for a while.

"We'll help you take it slow, dear," Amia said to Zena. "Is there somebody in particular that you enjoy talking to?"

Zena gulped. She stared at the ground and nodded. Owen smiled slightly, feeling slightly reassured. That had to have been him. Maybe she was just intimidated now that his training was showing results. He wasn't scary! After all, she was still many times his size. Along with that, he wasn't going to deny that—aside from when the air was squeezed out of him—it felt good to be wrapped up in her embrace.

That was a weird thought, Owen said. Wonder where that came from. He glanced nervously at Zena. He shouldn't be getting feelings like that so suddenly. They only knew each other for a little while, relatively speaking. Zena just needed a friend. Lost in thought, Owen started fiddling with his claws.

"Well, talk to them, then!" Amia said. "It's great to have a close friend."

Zena nodded silently

Owen found himself nodding, too. "Hey, you know, Zena," Owen said, quickly trying to think of something that she might enjoy, "if you want, you can train with me!"

"Train?" Zena perked up. "Like, meditate together?"

"No, we can spar!" Owen said.

"Oh." Zena shrank slightly. "You certainly like to fight, don't you?"

"Just a little," Owen said, shrinking in return. Wrong move. "I mean, I trained all the time to become a Heart, so I guess maybe that's where I get it from? Fighting's in my blood. But, uh—let's do something else!"

"Yeah," Demitri nodded. "I think Rhys raised us that way, too, huh? As long as we meditated, we got to fight as much as we wanted! Just like eating vegetables. But for your head? Kinda cool, having him as a dad and a teacher at the same time."

"I think we can say that," Gahi said. "Yeah, I remember training with you guys fer as long as I can remember. You guys could never get me, though, 'cause I was always flying way outta yer range! Hah!"

Demitri, Mispy, and Owen all laughed, but Owen caught on that the others were laughing a bit less, or differently. The jovial atmosphere bled away. Willow was laughing obliviously; Valle and ADAM didn't seem like the sort to ever laugh; Rhys and Amia chuckled with strained force; Anam tittered nervously; Zena didn't make a sound and looked at the Charmeleon with concern. Owen tilted his head back at Zena, wondering what was wrong.

This made Owen think back—did they say something wrong? Something in that last sentence felt wrong. Did Gahi make an insensitive joke? Perhaps they just didn't understand the joys of fighting, getting the blood pumping. They were a lot more peaceful, after all. The thrill of the chase, especially when Gahi flew around and they had to catch him on foot. Owen was never able to catch Gahi when he—

No. Wait.

Flying?

"Gahi, didn't you just evolve?"

"Eh?" Gahi said. "Well, yeah, but…" He twitched his head in thought. "Yeah… but… I always… flew off ter…"

Gahi fell into silence, his big eyes staring at nothing. Demitri and Mispy glanced at each other uneasily. Owen looked at Amia and Alex. They both averted their eyes. He then stared at Anam, who jumped and gained an interest in the ground. Then, Owen's eyes went to James, but he was already analyzing a mushroom on the ceiling.

A slow silence filled the air. Nobody knew what to say next—and all Owen wanted was for someone to say something. Anything! But, nobody did. Even the new Guardians, who knew nothing about their situation, sensed that something was deeply wrong.

Owen mumbled, "Flying…"






16. Too Late


Chapter 14 – Too Late

Owen had barely slept last night—nobody had answered his questions when he asked. They had said, what are you talking about? Maybe it was a lapse in memory. Sometimes evolution can change the mind slightly. Gahi is just confused. He'll sort it out. Don't worry, Owen. You evolved, too. Maybe you need to settle a bit?

But Owen knew that hadn't been some trick of the mind. It felt too… real to be a trick. But then—how could he know? If his mind thought it was real, but it wasn't… he wouldn't know. But then, why did he have that thought? Gahi did fly before. He was fast…

Days passed while Star went searching for more information about the Guardians. That left them with time to decompress. Willow had made herself a little mushroom village in her abode, where she happily conversed with her screaming, playful spirits. ADAM had spent his time obsessively polishing every corner of his abode until it was a smooth cube inside. Afterward, he had dedicated his time to "defragmenting," whatever that meant. Valle… did his thing in the town square.

The new normal was settling in. Every day, Anam would leave with Nevren to manage the Association. Rhys would leave with his students to take a mission or two after their usual meditation.

"I'm not crazy. Not crazy. Not…" Owen shook his head. "I know it happened. I—I can't just make that up, can I?"

"I'm sure you can't, Owen," Zena said. "But you have to admit, it's a little strange, don't you think?"

She was coiled up in the corner of her room, staring at a set of little marbles on the ground. Rhys had a bag of them in his room, and Owen knew the rules to a game they could play. He flicked one of two large marbles into the pile, knocking two out with precision. Zena, opposite to Owen, clumsily rolled her marble along her pink ribbon. It fell a few times, but a gentle, Mystic force kept it from hitting the ground.

"Mom's not telling me a thing. I tried pressing Dad, but he got so flustered that he exploded and hid in Mom's Fire Realm or whatever." He snorted and eyed the marble floating above Zena's ribbon-eyebrow. "Is that thing you're doing the same force you use to fly?"

"Hm? Oh, yes. It is." Zena fired the marble into the circle, freeing four from the perimeter in one shot.

"Good one," Owen said. The four marbles floated to Zena's side. "But, yeah. That's pretty cool. Maybe if I…" Owen focused on his marble. It wobbled in his claws, floating above his hand. It fell right after. "That's weird."

"It is," Zena said. "I think it's the same force that keeps some Pokémon afloat. Mm, Castform, Claydol, off the top of my head…"

"Levitation powers?" Owen hummed in thought. "Yeah, I didn't think about it that way."

"Hmph. Star said it was ignoring gravity, but that doesn't explain it all. We also choose which direction we want to float."

"Ignoring gravity," Owen repeated. He stared at the remaining marbles in the circle. There were just ten. But he saw a good angle, and he rolled the orb in. With one flick, the marble bounced against six of the smaller ones, pushing them all out.

"How did you do that?" Zena said.

"Do what?" Owen asked, picking up the six that fell out of the ring. "It's just a bunch of spheres. It's easy to predict which way they'll all go."

"Yes, but," she said, staring curiously "you predicted all of that?"

"Well, the last one was a little luck," Owen admitted. "Your turn."

Zena counted her marbles, then Owen's. "I can't win."

"Huh?" Owen looked at his marbles, then at Zena's. "Oh. You're right. Even if you got 'em all, I'd be two ahead…" He rubbed the back of his head, gripping his horn. "H-ha, sorry. Maybe I should've gone easier."

Zena flushed. "You were going easy?"

"No!" Owen said quickly. "I was just—I mean—"

"Don't go easy," Zena growled.

"Okay." Owen lowered his head. "Well—why don't you pick the next game?"

"Hmm…" Zena scanned the marbles. Owen helped to gather them into the small sack Rhys kept them in. She then eyed Owen. "I think I'm going to meditate. Would you care to join me?"

"Oh, sure. Um, can I meditate while reading something?"

Zena blinked. "I do not believe that is how meditation works."

"Well, I haven't been able to read for a while." Owen bumped the claws from each hand together. "I feel like my mind's getting rusty."

"Well, what do you read?" Zena asked.

"Books," Owen said. "I usually like nonfiction. Or comics. Actually, I think I kinda like to read books in general…"

"Books," Zena repeated. "You've said that word before. But I'm not sure what they are."

"Uhh—remember those weird, rectangle things in Anam's office?"

"You mean the one that was encrusted with his… mucus?"

"Please don't call it that." Owen winced, nodding. "Those, yeah. Well, you can actually open them on one side. It's filled with really, really thin sheets, called paper. And the paper has words on them. You can spend days reading one book, depending on how thick it is, and how small the letters are."

"Goodness, that sounds like incredibly detailed craft. It must be expensive."

"Not really." Owen replied. "We've got these things that can print them really easily. Nevren invented them with the help of some of the other Pokémon. You can make a bunch of copies of the same book really quickly—you could send it all across Kilo!"

"Kilo," Zena repeated, nodding. "The world, right?"

"Yeah. Wait, back then, you didn't even have a name for the world?"

"No, we did," Zena said. "But I don't think it was Kilo. In fact, I don't think Kilo Mountain was called that, either."

"Oh. What was it called before?"

Zena paused, looking down. "I can't remember. Perhaps I haven't used it in so long, I forgot. Q… Qu… Hm. I'm not sure." She sighed. "It's not important. Names change all the time."

Owen nodded. "Well, how about we get something to read, huh?"

He headed back to his home and slipped to his room, and then into a little alcove in the back where he kept his books. He had to buy special editions of them, printed on Rawst paper. "If we ever get you any books, Zena, I think we'll need to find some books made of Passho paper."

"Passho paper? Is that not a berry?"

"Yeah. It protects against water damage, so you can even read it underwater!"

"I've never heard of making something waterproof before," Zena said. "Let me guess. This is another one of those Dungeon items, or perhaps one of those odd blessings by Anam?"

"Yeah. Blessed berries and seeds and scarves really enhance their power. I heard that one blessed Chesto Berry can let you pull an all nighter easily!" Owen pulled out a book that was bigger than his head. "Here! Let's read this one together."

Zena blinked, rising a few inches higher from her leisurely coil. "I'm reading with you?"

"I mean, this might be interesting to read, don't you think?" He showed her the cover: Scarves and Seeds: Basic and Obscure Dungeon Equipment, Third Edition.

Zena looked tired just hearing the title.

"Here, let's go to the Scarves section, huh?" Owen said enthusiastically, walking to his bed. His flame was bright, lighting up Zena's eyes. She followed. He opened the book to the middle and started pointing and reading out a few of the standard Scarves, all of their effects, where they were found, and even their rarity when found in the wild.

Somehow, Zena became interested, coiling near Owen to read with him. The pages turned slower and slower; by the time they were reading about Pecha Scarves, Owen had paused for so long that Zena spent a good amount of time simply re-reading.

"Owen?" Zena asked, nudging his shoulder with one of her brows.

"Zena, am I crazy?"

Zena was quiet for a few seconds too long. "I certainly don't think so," she said. "Owen, it was just a lapse in memory, was it not? Gahi just evolved. It's simply not possible for him to have flown around before, and the evolution has everyone slightly confused."

"It feels so real, though," Owen said. "I… I don't get it. I know he—"

"Owen," Zena said softly, "don't get so worked up over it. Okay?"

The Charmeleon hesitated, but then turned the page. "Okay," he relented. "Thanks. I guess I'm just getting worked up over nothing. Lapse of memory from evolving. That makes sense. I guess the brain changes a little when you evolve, so maybe that's why."

Zena nodded. And so, they resumed their reading.

"So, I'm not crazy?"

"No, Owen. You're just fine."


"This one here is the Spire of Trials," Star said. "Fighting Guardian Manny lives here—he's pretty cool. We go way back. I'd go there, definitely." She pointed at the map they had brought in to Hot Spot's main square. The Spire of Trials was that odd, narrow triangle on the map to the east, just below Nightshade Forest. "Hmm, I guess the Sunshine Highlands is also a good one, that's the Flying Guardian, Cara." She pointed to the far west, where white hills dominated the landscape. "Uhh… Oh! And why don't we also try Forrest, the Ground Guardian in the Endless Expanse?" She headed southwest, to an odd, gray-colored portion of the map that looked like a place the artist forgot to finish.

The group agreed and started shuffling around to divide up their numbers. With three new Guardians, they could have a full team for everyone and then some. After the fiasco that was Alex's fighting abilities, he quietly retired to be replaced by someone else.

"I shall not go," said Valle.

"Let me guess," Star said, crossing her arms. "This place is your new mountain, and you're gonna keep watch of any abnormal movements here instead? One with the stone?"

"Yes."

Star sighed, rubbing her paws between her eyes. "Okay, okay. So, who else is going, then? We've got Anam, James, Zena and… ADAM, yeah, that's pretty balanced… that seems like a pretty solid group, right?"

Zena glanced at Owen again, but didn't protest.

"And then there's Rhys, and his three students… Okay, group two."

"Wait, hang on," Owen immediately protested. "Why can't the whole Team Alloy go together this time, huh? We're all evolved! That's gotta be strong enough, right?"

"Owen, that's not even close to strong enough on your own." Star motioned to Rhys, who was avoiding their eyes.

"I understand your desire to work as your proper Heart quartet," Rhys said. "However, I can't in good conscience send you four out alone. I must accompany them."

"But… but I'm never allowed to just go on a mission with them." Owen's tail dimmed. "Why not? Is it really that unsafe for me to just go out for a little while?"

Rhys nodded firmly. "The Hunters could take you at a single unlucky moment. We can't afford for a Guardian to be alone without any elites keeping them safe."

Owen wanted to protest. But he didn't find an opening; compared to the Elite Hearts, he was just backup.

"Sorry, Owen. When you're ready, but not now." Star then turned to look at the rest of the group. "Who's left? Willow, Owen, and Amia—oh, hey, Alex, you can come with us again! …Owen?"

"H-huh?" Owen straightened his spine.

"Owen, are you… okay?"

"Y-yeah," Owen replied weakly.

The group shuffled uncomfortably. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were a bit unfocused, too. It had been quite a few days since their odd lapse of memory, but it obviously lingered in all of Team Alloy's heads. Everyone knew it, but most didn't want to acknowledge it.

"Hey… don't sweat it, alright?" Star said softly. "It'll be okay. How about we just get to fighting, huh? Fighting is always fun! Right?"

This lifted their spirits slightly. "Y-yeah, I guess so." Demitri smiled. "Yeah… um—which one do you think would be the best fight? Of those three?"

"Well, Forrest will probably give you a lot of obstacles to go through. And I'm pretty sure Manny will be the same. Cara's more of a run-and-hide 'mon, so… maybe Anam should do that one, since he's the most outwardly friendly of us, y'know? And isn't on fire." She nodded at Amia.

"Oh, okay," Anam said. "So, we'll handle Cara. What about Forrest?"

"Ground, right?" Gahi said. "I can avoid all those attacks now that I'm flying. Levitate's a pretty nifty move fer all those techniques. I say we do that one."

"But Rhys is weak to Ground," Demitri said. The Fraxure worriedly glanced at his teacher.

"I will survive," the Lucario said.

"Guess that leaves us with Manny," Amia sighed. "I'm not much of a fighter, but… I will try."

"Excuse me?" Owen mumbled, recalling the time she melted the ground for Zena's new lake.

"And I will, too!" Willow said, hopping onto Owen's head. "You! Carry me when we go. Understood? You are my servant for the day."

"E-excuse me?" Owen said again.

"Now, Willow, at least ask permission," Amia said.

Willow growled. "You don't mind if you are my riding-Pokémon, do you, Charmeleon?"

"I—I guess I will," Owen said, looking away.

"Cool." Star clapped her paws in a soundless plap. "Then let's split up. If you guys run into any trouble, use those communicators like before. It might be useful!"

"Of course," Amia said, looking around. "Owen! Let's go. Willow, won't you lead Owen with us to Kilo Village?"

"Of course! Servant, you will move!"

"Okay…"

Amia giggled. "Oh, be a good sport, Owen. I'm sure Willow is just playing."

"I sure hope so." Owen looked up in an attempt to see the Joltik. He felt her balanced on the top of his horn.

"See you guys!" Demitri waved a tiny arm at the other teams.

"Be careful!" Anam called back. They all vanished, set to rescue the three Guardians.


The rocks of Sunshine Highlands glimmered like cut diamonds. There was no escape from the sunlight here, and the further along the highlands they went, the rockier it became. Everything was either white or prismatic; turning to the left risked seeing a rapid rainbow of colors, and turning to the right risked a whiteness that would rival the sun.

"I hope she's okay," Anam said, looking around through squinted eyes. "Cara, right? The Flying Guardian…"

"I guess that means she's got quite the… hrm." James said. "Well, perhaps her tendencies will be to flee rather than to battle."

"Yeah," Anam said. "But I'll take the lead, if that's how it's gonna be." He squinted, holding his slimy arm over his eyes. "It's so bright!"

"Indeed," James replied. "Part of the hazard here is how the rocks reflect the sunlight. We should have come here later in the day."

Eventually, Anam had to cover his eyes completely. "I can't see…"

"It's… quite difficult, yes," Zena admitted. She'd been slithering blind for quite a while, and had a splotch of slime on her neck and face from bumping into Anam so much. James kept his head down, using his natural hood to protect against most of the sunlight.

"We must advance," ADAM said. "My light sensors have been shut down due to overload. However, my other senses indicate that there is a Mystic aura further ahead, and is currently hiding. Would you like to continue? Options: Yes, cancel."

"Yes," Anam said. "I guess… I guess we should keep going. How much longer?"

"We are approximately 98% to the hiding spot."

"Oh, that's close!" Anam said. "So, we should be finished soon?"

"We are approximately 98% to the hiding spot."

"Um… yeah, so…"

"S-stop right there!" a shaky voice called out.

Anam stopped and tried to look ahead. He saw a flash of something flying toward them. Zena narrowly dodged the blast, but the strong gusts of wind left small cuts on her back. "Ah—ngh—that's not very friendly."

Anam squinted and saw a bird flying high in the—no, that wasn't a bird. It had wings, yes, but… it also had arms. And—something about the wings didn't quite fit, either. What was wrong with…

Anam saw flashes of brown when the light didn't fight against him, and he realized that this fuzzy Pokémon was a Lopunny, its ears transformed into sky-blue, feathery wings. She flew through the air with an agility that Anam could only dream of. She was also extraordinarily large—perhaps twice the size of a normal Lopunny.

"There! That's definitely the Flying Guardian!" Anam pointed.

"Wh-what do you want with me?!" Cara yelled back. "I don't want to fight! Please, leave me alone!"

"We aren't here to fight!"

"How can I know that?! You already came here once before! You—your kind—!"

"I have no idea what you're talking about!" Anam said.

"Cara! Whoever came here before, we aren't them!" James outstretched his wings. "This is our first time here! Look!" He vanished into the ground in a black fog, and then reappeared. "Anam is the Ghost Guardian, and I am his spirit, yes? Did Star not tell you about us?"

Cara stopped her flying, but it was still too hard to see. "Wh-what do you mean?" She stopped flying away, and instead looked down at them. The way the sun was positioned, she was directly in front of it. "The Ghost Guardian, yes, I… I think Star mentioned you before. Yes. O-oh, I'm sorry. Hold on."

The lights of the crystalline field dimmed enough for them to see. They still sparkled white, but it wasn't blinding. Was she somehow controlling the intensity of the light?

Zena sighed. "Thank goodness."

"Yeah! I could barely open my eyes!" Anam said. "That's not fair, you know, fighting your opponents when they can't even see!"

"My visual sensors were completely shut down," ADAM said.

Cara beat her wings-ears a few more times. "I'm—I'm so sorry," she said, slowly descending. "I didn't mean—"

Anam suddenly went blind to a white flash of light. An instant later, the boom of thunder deafened him, leaving nothing but a loud ringing in his ears. Zena and the others shut their eyes again. ADAM blared an alert signal, but nobody heard it. The ringing faded. Anam tried to open his eyes, but everything hurt when he did, and he shut it again. Something heavy thumped dully a few feet ahead of him. He smelled something burning.

Anam felt James grab his arm and tug him back; he fell down and heard another thunderous explosion. If he wasn't so slimy, his body might have caught on fire. Anam knew not to open his eyes for a while, but when he finally did, through his blurry vision, he saw something black a few paces ahead. There was something glowing in this blackness. A pale, whitish light. It reminded him of the clouds that the bird Pokémon flew above.

Heavy paws walked toward the black thing and the glowing orb. A tiny, gray creature floated toward it next, wrapping it in some sort of cloth. The light vanished. A forceful, invisible blast blew the blackness away like dust. And finally, Anam's vision—as well as the others'—returned. Standing before them was Espurr Rim—and some… other creature.

Long, black fur along its head, chest, and rear; short, blue fur everywhere else. Bits of yellow in the ears and behind its forelegs, and a four-pointed star at the end of its black tail. But there was something different, too, from how Anam was familiar with the Luxray species. It was bulkier, with intense, sharp eyes and a slightly more elongated muzzle. Its fur stood even more on-end than usual, constantly sparkling with electricity, more like a Jolteon's fur style. Every so often, they saw black flashes—some kind of dark light, if he had to describe it—accompany this electricity. Its tail was long, and whip-like, like a Raichu.

Anam couldn't move. He just realized what had happened. That Luxray was the one who attacked—and the Flying Guardian, Cara, was—

Rim vanished with the strange Luxray, taking the Flying Orb with her.


The Endless Expanse was named as such because, upon entering the field, it was hard to determine where the horizon was. It was a great flatland that had a perpetual, thin layer of water over a field of salt. The water perfectly reflected the sky, blending into the horizon an eternity ahead of them. Every step that Rhys, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi took into this flatland sent small ripples ahead of them, disturbing the salt on the ground.

Gahi's wings beat rapidly, making the most, but smallest, ripples. Demitri walked beside Mispy, and their steps, with Rhys', made the most impact. There was no Dungeon here. Instead, the challenge of finding the Ground Guardian came from actually locating him in the completely uniform mirror. It was too large for Mispy to detect a Mystic aura for the whole area, and the same went for Rhys.

Gahi flew ahead multiple times to get a better visual of the fields for any abnormalities. Each time, he returned with no news, and they advanced forward to continue their scan. Around noon, Mispy started to complain about food, and Rhys sighed and dug through his bag for their rations. Rhys winced when he realized that he also had brought some of the food he planned to use for later.

"GROSS!" Demitri shouted. "What is that?!"

"It's—it's leftovers," Rhys said, holding out what appeared to be a purple lump of… something. "I wasn't going to throw it away. That would be wasteful."

"I think it's moving!" Demitri said.

Mispy glared as if the purple food had insulted her.

"I didn't intend for it to be for you," Rhys said, holding the grimy-looking food in his paws. "This will be my meal, then. It's not as bad as you make it out to be. You may have these instead," he said, offering Mispy two large apples. Demitri and Gahi took one each, but they stared at Rhys. "What?"

"You're gonna eat that?" Demitri said.

"Of course," Rhys said. He then opened his mouth and—to their horror—he downed the purple lump in one gulp. They watched the lump descend into his chest. He cleared his throat. "It's not very difficult if you know the proper way to eat it."

"I thought you didn't need to eat," Demitri said.

"If I'm performing some strenuous effort, I do," Rhys said, looking ahead. "These past few days have been taxing, particularly after you decided to take on that high-ranking mission into the Southern Abyssal Forest."

"Bah, scariest thing about that place is the rumors, nothing else," Gahi said. "Okay, I'm gonna fly ahead and scan fer more weirdness, see if we can spot the Guardian, eh?" He flew ahead, having finished his apple.

Mispy finished her two by the time Demitri had finished half of his. She wrapped a few vines around his body and pulled him onto her back, where she happily carried him across the salt flats.

Gahi flew back prematurely, and his zigzag in the air suggested he actually found something.

"Let's hurry," Rhys said.

Gahi descended to their level. Once they all caught up, Rhys stopped, eyes wide.

There were claw marks in the ground that Gahi flew above. The ground was filled with huge fissures from some Pokémon's attack. There was also a pit left behind in the ground where the Guardian of the Ground Orb likely once was. Some of the pits were still filling, slowly, with water, suggesting that the clash was recent. But for a battle with a Guardian, the struggle didn't seem to be very intense, all things considered. Even their clash with Valle, while underwhelming on a relative scale, left quite a bit of damage.

"What is all this…" Demitri said, looking at the ground. The Fraxure couldn't help but admire his reflection, picking at a smudge on his left tusk.

"Good thing I can fly," Gahi muttered, looking at his reflection.

"I don't… sense anything," Mispy said. The Bayleef had her eyes closed, worriedly scanning for any sort of Mystic aura. If the clash was here, surely the Ground Guardian would be here, too.

"But it looks like something just got here. There," Demitri said, pointing at a particularly huge gash in the ground where water was still pouring inside. It was deep, but the bottom was clearly visible and the water level was slowly rising.

They saw something lying in the flat ahead. "What's that?" Mispy said.

"Let's look," Rhys said, running forward. Gahi was the only one able to keep up.

It seemed to be a small tree lying on the ground, cut near the base of the trunk. "What's a tree doing here?" Gahi asked. "There ain't a tree er a plant here fer… I mean, where'd it even come from?"

"This is a Torterra's tree," Rhys said gravely. "It grows on their back, Gahi. But for it to be severed like this…"

The water was covering most of it, but he saw heavy footsteps and multiple, converging imprints of other, attacking Pokémon. Rhys walked along and followed the path. He saw a particularly large pit in the ground—and at the bottom, he saw the victim. "Ngh." Rhys squeezed his paws, forming little flashes of cyan aura. "We're too late."

Gahi, Demitri, and Mispy followed Rhys. "What d'you mean?" Demitri asked.

The current of the water and swirling salt obscured the corpse at the bottom of the pit. Demitri flinched once he realized what he was looking at, covering his mouth in shock. Gahi's wings fluttered slower, looking for something to do with his legs. Anything but stare at something so morbid. Mispy frowned, pensive, wondering if he died quickly, or if…

Rhys fired a few weak Aura Spheres at the ground; salt and sand burst and shifted into the flooded pit, burying the bottom completely. Rhys closed his eyes and lowered his head for a few seconds, waiting for the body to be buried completely.

Then, he said, "It seems that the Hunters have arrived here shortly before we did. Unfortunately, they extracted the Ground Orb."

"Forrest…" Mispy couldn't tear her eyes away from the pit. On her back, Demitri trembled, suppressing a few sniffles.

"We… we could've saved him," Demitri said. "If we just got to him a day earlier…"

"A day earlier," Rhys repeated. "I have my doubts. The Hunters… Could they have been tracking our movements? After we rescued the first three, could they be trying to predict our trajectories, just based on which Waypoints we take?"

But Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were too dejected—and perhaps, too inexperienced—to strategize in the middle of Forrest's unmarked grave. Without really suggesting it outright, they all stood there in a respectful silence until the pit completely filled with salt and water.

"I'm sorry for your suffering," Rhys said to the ground, head bowed in respect. Then, after another handful of silent breaths, he addressed Team Alloy. "There's nothing we can do here. Let's return home and report to the others."

"Should we use our Communicator?" Demitri asked.

"No," Rhys said. "We shouldn't lower anybody's morale. We're already going as fast as we can; they won't be able to go any faster than they already are."

"Okay," Demitri said. "If that's the case, let's just… I mean, yeah. Let's go back."

They didn't want to admit it, but Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were all still itching for a battle. But in the solemn atmosphere of this lifeless salt flat, there was nothing to fight anyway.

Rhys dug through his bag, searching for their Badge. He dug a bit more. And then more.

"Rhys?" Gahi said.

Rhys looked up. "Where are our Badges?"


"Oooh… this place is a bit creepy," Amia said, hugging herself. There was very little light in this mountain's cave; only by her flames and Owen's tail could they see the path. The spire itself wasn't much to look at from outside. It merely appeared to be a giant spike in the ground, perfectly conical with an entrance on the southern side. Internally, it was a great, winding spiral of polished rock.

"I certainly didn't expect the Spire of Trials to be some sort of literal, ascending spiral inside," Alex said. "Just where are we going?"

"From the outside it looked pretty big. Just a giant spike sticking out of the ground. So maybe we're heading near the top?" Owen said.

"That's likely it," Alex agreed.

"Well, I don't like it!" Willow said, stomping on Owen's head with her tiny feet. "Owen! You're going to turn around immediately!"

"I—I can't just turn around! We're already inside!"

"Then make it prettier! I need fresh air for my fur! And good smells, too! And light! Make it brighter!"

"Mom, help!"

"Willow, dear, why don't I help make it brighter with my fire?" Amia offered. "I usually do blue light, but would you prefer something like green, or red?"

"Ooo! Make it green!" Willow said, hopping on Owen. "Green reminds me of the fields!"

"Green it is." Amia smiled and created a small fire bubble in front of them to light the way. This, it seemed, pleased Willow enough to keep her from complaining the rest of the way.

They walked quickly, but slow enough that they didn't trip on anything. By the time they were a quarter of the way up the spire—going in a sort of inward spiral—they suddenly turned to the right and saw a large chamber. Echoes of explosions and shouts and roars radiated from the opposite side. Owen had to concentrate to get a better sense for what the sounds were—it was… something else. Who was that? Those roars didn't sound normal. They were intense. Too intense for a normal Pokémon.

The chamber was at least a hundred of Owen's Charmeleon paces across. The walls looked like they had been buffered a thousand times over many centuries to get that perfect smoothness, and the same could be said for the floor. But there were imperfections. Cracks and faults, like battling had taken place there before. Still, the arena was empty. They could easily advance. The team of four stepped into the chamber and made it a quarter of the way across.

"Ha HAAA!"

After being so quiet to hear the others, the shout made Owen double over in panic, clutching his chest. Alex made the exact same gesture as Owen. Was it possible to die of shock? Perhaps not as a Mystic.

A spirit rose from the rocks in the center of the arena-like chamber. The Feraligatr pumped his fists in the air. His scaly arms were thicker than Owen's body, and the same could be said for the bulk of just about every other part of him.

"I am the First Guardian Spirit, Feraligatr Azu!" he shouted. "I am one of three that you must defeat in order to see the Fighting Guardian, the greatest and strongest fighter of the Dungeon!"

His voice boomed through the air—Owen wasn't sure if he wanted to hear him for much longer.

"You, a team of four!" said the Fighting Guardian Spirit. "What a perfect number! There are three of us in all, three Guardian Spirits! As the first… you are to give to me your weakest fighter, and we shall battle! If you lose… then that will be it! And you must turn away!"

"W-weakest?" Alex said.

"Wait," Owen said, tilting his head, "doesn't that mean you're the weakest of the three Fighting Spirits?"

"I—eh—" For a fraction of a second, his enthusiasm wavered. "No! I am the most powerful spirit that Manny can summon solid. I am at the perfect strength level."

Owen crossed his arms, frowning. "So there are even stronger spirits inside Manny? You're even weaker than what you said the first time."

With even more confidence and volume than before, Azu grinned and bellowed, "I am the third in line of the strongest spirits Guardian Manny can summon! I am truly formidable! And so—you shall NOT get to the higher levels without beating me!"

"B-but I'm not that good of a f-fighter, you see…" Alex admitted. "I—I wouldn't want to…"

"We don't want to fight Manny. We want to talk to him!" Amia said. "And… what's that fighting I hear from the rooms above us? It's coming from ahead."

"Manny is dealing with a number of guests at the moment. To be another, you must get past me!"

"So, they all got past you, too?" Owen asked. "How many times did you already get beaten?"

"My little Charmeleon!" Azu thumped his tail on the ground with a laugh. A few rocks flew in the air, and a few cracks formed on the ground with each scaly thud. "You say such INCREDIBLE things!"

"I—I think what Owen means," Amia said, "is… if we don't want to fight Manny, that means we'll only be doing three battles. So why don't we start with the second weakest in our group? And then the second strongest, and then the strongest."

"Ha! Then very well. Which of you is the second weakest?"

"I think that's Willow," Owen said without thinking.

Willow exploded with electricity atop his head, screeching and biting his horn. She tore off a few scales in the process.

"Y-yow! Ow! No, NO, bad Joltik—" Owen tried to grab her, but she was too fast. She hopped off of him and landed on the ground, skittering around the rocks.

"You're the weakest! You, you!" Willow screeched and hissed like a feral Glameow. "You have a clever mind but in raw power, you're NOTHING to me!"

"But Willow, you're smaller than my feet!"

Willow sent another volley of thunderbolts at Owen. The Charmeleon hopped in some sort of frantic dance, going from foot to foot on the cold, polished floor. Amia, sighing, rummaged through their bag for an Oran Berry. Willow prepared a great, shining ball of lunar energy above her head—but Owen quickly said, "O-okay, okay! I'll—I'll fight first! I'll fight!"

The Fairy Guardian let the charging Moonblast dissipate. "That's better."

Owen sighed. "Why aren't you bigger, anyway?" he asked. "Can't you evolve?"

"I look cuter as a Joltik," Willow said, raising her tiny body upward. "And going forward and backward in evolution is easy for a Mystic. It's not in one direction with a little divine power!"

"O-oh, okay."

"Stall no longer, challengers!" the Feraligatr said, thumping his tail one last time. "Approach me, witty Charmeleon! I shall show you the superior power of muscle!"

"Good luck, Owen." Amia smiled apologetically, giving him an Oran Berry to fight in top form.

"O-okay," he said. "I… I'll do my best!"

With a puffed-out chest and a blazing, red tail, the Charmeleon was ready. But then, during the walk toward the Fighting-Type Feraligatr, feeling the sheer power that radiated from him—despite his bluster, and despite the silly disposition of this spirit… he knew. He knew when he was standing face-to-belly with the behemoth of a spirit. Seeing every detail of his disturbingly chiseled body, his toughened scales, and his impeccable jawline…

Owen didn't stand a chance.






17. Reset


Chapter 15 – Reset

"Where in the world is…?" Rhys felt around for his Badge, but it was missing.

"Rhys? What's taking so long?" Demitri asked. He stopped walking; his natural density made his feet sink slightly into the salt, which floated like clouds in the crystal-clear water. Distracted, he wiggled his claws, letting some of that salt dance around his toes.

"I am certain I brought my Badge with us," Rhys said, opening his bag further. "I always keep it right in the inner front pouch, the sole item. I felt for it on the way out! In fact, it flashed upon us leaving the Dungeon and entering the main salt flats."

Mispy tilted her head, staring at her reflection in the water. Not a bad look. It was a bit distorted from the ripples that Demitri made, and the ones from Gahi's wingbeats. She brought a vine out and grabbed Gahi, holding him steady; that made it easier to see herself. She couldn't wait for the time when her little buds would bloom into huge petals. Meganium were so pretty. She had seen one walking through town—she couldn't believe what the amazing flower her species was able to grow!

Gahi protested being 'monhandled, but eventually relented and looked at his reflection, too. He started by inspecting his wings. As a Flygon, they were going to get a lot bigger. Demitri was rubbing his tusks, wondering what it would be like once they became full-fledged axes like his evolution's.

"Rhys, you sure you didn't drop it in the flats?" Demitri finally said, looking up. "The warp pad isn't too far off. Let's just walk back. We'll get home by sundown."

"Nrgh. But I know I had it… but yes. Let's go. We need not waste extra time searching in this expanse. We can have Nevren track its location later."

"Right. Okay," Demitri said. He looked around. "Wow. It's really nice, though, isn't it? It's so… big!"

Indeed, now that they weren't in such a rush, they had the opportunity to actually take in their scenery—now that they were turned away from the carnage, it was a reflective surface on all sides. Curiously, Demitri lightly—from his perspective—slammed his fist in the salt, creating a huge ripple in the water. The quake of his punch made Rhys and Mispy stumble. The water's ripple went out, and out, and out; it brushed against Rhys' feet, making little disturbances in the waves, and then continued outward. Everyone, even Rhys, took a moment to admire the sight.

"It is," Rhys said. "But… it is a bit unnerving. A salt flat of this size."

"Aw, it's pretty!" Demitri said. "I mean, you can see your reflection perfectly in thi—Rhys?"

The Lucario had abruptly turned around. His paws erupted with aura embers, and he was ready to lash out at any threat. "I believe I found my Badge."

There was a strange creature flying a stone's throw away from them. A Ninjask at the base, in addition to its pointy, serrated-looking legs, it had an additional set of limbs that resembled a Scyther's scythes.

"I don't think Ninjask're supposed ter be here," Gahi said. "Heh… weird. Wait. Ain't their legs s'posed ter look a little different? And only have two of 'em?"

"Weird, hm," Rhys said. "That's one way to express it, I suppose" Rhys briefly scanned the Pokémon's aura. He couldn't quite place it at first, but then— "Demitri. Mispy. Gahi. Stay behind me."

"Wha—"

The Ninjask vanished from view—and reappeared right in front of Rhys an instant later. It moved incredibly quickly—even faster than a normal Ninjask. It shoved its right, serrated limb right into the Lucario's gut. Rhys grunted, eyes bulging. He jumped away and clutched at the wound, forced to a knee in the water. Crimson splotches faded into the salt. The trio stood in stunned silence—it all happened too fast.

Gahi reacted first. "Mispy!"

"Right," Mispy said. She retreated to heal Rhys' wounds. The strange Ninjask rushed forward. Gahi spotted this and countered with a deft shift in the air, ramming into the Ninjask to intercept the blow. Gahi heard a grinding noise that vibrated against his exoskeleton, followed by a shallow, sharp pain where he made contact.

"YOW!" Gahi shouted, flying away to get some distance.

"Gahi?!" Demitri didn't know which way to run.

Some of Gahi's tiny scales were torn away—the Ninjask had an extremely jagged exoskeleton of some kind.

"Rough Skin?" Demitri said.

Rhys grunted, his wound healed. "Be careful!" he wheezed. "That isn't a normal Pokémon! It's—a mutant, but…"

The Ninjask rammed at Demitri, attempting the same attack that it had done to Rhys—but his scales were too tough, and it only resulted in a minor wound. He countered with a powerful chop to the creature's side, using both his arms and his hefty tusks to deliver the blows. Demitri felt his scales get caught on the Ninjask's outer shell. He hissed and clutched his hand. It tingled—in fact, it felt like it was starting to spread.

Demitri recognized this feeling. "I—I think it poisoned me!" he shouted, stumbling back.

"Poison Point?" Mispy squeaked.

"Nah, that's definitely Rough Skin!" Gahi shouted back. He then retched into the water, finally feeling the effects of the poison.

Mispy ran toward Demitri, readying another Heal Pulse to help him—if only to heal the damage, if she couldn't get to the poison. But when she tried… something blocked it. The pulse was emitted, but then it faded away, like a dying candle to the wind.

Rhys closed his eyes and immediately spotted the source. "Rim!"

The Espurr was glowing with a dark light. Its aura radiated from her center, filling the atmosphere with a weak, ominous tinge—Heal Block. Mispy's powers were useless.

The Ninjask zipped toward Demitri again, slashing at his back. The arms tore through his scales with ease, ripping a few right out. He shouted in pain and spun around, but was too slow. It was already chasing down Gahi, who flew higher in the air. The Ninjask was faster and slashed at his tail.

"Nrgh—!" Gahi spun back and puffed out a plume of foul, blue breath at him. It grazed the Ninjask enough for it to back off and fly down again, freeing Gahi from the pursuit.

"Rrrgh!" Gahi tried to ram into Rim, but he hit her barrier instead. The pulsing sphere around the Espurr rejected his advance. The impact alone made a loud, ethereal clang, bending one of his wings oddly. The Vibrava was then blasted back at the same speed he'd approached with. He slid across the ground and tumbled into a pile of wet salt.

His wings twitched; Gahi tried to free himself from the pile. In the meantime, Mispy charged her Solar Beam; Demitri ran toward Rim next, slamming his fist against her barrier. "Bet you can't handle—Brick Break!" Demitri announced, slamming his claws down hard. The light flashed—flickered—faded… and then returned. "N-no fair!"

Rim's eyes glowed a bright purple. A force that seemed to bend the light itself blasted Demitri backward. The Fraxure slammed Gahi back into the pile he'd just escaped from.

"N-now!" Mispy shouted, firing a concentrated blast of solar energy from around her neck, concentrated forward. Rim turned her head, staring at the light. The beam bent around her barrier—flashing, flickering—but it didn't fade. When the Solar Beam finally subsided, it left behind a V-shaped carving in the salt behind Rim. Water slowly filled the gashes, but the Espurr herself was completely unharmed. Not even wet. Her wide, yet neutral eyes stared emptily forward, through Mispy.

"B-but…!" That attack always worked!

"Leave us, Rim!" Rhys said, though he was currently dueling with the Ninjask, careful to only use indirect attacks against it. In this case, his only effective move was a ball of white, hard light—a Flash Cannon. "You already have the Orb!"

Rim stared at Rhys and blinked once, slowly. Then, she turned her head toward Mispy. The Bayleef flinched. That one moment of hesitation earned Mispy a Psychic blast; she screamed and skidded across the salt, bouncing over the salt flat like a rock over a river. She hit Demitri and Gahi, who had both clambered out of the pile seconds before. They all grunted, buried once again. The Espurr, floating over the water, went higher, staring at the pile. Her eyes glowed. Psychic energy twisted the salt around them; all three roared in pain. It was like they were being crushed in the palms of a giant.

"Rim!" Rhys shouted.

The Ninjask doubled back and flew toward Rim, flying behind her obediently.

Rhys fired a Flash Cannon directly at her; she turned her head and deflected it with a glance. That was when Rhys realized that, in his current state, he wouldn't be able to overpower her. He considered going all-out, unleashing his aura in full. But that would only give him a few moments, at the very most, to defeat Rim. It wouldn't work, and he'd only strain his aura to the point of passing out. And then what? He was already injured. His guard had been down. Careless, careless!

The Lucario grunted. "Y-you're becoming quite powerful," he muttered. "How many Orbs have you claimed, Rim…? How many have you relinquished to Eon?" Rhys hoped that his words would distract her long enough for the trio to recover.

It didn't. Rim stared at the pile of salt and blasted again with Psychic. They screamed. Mispy panted. Demitri tried to help them out. Another Psychic—salt flew in the air, mixing with water. Rhys brought up an aura barrier to block some of the water from splashing against him. "Rim—STOP!" he roared, using a vertical Extreme Speed to leap high in the air. Rim blocked him with her barrier; he landed in the salt, feet stuck too deep. "Ngh—" He fired at Rim from below with everything he had. Aura Sphere—Flash Cannon—his two ranged attacks, but neither had any effect. The barrier was just too much.

"Rim—you can't keep doing this! If you do, they'll—"

Rim blasted them one last time—and then… they stopped screaming. Instead, they all roared—in unison, in anger, in frustration, in madness. The salt blasted away with a great wind; the water rippled, splashed, and rose in tiny droplets. Rhys freed himself from the salt—but then, abruptly, felt a sharp pain in his back. "Ng—!" He lost all feeling in his legs. He fell forward, wheezing. The water around him reddened rapidly.

The Ninjask flew toward the trio next, but was blown away by the force. Rhys stared in pain. A blinding, white light emanated from all three of them.

The light of evolution—and then… a flash of black.


Owen left an Owen-shaped hole in the wall. He coughed and collapsed on the ground, barely able to stand. This, for quite a while, was his fight with Azu. It was a bit too dark to see the ground. Thankfully, the Feraligatr spirit had a slight glow to him that added to Owen's fading fire. If this was how strong a summoned spirit was, just how strong was Manny? He was glad that he didn't have his bag with him. While he couldn't use Nevren's Eviolite to his advantage, it also didn't get in the way while he fought. Instead, he had set it aside near Amia and the others, so the only thing that would break in the fight would be his bones.

"HAHAH!" Azu boasted. "And before you blame the Type Advantage, little Fire, I'm pure Fighting in this spiritual form! These muscles don't lie!" He flexed, striking a pose that emphasized his right side. A few loose pebbles blew away from the resultant shockwave of his pose.

"Ngh… that… that hurt!" Owen said, struggling to remain stable. Azu's posing was both annoying and distracting. He leaned back and held the rocky wall behind him, glancing at the imprint he left on the wall. The rocks must have been a bit soft. Surely, he would've died from something like that normally… or he wasn't giving his durability enough credit.

"No pain, no gain!" the Feraligatr said. "Such a wonderful motto! I have no idea where Guardian Manny learned it, let alone Master Yen, but he is surely one of the greatest fighters alive!" He pointed a claw at Owen. "You can't hope to face him with your puny strength! I can feel it!"

"Gooo Owen!" Willow said, crackling near Alex's feet. It made the Magmortar flinch. He quietly inched away while the Joltik leaped high in the air, flashing yellow and white light.

"Y-you can do it, Owen!" Amia shouted from the entrance to the arena. "But—don't push yourself!"

"What's that supposed to mean?" Owen said. He saw a fist flying toward him—he ducked and rolled. He felt the shockwave of the fist to the wall; a hole was left where Owen's head's imprint was. "Are you crazy?! That would've hit me right in the—I could die!"

"What's death to someone who died?" the Feraligatr laughed. "That's meaningless to me! Perhaps if I kill you, I'll see you again in the Fighting Orb!"

"S-sorry, but I have some things I gotta do here, first!" Owen said.

"Hah, and don't we all?" He swept his tail, knocking Owen off of his feet. This was immediately followed by an uppercut. The combination of downward gravity and an upward fist knocked all of the wind from the Charmeleon; he coughed and flew through the air. His back hit the ceiling—and then he crashed down onto the ground. Owen could barely breathe, let alone stand.

"Hm, so that is the extent of what you're capable of," Azu said, stomping toward him. With a light push with his foot, he rolled Owen onto his back. The Charmeleon's tail was barely alight.

"Owen!" Amia cried.

"Don't you dare hurt him more!" Willow crackled enough to illuminate the whole cave.

"I won't," Azu replied, crossing his muscular arms. "He's done, anyway." He faced Amia and the others. He boomed triumphantly, "As per the rules, you can't advance. Come back when you're stronger!"

"B-but we have an important mission to take care of!" Amia said. She held her arms out, pleading. "We—we need Manny to come with us, so he can be safer!"

"Why would he be safer with people who can't even defeat me?" he asked. "Your first fighter surrendered before he even entered the ring. And your next fighter…" He looked back at Owen, who was back on his belly, holding himself up a few inches from the ground. "Well, he's out of his league, too. I wouldn't exactly call that reliable. You two don't have very strong fighting auras, either. You're nothing to Manny." There was a wave of seriousness over his voice. But it washed away just as quickly. Seconds later, he had a toothy grin. "So begone, and challenge me again when you become stronger! Ha!"

The Charmeleon stirred. "N-no," he said. "I'm… I'm not done!" He hacked and wheezed, and then stumbled to his feet. His legs shook like autumn leaves.

"Oh?" Azu asked. "Hah. Your body is not ready, but your aura is strong! But you cannot win, Grass Guardian. Leave and return later."

"I won't!" He rushed forward and tripped on his broken leg, yelping.

"Hmph," Azu said. "You fight like a spirit." He picked him up by the horn. Owen's body dangled limply.

"Ngh… and what's that supposed to mean?" Owen's arms twitched—he was trying to punch, but his body simply wouldn't listen.

"Spirits don't have bodies to worry about. They fight with disregard for their wellbeing." He let go, dropping Owen on the ground, where he managed to stay standing.

"Guess I like a good fight," Owen growled, wobbling. He spat an Ember right at the Feraligatr; he blocked it effortlessly with a flick of the wrist. He countered with a powerful blast of his focused, fighting spirit, aimed squarely at Owen's chest. The losing challenger roared and skidded back, holding the sphere in place. But it wasn't stable—the launched Focus Blast exploded in Owen's hands, propelling him into the wall again. Like a ragdoll, Owen hit the ground, eyes blazing.

Amia cried, "Owen! Stop! Please!"

"I can do this!" Owen roared back. He was missing a tooth, wobbling back to his feet. Adrenaline pumped through him. He didn't feel any of the pain anymore. He knew this feeling. So familiar—so exhilarating. He was fighting to the death. He knew this. He'd die if he lost. And he'd never flee. This target would fall—or he would. Why did these thoughts fill him so naturally? It was logical to surrender. Tactically, he was being allowed to leave to return later, to win. But he couldn't flee. He just couldn't. He had to fight. He had to win. He had to kill.

Owen's vision was reddening. He growled. Molten embers dripped from his mouth, melting the rocks below.

Amia covered her mouth. "No…"

"You still challenge me?!" Azu said.

Owen ran toward him and launched a concentrated jet of fire, turning the whole arena red for half a second. The flames enveloped the Feraligatr, but he punched through it and hit Owen in the stomach. Owen growled and opened his mouth, chomping down on the arm, breaking through the scales.

"Grah—persistent Pokémon, I'll give you—THAT!" With his other arm, he punched Owen away. Yet he didn't let go. His jaw clenched even harder, and he took the arm with him. It dissolved into a flurry of blue aura flames; Feraligatr's shoulder looked like it was on fire from the missing limb.

He stared at his erupting shoulder. "Heh… well. Guess y'got me there," Azu said, shrugging with his remaining arm.

Owen growled and shambled toward him again. His arms dangled wildly below, but his legs, despite being broken, carried Owen step after clumsy step.

"Not gonna fool me again!" Azu said, spinning around. His tail slashed at Owen, knocking him over. Owen got up and rushed again. The tail swatted him away. Owen got up and rushed again. And again. And again—he just kept coming. He didn't stop—his stamina was endless. He'd fight himself to the ground. There was no pain. No fatigue. He didn't even hear Amia crying for him to stop anymore. His vision was completely red. Running on instinct. There was something ahead of him, Azu, and that was all he knew. The target. It had to fall.

A final punch from the Feraligatr did him in, and knocked him down completely. Owen's body, regardless of what he couldn't feel, was broken.

"Ngh," Feraligatr said. "I didn't mean to be so harsh… but he wouldn't stop!" he tried to explain to Amia, who was watching Owen intently. "What?" he asked. "Hope you brought Reviver Seeds! He'll need 'em!"

Azu scratched the back of his head, laughing, trying to lighten the mood. His laughing was deterred somewhat by the look in Amia's eyes. There were tears, and behind those tears, wide eyes of fear. But it wasn't toward Azu.

The cave glowed again. This time, the glow was white. Azu turned around. "Eh?"

The cave was filled with the light of evolution. Owen's body grew. Wings sprouted—his tail lengthened, his flame an inferno. A horrible roar filled the cave walls.

A black flash corrupted the light.


 "Owowow… Owen! What's wrong with you!"

"S-sorry!" Owen rushed toward Demitri, helping him up.

"Hahahahah!" Gahi teased. "Ol' Scalebag really had it coming to him, eh, Owen?"

"Gahi…" Mispy growled.

"Aw, c'mon, Mispy," Gahi said. "Just playing."

"Are you okay?" Owen asked.

"Y-yeah, I'm fine," Demitri said, nodding. "I hope I didn't break one of my tusks…"

"I've got it," Mispy said, washing him in healing light.

"Aw, thanks, Mispy." Demitri said, perking up. "Hey! Why don't we fight again?"

Someone chuckled from the sidelines. "Still looking to fight, are we?" Rhys asked. "Your endless energy is encouraging. If only I could say the same for myself."

"Ohoho!" A Torkoal beside Rhys chuckled. "At least you can fight, Rhys. I just don't see myself doing those things."

"Aw, Elder, I bet you'd be super strong if you fought!" Owen laughed.

"Ah, but I don't know any offensive techniques, Owen! Such a shame, really." Elder didn't appear very regretful of this.

The quartet laughed and Rhys chuckled.

"Say, how about this," Gahi said. "Demitri and Mispy can fight as one team, and you and me can fight fer the other."

"It'll be air against ground?" Owen asked.

"Yeah!" Gahi said, outstretching his wings.

Owen smirked and mimicked Gahi. They both took to the skies.

The memory was wiped away.


The dim glow of nighttime mushrooms colored the rocky walls of the cave in a soft cyan. Mixing with this light were flickering embers of orange and yellow. Owen was lying in the middle of these flames, enjoying the warmth; they licked at his scales and washed over his back. The flame at the end of his tail got hotter, brimming with energy. He rolled over to sear his belly next.

"No resting on the fire, Owen."

"Wh—huh? I wasn't!" He rolled away and quickly hid beneath his bed of leaves. Some of them turned black from the fire, but they didn't burn. He rubbed the back of his head, feeling pain all over. He grumbled and rubbed the orange scales on his arms.

Rhys peered into the room. "You're very lucky we were able to fashion your bed with Rawst leaves, or you'd burn through them every night," Rhys said. He chuckled, but then walked over, patting him on the head. "How are you feeling, Owen? Today was a rough day, wasn't it?"

"Today?" Owen asked.

Memories flashed before him. The Feraligatr. The fighting. That feeling… the sense of dying, yet the thrill. Like he was filling a void in his heart—fulfilling some grand purpose. But what happened after?

"W-wait!" Owen sprang to his feet. "I—I was fighting!"

"You were," Rhys said. "And you lost."

Owen's tail drooped to the ground. "Th-that can't be…. I… I had him on the ropes! I even tore his little spirit-arm off! I remember!"

"It wasn't enough." Rhys shook his head. "Don't worry, Owen. Your mother told me everything—you fought very well."

"Mom," Owen said. He sighed, crossing his arms. "You mean… I wasn't good enough to win, even though I tried my hardest?"

Rhys hesitated.

Owen sighed and stood up. Every part of his body felt bruised, but he paced anyway to clear his head. His bed felt a lot larger today, and he felt smaller than ever. He remembered staring up at the Feraligatr—he was barely up to his thighs, wasn't he? "I just… I bet I could've done it if… if I just… maybe if I moved to the left instead of the right, or…" He stopped. His fists shook with frustration, and he stomped on the ground. "I just wish I could finally evolve or something! I've been a Charmander forever!"

Rhys gulped, but then said, "W-well, regardless, Owen… we need to do some planning. You aren't the only one to fail their mission today."

"What do you mean?" Owen asked.

"We all did," someone said from the room's entrance.

"Gahi!"

The Trapinch wobbled his way inside, clicking irritably. A Chikorita and Axew followed behind, clearly just as crestfallen, even though Gahi didn't want to show it.

Demitri spoke next. "Anam's team… their Guardian was killed right in front of them—and Rim got the Orb, too! And our team… Rim was there! She already beat that Guardian, and then she beat us up! Really badly! But then I guess after we passed out, Rhys fought her off."

"Hmph," Mispy said. "If we were… just… evolved…"

The quartet sighed in unison.

"We're just late-evolvers," Owen said. "We'll—we'll evolve eventually! I'm sure of it!"

Rhys turned around. "We're going to be discussing what happened now. Future plans. Star will be there, too. Would you like to come with us?"

"Y-yeah," Owen said. "W-wait! Zena! Is Zena okay?"

"Zena is just fine. Everybody is okay, aside from the Guardians we tried to rescue," Rhys said. "Come."

The Lucario led them to Hot Spot Square. The Charmander, Chikorita, Axew, and Trapinch followed him out.






18. Known Secrets


Chapter 16 – Known Secrets

"Looks like that's everyone," Star said, flicking her tail.

A few of Amia's spirits swept away little pebbles that littered the ground of Hot Spot—much to Valle's irritation—while Amia herself channeled extra Mystic energy into the mushrooms to brighten the brown rocks. The cyan glow they gave off a light that mixed with the jagged edges of the houses, casting shadows on the wall. Owen sighed at the sight; what nostalgia to have a get-together like this. It's too bad it had to be over such depressing talk.

"What's the damage?" Gahi asked, clicking his jaws uncertainly.

Star sighed, sitting down in mid-air. Her tail curled around her legs. "I want you guys to be very, very calm, okay?" she said. "No sudden movements. Be nice and delicate. Talk quietly. Got it?"

"Eh?" Gahi said.

"Just… just promise me, okay?"

Gahi hesitated, clicking his jaws. He glanced at a few of the others—Willow, in particular, who irritably crackled.

"Well, why should I be quiet?!" she said.

"Willow," Star said slowly. "Please."

"W-well, I… I'll…!" Willow looked at the others, and then at Star again. "Okay…" The crackling slowed down, and the Joltik stood still.

Star nodded. She closed her eyes. "Anam, if you can…?"

"Oh, right!" Anam held his arms forward and focused; a little aura flare formed between his hands, and he sent out another spirit. It formed into a winged Lopunny—a solid spirit. She wasn't very strong, unlike Star, who was still very much see-through. Much easier to summon. But James and the others in Anam's squad recognized her immediately.

"Cara?" Zena asked.

"Shh," Star said softly.

Zena flinched, but nodded. Cara was a trembling wreck—shaking, looking to her left and right, and all around her. "Wh-where am I? What is this?"

"Hey… Cara," Star said softly. The Mew floated closer, but she stopped when Cara shrank away. "Hey, it's okay, it's okay. It's just me. Star. You know me, right? When you were afraid and confused, I popped right in and brought you someplace safe. Remember that?"

"I was… I was floating. My body, I… I couldn't feel my body…"

"It's okay, it's okay."

"There were lights everywhere, like I was… I was flowing, I—I didn't know where to go, what to—"

"Shh, shh…" Star advanced, placing a paw in Cara's. "You're in a place called Hot Spot Cave. It's underground, and away from any dangerous Pokémon. You can let your guard down."

"I—I can? Truly?" Cara looked like she was ready to collapse in front of everyone.

"Look around," Star said, waving her arm to the small crowd. "Not a harmful soul here, don't you think?"

Cara scanned the cave square. The four unevolved Pokémon. The lovely Goodra that summoned her. Star, the constant presence that she could speak with, should she ever feel afraid. The others seemed fine, too. "Oh, what an adorable Joltik," Cara said quietly.

"Adorable?" Willow asked.

"Yes, you're quite lovely," Cara nodded.

Willow glowed. "W-well, I guess I might be a little cute…!"

Cara scanned again. "That one, the statue. Quite unnerving, that. Who is…?"

"I am Valle. I am one with the mountain."

"He's a little weird in the head, but he means well, I think," Star said. "Actually—hey, Valle, is there anything dangerous in the caves right now? Like, uh, Pokémon that would be trying to hunt us down?"

"No."

"There!" Star said. "See? Valle's our little security system. He's like an army of guards! That's pretty cool, right?"

"Yes. That is quite… cool, yes." She flapped her ear-wings a bit. "A tad warm here."

"Yeah, Fire Guardian's home, so, y'know." Star srugged. "But it's a bit cooler in some of the houses—anyway, Cara… you know you died, right?"

"Y-yes… I believe that is it. I was summoned. A spirit. Oh… A spirit…" she sighed, shaking and shivering. But she seemed calm. Perhaps she was in shock.

Owen watched sympathetically. "Hey, I'm sorry that happened. Um, so… that means Rim got to her before we could, huh? How come she still looks like she has the Orb?"

"It's the form she's most familiar with," Star explained. "Kinda like Valle, she prefers a body different from the one she was born with. And for what happened… that's what I wanted to outline to you guys. And I want Cara to tell me everything she remembers about this, first. Cara? What do you remember?"

Cara grabbed one of her ear-wings and preened the feathers with her paws. "I—I've always been a small bit jumpy. Perhaps it is in my nature. But I'm afraid I can't give much more information than what I've told Star, even now. I had been fleeing from strange, mutant Pokémon like them for quite some time. I think the brightness of my abode made it hard for them to strike me, but once I lowered my guard…"

Anam gasped. "Th-then… then when we made Cara feel safe, they just…!"

"How did we not sense them?" Zena asked. "We should have sensed their auras!"

"Rim may have been hiding from afar, waiting for the light to lower to find her," Rhys said.

Star nodded. "There wasn't much we could've done with what we knew. I'm sorry that it happened, Cara." She then addressed the others. "Right now, we've got seven Orbs on our side. You, your mom, Zena, Willow, Anam, Valle, and ADAM. And Rim stole the Psychic Orb a while ago. Well, she just got two more. Cara, the Flying Guardian, and Forrest, the Ground Guardian. I wanted Forrest to come along, too, but he said that he's fine. I think he was ready to give up anyway."

"Wait," Owen said. "So… not Manny? What happened to him?"

"Guess Rim wasn't strong enough to handle him yet," Star said. "Actually, Rim also attacked other areas today, too, but I dunno if Guardians are there or not. It might've been a guess, because I just don't know where all the Guardians are anymore. They either don't talk to me, or won't tell me where they are."

"Won't tell you?"

"They kinda… don't trust me," Star said, biting her lower lip. "Because, you know…"

"Because you recruited the Hunters," Zena said. She had cooled down from that revelation, but perhaps too much—the Milotic's voice was icy.

Owen looked uneasily at Zena. Everything felt hazy when he thought about her or any of the others. He must have been hurt pretty badly in that fight against Azu, because he could only vaguely remember details about all of them. They were in a strange state in his mind, both familiar and unfamiliar. He knew them, but for how long? Owen felt another crisis of panic wash over him. Not crazy. Not crazy. Not crazy. Just play along.

"Yeah… but, anyway," Star said, "Cara and Forrest were the last two weak Guardians, I think. At least, of the ones I know. From here on out, the Guardians are gonna be strong, and they might even be paranoid and hostile if we approach." Star sighed. "Some of them… don't trust my word anymore, like I said." She glanced at Zena. "So, I think… we might need to do this a little forcefully and try to calm them down, or convince them some other way. But either way—we'll have to… you know."

"Beat them up to befriend them?" Demitri asked.

"Now yer talking." Gahi clicked happily.

Cara stiffened with fright. This was enough to quiet Gahi down; he stepped away, mumbling to himself, and hid behind Zena to avoid frightening Cara.

"I would like to go, now," she said quietly to Star.

"Okay. Thanks anyway, Cara. Forget about all this and enjoy your afterlife."

Relief washed over Cara and the Lopunny vanished, and Demitri and Gahi both shrank guiltily.

"You don't have to fight them… not always," Star said to them. "But, hey, they might put up a fight. So just keep that sorta thing in mind, y'know?"

"Aw, heh, sounds fine to me." Demitri tittered.

Owen crossed his arms and spoke up. "So, wait, are we just going to send a single team, then?"

"A team of our absolute strongest, maybe," Star said. "But nothing more than that. If we had two squads head in, that might help us with extra power if we have some big problem… like a run-in with Rim, for example, or…"

"Or those weird Pokémon that follow her," Anam said.

"But having two teams will make it difficult to coordinate," Zena pointed out. "We aren't very good at using our communicators in the heat of battle. Nevren wanted them to be useful, I'm sure, but we found little use for it in our last battles."

"Wait, hold on," Owen said. "Weird Pokémon? You mean mutants, or something else? What'd you guys run into?" If they were more of those odd Pokémon, what did they have to do with the Guardians? And, more importantly, why did the others react strangely when he mentioned them?

The group shifted uncomfortably again. Owen sensed it. "Guys, what's all this about? And—and what happened when I passed out, anyway?! I know I lost, but…"

"We ran into some strange Pokémon while on this outing," Star said. "Basically, Rim was being followed by one or more… mutated Pokémon. Like, something was just different about them in some way—a Ninjask with Scyther arms, or a Luxray crazy bulked out, with a Raichu's tail. It was insane! And—they all had this different aura about them, too, is that right?"

"Much like the mutants we typically see around Kilo from time to time," Rhys said. "Only now they're fighting alongside the Hunters."

"The Luxray's aura felt weird," Anam nodded.

"Weird?" Mispy asked, wiggling the leaf on her head. "Our auras are weird."

"Well, yeah, but that's probably because we're late evolvers," Demitri said. "Right?"

"Yes, that's likely it," Rhys said.

"See? Even Rhys says so," Demitri said.

Owen spotted Willow nearby, shivering. "Hey, Willow, are you okay?" he asked the Joltik. "You're, uh, shaking."

"Huh?" Willow squeaked. "Yes! I'm fine. I'm just… cold in the mornings!"

"Oh," Owen said, stepping closer. "Well, I'm a Fire-Type. Want to rest on my head?" he asked, giggling. "I mean, you liked it bef—"

Willow skittered away, hiding behind Anam. Little particles of pink fairy dust scattered around her feet with every step, like she was ready to shrink him down if he got any closer.

Owen blinked. "Uh… okay." That was not the reaction he was expecting.

A memory flashed in Owen's eyes. He was rushing toward Azu, the Feraligatr from before. Willow was screaming, and Amia was calling Owen's name. Azu's eyes, for just a second, looked… afraid.

Owen held his breath.

James was murmuring to the Joltik, almost like a lecture. Whatever he was saying, Willow wasn't having any of it, and she hid right behind Anam's gooey ankles.

"Yeah, weird auras," Star said. "To be honest, we've seen that stuff before, and I've seen similar auras running through the aura sea before." She avoided looking at anybody else. "Basically, these Pokémon, the mutants… I've only seen them recently out and about like that, but the reason those auras look strange? Ugh, how do I explain this? Oh, okay. So… You know how, like, berries kinda look like each other if they come from the same plant, or something? Like, Oran berries come from Oran Berry plants… I mean, unless it's a huge berry tree, then it's all sorts, but… Ugh, that example sucks…"

"…Genetics, you mean?" Rhys asked. He quickly amended, "Nevren spoke of that before."

"Yeah! Nevren would know how to describe this, uh, but…" Star spun around. "Okay. Zena… you used to be mortal, right?"

"Yes," Zena said.

"So, you had parents."

Zena nodded. "Yes. Their spirits are often ferried to my realm from time to time, in fact. It's been so long since they've last visited, though…"

"Yeah. So, your aura, see, it kinda has traces of both their auras, since you came from them. That make sense?"

"Yes… ancestry, of a sort?"

"Yeah," Star said. "Really, really good aura readers can trace an ancestry back a few generations, kinda like matching and linking auras to where they came from, and where those auras came from, and so on, okay? Well… the Pokémon we encountered back there? That Luxray and that Ninjask? They… didn't have that."

"…They didn't have… auras?" Owen asked.

"No, no, they had auras," Star said. "They didn't have ancestry. No aura traces of parents, or grandparents, or any of that. No history."

"Wait, what does that mean?" Amia said.

"Rhys has a similar aura," Star said. "His aura is a little weird because he doesn't have grandparents—All he has is a single parent, me. Since I created their auras. Same for Nev, and all the Hunters. All that weirdness you sense from them? Sure, some of it is a bit of divine power, but it's also their weird aura trace."

"You… created their auras?" Owen said.

Rhys looked off.

"Yeah," Star said. "I mean, what, you think I'm just gonna pick random folks off the road to get involved in this Orb business?"

Owen rubbed his eyes irritably.

"In other words, since they came right from you," Amia said, "their auras go just to you, and not some family tree. I get that! But… then, those strange auras from Luxray and Ninjask?" Amia glanced at Owen and the other late-evolvers.

"They don't have an ancestry at all," Star said. "They were… created some other way. Without… parents. I at least gave Rhys and the others a little trace from me, just for, you know, symbolism and stuff."

"No… parents?" Owen asked. "They were created? But—you created Rhys, right? So, what's the difference?"

"They must've been created some other way," Star said. "Maybe… artificially."

A confused silence filled the air. Then, murmurs. Anam spoke up. "Artificial? …Like Adam? His aura's weird, too, now that I'm looking at it…"

"ADAM," the Porygon-Z specified.

"Uhh… maybe?" Star said evasively. "He's a weird case, but—Look, not important. But that's why their auras are strange. No ancestry. They were made some other way—and it seems like they were modified, too, from how their species should be. That's why they're called mutants in the first place, y'know? They had some weird abilities. Even other sightings are kinda like that."

"Pokémon with weird abilities?" Owen asked. He wondered. Should he say this? Yes. He should. Because he wasn't going to let this go when it already felt so close. It felt like someone tried to tie his memories up and seal them away. But now they were coming back. "You know, no matter how much I try to teach others, I don't think anybody knows how to do my Fire Trap, but… maybe that's just because I'm resourceful?"

This time, Owen watched for everyone's reactions closely. He wasn't speculating for no reason. The others knew something. And he saw just what he expected. Uncomfortable shuffling where they stood or sat. Some of them didn't make eye contact. Rhys, in particular, looked like he'd seen death in the face. He looked at Zena next, and the way her serpentine body reacted. He was starting to become more familiar with in terms of body language, if only slightly. He couldn't identify the emotion she was experiencing based on her muscle movements, but he did know one thing: she had trouble looking at him. For some reason, this one hurt the most.

"…Guys," Owen said, "what… aren't you telling me?" He turned his head, looking at them all. "What… am I?"

Owen wobbled where he stood. He felt faint. He saw Rhys' paw glowing with a strange light.


"Ugh, my back," Owen muttered, rolling over in bed. "Wh—huh?" he looked up, springing to his feet. "Wait—how long was I…?" He remembered he was planning things out with Star and the others. They were going to try to form a strong team of fighters. Would Owen—no… no, he wouldn't count. He's just a Charmander, after all. Just a Charmander…

"Ugh, stop dwelling," Owen muttered. "I should just ask them about it."

Owen, seeing the glow of the mushrooms in his room, determined that it was late in the afternoon. Ugh, my whole sleep schedule is done for. He looked outside and saw that everybody was still planning, far ahead in Hot Spot Square. "Oh—good! I didn't miss too much?" he called.

"Oh, hey, Owen! You kinda passed out while you were talking," Star said. "Feeling better? Listen, you shouldn't push yourself. If you're too tired, just sit back and rest."

"I must've been really tired from that fight." Owen laughed. "Okay! So, um, who's going to be going and stuff?"

"We ain't," Gahi muttered, looking down. "We passed out just like you."

"Yeah. We just aren't strong enough, I guess," Demitri said. "The stress of all that fighting with Rim really got to us. I feel like I was hit by a Golem's… everything."

Mispy sighed.

"But don't worry!" Star said, "You guys can meditate and spar with Rhys and stuff instead, okay? How's that sound?" The Mew waved her arms encouragingly. "Right now, those 'clean aura' Pokémon aren't doing anything—they must be regrouping, so we should take that time to do the same thing here, y'know? And to be honest, I think it'd be a good idea if we narrowed our numbers down to maybe… a single strong team to handle just one Guardian at a time. So, if you want my opinion on that… Then we should also go back to the Spire of Trials and try for Manny a second time—but with a stronger team. And we need some of us to also rally up some help in Kilo Village for scouting, since… uh… since I have no idea where the other Guardians could be."

"Hmm," Amia said. "Well, I wouldn't consider myself strong, so why don't I help with rallying?"

"Wait," Owen said. "Can we do the Trial place again?"

"Huh?"

"I lost against the Feraligatr the last time. Feraligatr Azu. And I want a rematch! I'll do better this time!"

"Owen," Amia said.

"Please?" Owen pleaded.

Star sighed. "No," she said. "You need to train, Owen. I'm sorry."

"B-but…"

"Um, should I stay back, too?" Anam said. The Goodra poked his fingers together; they fused, and then split apart each time. "I know I'm strong, but… you need me to rally up the Hearts, right?"

"I can do that in your place," James said.

"But what if I'm defeated? You'll fizzle up, and the whole town will see it!"

"Hrm…" James ruffled his feathers. "I'd rather not imagine a scenario where you die, Anam. Also, I imagine it would be difficult to maintain my form so far away, even for you."

"Anam, compared to Manny, I don't think you'll be defeated like that," Star said. "But it would be a tough win…"

"Would I be… strong enough?" Zena said.

"Perhaps not," James said, "but we work as a team together quite well."

"Yeah, Zena, you seem like you'd be an elegant fighter, if you ask me," Owen said. "It goes well with how James fights, and maybe it'll keep Anam calm? And Mom fights like that, too."

"Elegant?" Zena blushed.

Star giggled. "Okay, let's form up the team of elites. Rhys, you might not be the strongest Hunter, but you're the strongest we have. So, I want you to go and fight Manny himself, okay?"

"Rhys is stronger than me?" Anam said.

"Ehh, I dunno. You guys would have to spar it out," Star said, "but—trust me, Manny will want to fight Rhys. Now, for the other three fighters. Amia, don't be modest—you're pretty tough. So, you're going, too. Okay?"

"Oh, okay," Amia replied. "Am—am I, really?"

"Yes. You should be able to handle his second-in-command. So as for his third- and fourth-in-command…"

"So, I really can't go back and fight Azu?" Owen spoke up again.

"Owen, you—you can't," Star said. "Train here. Okay?"

Owen crossed his arms, rolling a ball of an ember in his mouth to silence himself. He didn't bring it up again.

"Next up, uh… Rhys, Amia…" Star mumbled under her breath. "…Anam, are you sure you can't substitute somebody else to rally the team, like James?"

"I guess I could…" Anam said. "Nevren might be able to help, right?" He nibbled on his slimy fingers, thinking. "I just hope we aren't bothering him."

"It's his duty," James said firmly. "He should be able to do it easily. We will simply speak with him before we go."

"Okay, and James, you're pretty tough all on your own, so you're member number four!" Star said. "Everyone else should focus on training. I'll have someone other than Anam summon me so I can probably do some coaching."

Owen listened, but then decided to concentrate on his memories again. He felt it. They were sealed away. It felt like a plug stuck right in his skull, like he couldn't breathe through his mental nose. What if he thought back harder? Owen earned a massive headache when he tried, but he pushed through anyway, just for something—anything—to satisfy his curiosity.

More memories. He saw Rhys approach him while at the meeting—right before he had passed out. He was telling him something—to go rest, that he was tired. And then, his paw had glowed… and Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all passed out. And then Owen did right after. And… and that fight. Feraligatr Azu. He wasn't a Charmander, was he? No. He was too tall.

He wasn't at thigh-height. He was at belly-height.

I was a Charmeleon.

"Owen?" Rhys asked.

He'd do it again. Rhys would try to make him sleep and forget. "Huh?" Owen asked. "Oh, sorry. I was thinking about a new strategy for that Feraligatr. I think I know how to beat him!" Putting his knowledge of his own body language to use, he tensed his arms, as if readying a punch. His eyes glowed with a competitive fire. "Or, maybe I can beat him. Maybe. I need to think more. Maybe after I do some training, I can have a rematch when he comes here with Manny!"

Rhys sighed. "Of course."

As long as he played dumb, he could keep his memories. But why were they gone? What else did he forget? Think, Owen, think… What did they want to hide? And how is he back to being a Charmander?

Zena's reaction in particular bothered him. She was with Anam and the others for Cara's failed rescue. None of Team Alloy was with them, so they must have told her what happened. So, what did they tell her? What did he—and the rest of Team Alloy—do?

What did they become?






19. Holes in the Mind


Chapter 17 – Holes in the Mind

Anam, Rhys, James, and Amia all left for Manny's Spire of Trials. In the meantime, Nevren paid a visit after he was summoned, and left to rally up Kilo Village. That left everybody else to go through some training with Star, who was summoned this time by Zena. Compared to Anam's strength, Star was barely solid, and for the most part, could only be heard. There were a few instances where Pokémon accidentally passed right through the Mew phantasm because they didn't see her. And, generally, it was hard to tell the pink cloud of Mew-shaped smoke from everything else.

Owen was sitting at the town square, just below a small bulletin board that went largely unused. He stared at it nostalgically; he knew every corner of that board, the way it was carved from stone and then melted at the edges to look shiny. There was a small bowl of grayish-yellow adhesive to the side of the board that was used to stick papers on; when it was no longer needed, it could just be peeled off. Owen remembered how he once put a notice here. 'Looking for a new rock, at least two feet in height, polished! Will pay 3000 Poké!' was what he had posted.

It ended up being a very good rock.

He had bought it with his allowance that he'd saved up from Amia and Alex, after spending most of it on treats and fighting materials. But now, what could he post there? Especially now that he knew all of the other Pokémon that had lived there in town were dead and hiding out in Amia's Fire Orb to leave room for the newcomers. Owen felt a pang in his chest. How could his parents do that to him? All of the friends he had were spirits. They weren't even around anymore—they had to make room for all the Guardians and their spirits. What was the point of all that, anyway?

Spirits… It had been a while since Owen thought about the ones he had. Were they watching the whole time? "Wait…" Owen said. He looked around. It seemed that mostly everybody was training in their own corners of Hot Spot Square, focusing on what they felt was most necessary. Zena was nearest to Owen, despite this. Star was also nearby. "Um—Star?"

"Yo." The Mew in question was watching everybody and their training, giving pointers when necessary. Zena, in particular, was still gathering her energy after expending so much into summoning Star.

"How do I summon spirits?"

"Oh, you wanna learn that? Yeah, I guess you should, especially since everybody else knows how to do it. It actually isn't that hard, either. Zena, didn't you accidentally spit someone out when you used Water Gun once?"

"Y-you promised you wouldn't speak of that!" Zena squeaked.

"O-oh, sorry," Star said. "But hey, wasn't a Divine Promise, heh… S-sorry. Really."

Zena, flushing red, slithered away to compose herself.

"A-anyway, it feels a lot like using an Attack, okay? But instead, it feels like you're focusing… inward, and then bringing something out… That make sense?"

"I think I understand," Owen said, closing his eyes. "Inward… inward… Wait—who do I summon?"

"Uhh," Star said. "Why don't you try talking to them? It's kinda like talking to yourself in your head. You'll get a response. Hey, you might even feel them reaching out. That'll make it easier to summon them."

Owen nodded. "Okay, let me try." He closed his eyes and tried to ignore everything that his five senses were giving him. It was easier than usual; this part of town was quieter, and the heat was nothing to his natural body.

Um… hello? Is anybody there? Owen said. It's me, um, Owen.

A few voices replied to him—various forms of hello. Owen knew that if they'd done this to him earlier, he would've thought he was going crazy.

H-hi! I—I didn't think that'd… work! Um—have you guys always been there?

Various answers that confirmed.

W-wow, okay… I didn't expect that, he said. Are you enjoying watching all this? I hope you guys aren't too bored there.

Various responses, though they seemed mostly positive.

Owen blushed slightly. A-anyway, I wanted to summon one of you guys for practice! Is that okay? Who can I summon and stuff? I just really want to learn this new technique. Everyone else knows it, and I gotta catch up!

Well… I suppose I can, said a voice. Owen got the impression that it was Klent, the Jumpluff—the previous Guardian.

Klent! Right? I'm glad to hear you again! Um… sorry I didn't talk to you guys until now. It's kinda been a really rough few days, and then I got distracted…

It's okay, Owen, Klent replied.

Owen felt something inside his chest. No—not quite. But it felt like it was coming from there. Was that Klent trying to summon himself? But he wasn't quite there. Owen had to help. "Okay," Owen said. It felt like meditating. He went deep into himself, into his spirit… and found Klent's presence. Then, with another thought, he pushed him out. More and more… it felt like something rising out of his body. A gentle warmth, even for his Fiery type. Owen briefly wondered if going Grass would've made it easier or harder to summon someone.

A blue ember flew out of Owen's chest, landing a few feet ahead of him. There, the blue ember shaped itself into four little spheres—Owen recognized this as the base of a Jumpluff's shape. It then solidified enough to be visible, like Klent was made out of lightly colored glass that was also on fire. "A-are… are you okay?" Owen asked.

"I believe so," Klent replied, looking at his pom-poms. "Hmm. I feel very… ghostly."

"Sorry. I guess I'm not strong enough yet."

"Yeah," Star said, "your Mysticism is actually a lot higher than when you started off, more than I expected, actually, but you don't know how to use it yet, is the problem," Star said. "That's what I'd call a measure of how adept you are at using your divine power. Mysticism. And since you're still working on it, don't worry! You'll improve fast."

"Mysticisismum… Mystici…" Owen shook his head. "I'm stronger than expected?"

"Mhm," Star nodded. "See, being exposed to powerful Mystics… kinda also raises the power faster. Like a feedback loop. So, the training you guys do with each other is gonna benefit you the most, Owen, since you're the furthest behind. Oh, and not to mention you nearly died during that fight with Azu, that boosts your Mystic power, too!"

"I—I have to nearly die to get stronger?! What kind of system is that?!"

"Just a side-effect," Star shrugged. "It's not ideal… but hey, you also nearly drowned with Zena, remember? So that's another boost! Stress on the aura trying to cling to the body is a real workout for the spirit, you know. Usually doesn't mean anything, but for a Mystic, you can use that to get more in touch with your spiritual side. Literally."

Owen crossed his arms and pouted. She had a point, but he didn't want to admit it. This reckless lifestyle that once endangered him was actually paying off. At least he was more strategic in battle. "What else raises Mysticis—mys—is there a better name for it?"

"Divinity?"

"Mysticism it is," Owen grumbled.

Star giggled. "What else raises it? Lots of spiritual and aural stuff that Rhys does," she said. "Meditation, mental training, grueling endurance, powerful emotions, near-death experiences… the works. Stuff that the body normally wouldn't want."

"So… not fighting?"

"That's for your normal fighting abilities; that tunes your aura with your body," Star said. "Mysticism tunes your aura to the power that your body draws from, directly. The connection from your aura to your spirit. Subtle difference."

"I don't get it."

"You will. Just practice more."

"Ngh…"

They repeated this process a few times. Star left to train the others while Owen practiced under Klent's instructions. Klent vanished as an ember and reentered Owen's body.

Zena was eventually unable to maintain Star's form, and the pink smoke faded in the air. Willow summoned her next, practicing with ADAM and Valle. The Joltik practiced summoning her twisted spirits, all of them preferring to become giant mushrooms of some kind, screaming and laughing at anybody who approached, occasionally exploding. ADAM, meanwhile, focused on summoning the few spirits he had within his Normal Orb. They behaved oddly like ADAM, moving stiffly and erratically, though given how transparent they were, it was clear that this was not a technique that the Porygon-Z was used to.

Valle practiced my meditating. That is, he stood still in the middle of Hot Spot and observed the cave's walls.

"Is that even a valid way to train?"

"Well, it's meditating," Star said. Her smoky form made what Owen could only guess was a shrug. "And I guess since he's expanding his aura a ton to feel the whole cave, that's pretty good training. And—"

Willow and a few of her mushrooms screamed at one another. Willow tackled a blue one, which puffed up and exploded, making all of the others scream and hop along the ground, tackling one another.

"Oh, come on," Star sighed. "I gotta go break them up." She flew away, leaving Owen and Zena alone.

The Charmander stared uneasily at the exploding mushrooms. "How long have we known her, again?" he said.

"Not very long," Zena replied. "…Do you… not remember?"

Owen looked at Zena. "I mean," he said, "I know that we met her recently, but I kinda—I don't know. To be honest," he laughed nervously, "I think this Mystic stuff is making my memories a little foggy. Is that normal?"

"I'm sure it's just shock," Zena said, strained. "Owen, do you—do you really not remember anything? How much do you remember?"

"I remember I was fighting Azu," Owen said. "And I remember… I think I remember fighting Willow. And training. I think I remember that. Oh, and I remember fighting that Aerodactyl. I wonder how he's doing."

Zena fidgeted with her ribbons. "What about me?" she asked.

"Huh?"

"Me. Do you remember anything about me?"

Owen paused. "…Oh! I remember we fought Rhys. Yeah. That was pretty scary, actually. I hope when I get stronger, I can rematch him." He nodded. "He beat me in one hit."

"You only remember your fights?" Zena asked.

Owen scratched the back of his head in thought. "Yeah, I think so. But that's the most important part, in a way, since I can learn from all those fights. Muscle memory! That's a really important type of memory."

Zena stared in silence. Her tail coiled around itself in a tight circle.

"Did… did we hang out more often than what I'm remembering?" he asked.

"No, we didn't," Zena said curtly. "Your memory is just fine. Like I said, Owen. You're still in some kind of shock from the fight. Your Mystic power will help you recover in time."

"Hmm," Owen said. "I don't know, Zena." He eyed her carefully. "Can you at least fill me in on some of the details I'm missing? Maybe it'll help jog my memory!"

"No. You're just fine," Zena said.

She seemed tense, but Owen's perception was dull. He had the vaguest idea that his senses used to be a lot sharper for these sorts of things. But now? It all felt muddled.

And he knew he used to be a Charmeleon. Zena should have known, too. Why was she hiding it from him? It was like everybody was playing along to keep the secret from him. He could tell that much. Zena knew, too. He saw it in her eyes. But—was it for something important…? Or was it just another lie, like Hot Spot's villagers?

No. He wasn't going to live through something like that again. Zena felt too important for him to leave those memories locked away. He didn't know why. It was just a feeling. Feelings. He could remember those. If only he could also remember the details. He also had a feeling who it was that was behind keeping everyone quiet.

"Zena," Owen said. "Do you trust Star?"

"Star?" Zena said. "Of course not."

Owen wasn't expecting such a forward answer. "O-oh. You don't?"

"No. I'm only following this group because you—" Zena stopped herself. "…Because… it's better than being alone. There are others that I can talk to here and I feel safer. I can tell that it's the same for most of the other Guardians, too. It isn't that we trust Star. It's that she's offering a better alternative than… being alone. And, I suppose in Valle's case, he's satisfied with his new cave." The Milotic rolled her eyes at the thought of the strange statue. "But don't you remember why I don't trust… well, no… why I simply can't forgive her so easily? I'd think at least that would be something you'd remember," she hissed.

"A-about that," Owen said, shrinking back. "O-oh, wait. I think I do, I—"

Owen sat in the middle of Anam's office. Zena was trembling around him, burying her face in her coils. Her body constricted around Owen, her scales grinding against the rocky wall behind her. The Charmeleon desperately held Zena steady, trying to keep her together.

Owen clutched at his head. "OHH, that one hurt," he grunted. His tiny body would've been split in two if she squeezed any harder! But that memory… that confirmed it. Charmeleon. He looked up at the Milotic in his memory.

Zena gasped, slithering backward. "Owen?" She bit at her lower lip uncertainly.

"Y-yeah, I'm fine. I'm fine. I think—I think I should stop thinking for a little bit." Owen looked up, seeing the Milotic back away like she'd done something she shouldn't have. Eyes of regret. She was keeping it a secret. Everyone was. It was Hot Spot all over again. "Zena? Listen—tell me again, just—why, with Star and—"

"I need to go," Zena said abruptly, turning around.

"Uh—Zena!" Owen said. "Wait! I—"

"Practice your summoning," the Milotic said. "I need to meditate."

"But…" Owen frowned. "But I just… want to remember…"

Owen… Klent said from within his spirit. Let's just practice for now. Let her unwind. She's obviously tense.

Okay, so that wasn't just me? Owen said. I know I upset her with what I said, but—I just don't remember, Klent! I—

She understands. She just needs time. Please, let's keep practicing.

Owen sighed. Fine.

Owen summoned him again, over and over, improving his technique until—finally—the Jumpluff appeared, but instead of being opaque like before, he was solid. The Jumpluff was indistinguishable from others, just like the other spirits that Owen knew all his life. This thought sent another pang through him—of what, he still couldn't identify. Anger, betrayal, sadness… confusion. He was pretty sure it was confusion. He couldn't see himself holding a terrible grudge against his own parents, after all. They meant well.

I better not be developing a complex, Owen thought bitterly. But then he addressed Klent with a smile and a presenting motion with his arms.

"Oh, you did it," Klent said, inspecting his pom-poms with a neutral expression. "Very good."

"You don't seem too happy about that," Owen said, crossing his arms. "I mean, c'mon, aren't you glad to be alive again? I mean… basically-alive? …Solid?"

"…I suppose I am," Klent said. "I just didn't think it would be under these circumstances."

"Oh—circumstances?" Owen asked. "What do you mean, circumstances?" Owen glanced at Klent and, for half of a second, they locked eyes. Owen saw… something, there, in those eyes. What was it? It put a horrible pit in his stomach, something eating at him from the inside. He gulped. "Klent?"

Klent shook his head. "Sorry. I suppose I'm still bitter about dying, is all."

Owen nodded. "Yeah, I guess that's pretty… yeah," he said, stepping forward. But that look Klent gave him. It was similar to what he saw before when he first entered the Grass Orb. That hesitation to meet him. Why did they all hesitate? Were they shy, or…? And the way Klent looked at him, too.

"…Owen?" Klent asked. His eyes softened. "Are you okay?"

"I—yeah, I'm okay," Owen said. "Klent… can I ask you something?"

"As… as one of your spirits, I suppose I'll have to at least listen to your question," he said.

Owen glanced back. Star was still busy. He looked back at Klent. If there was one person he could put his trust in right now, it'd be the very spirits that were a part of his being. They wouldn't lie to him. "How come I'm a Charmander again?"

"Pick a different question," Klent said lowly.

"S-so I really was a Charmeleon," Owen said softly.

Klent looked at Star. "Owen, stay here, I need to—"

"Please, don't tell her," Owen said. "I don't want to forget. I… it's messing with my head. I feel like I'm losing my mind—why? What's happening? Why does it feel like there are huge holes where my past should be? I—I don't even know how old I am, Klent. Please… What's… why am… why is everything like this?"

The Jumpluff hesitated again. He looked cornered and eyed Star. He wouldn't be able to get there in time even if he tried. His eyes were frantic and said it all: Owen wasn't supposed to be behaving this way, and it was a surprise. Why was he regaining his memories so quickly?

"Why did Star trust me to have this Orb?" Owen asked. "What's so special about me? How come I'm so strong for a Charmander, a—a late-evolver, too. Like the others. Why… why can I do Fire Trap? Only I know it. Only me." Owen's mind was racing. Connecting. He was always good at this—when he was focused on something, he could make connections quickly and easily. He did it in battle all the time, finding just the right tactic to beat an opponent many times stronger than he was. But tactics alone wouldn't make him that special. James was the same way—tactical—perhaps even better. So why him?

Owen thought again. What other people had strange, special talents? Stronger than usual? Late-evolving? Gahi. A Trapinch that was incredibly fast. He gave off the signs of a Pokémon with Speed Boost, on top of already incredible speed, even for his slowest, larva-like form. Mispy. Her aura reading, for one, not to mention her incredible healing talent. Demitri. He was slow, but nothing held back his attacks. He could take more hits than all of them combined. Owen had a vague memory of him smashing through even his Protect shields of light during a distant sparring match.

Those strange Pokémon. The Ninjask that Star talked about. The Luxray, too. They were strange, just like he was. A Pokémon with no ancestry. A Pokémon that was created by some other way. Who were his parents? The ones he was born from. Amia and Alex never knew. And Rhys—why did he know so much about—

The bed. The Rawst bed. Not only did he have one in his home in Hot Spot Cave, but there was also one in Rhys' old home. Who would ever need a Rawst bed in that cave? Rhys didn't take guests. Sure, he tended to gather useless trinkets. But a Rawst bed?

"Klent…" Owen finally said again. The Jumpluff was taking slow steps away, trying to get to Star. "Please, wait! Klent! I… I need to know!" he said.

Klent ran as fast as his light body would allow. Little puffs of dandelion seeds flew from his pom-poms in his frantic dash. Owen didn't yet know how to forcibly recall a spirit. He had to chase after him.

"Klent, PLEASE!" Owen yelled. "What—what am I?!"

Star turned around, ears twitching at the question. She saw Klent running toward him with primal fear in his glassy eyes, and then Owen right behind him. She flicked her hand and created a barrier to stop Owen from advancing; he slammed his fist helplessly against it. Star floated toward him.

"Whoa, whoa, h-hang on, Owen!" Star said. "Just—just breathe, okay? Just breathe…! This'll only take a second…!"

"NO! DON'T TAKE THEM AWAY!" Owen screamed, clutching his head. Star's paw glowed, but when he said that, the light flickered. "P-please," Owen said again, staring at the Mew with wide eyes. "I… I don't want to forget! I know someone's messing with my head—taking away my memories…! There's… they're missing… I'm missing so much of my past! I—I can see the holes, they're—they're all covered up and scooped out of my head…!" Tears bubbled at the sides of his eyes, tracing the ridges of his scales.

"O-okay, Owen, just—just calm down! Look, l-look, no light! It's gone, no light…!" Star waved her paws in the air; indeed, the light was gone.

Hyperventilating, Owen sat down. He was dizzy. He wanted to throw up.

He sat in the middle of some forest, reading a book with Amia and Alex nearby. They had gone out more often back then. How far back? He was a Charmeleon.

He was playing marbles with a few of the other villagers. He was a Charmander. His tiny hands made it easy to make precise shots. He won every time.

The chest pain returned. Something ran right through his back—a blade from the end of a tail, plunged into him. His mother cried his name.

He was flying—the memory abruptly cut off.

"O-oh… oh, Arceus… h-how old am I…?" Owen said. His head was pounding. He wasn't sure if it was his breathing or his tears that made his vision so blurry.

"Owen, shh, shh… just… just breathe, okay? Stay with me." Star said. "Your aura is out of control—just breathe… Owen? Close your eyes… just focus on my voice, okay? Owen, can you hear me? Owen?"

It wasn't working. Owen's entire body was shaking; he couldn't see anymore. It was all dark. It felt like his tail's flame was covering his whole back.

He heard roaring. It was his voice. He remembered roaring. Such a horrible noise. The roars in his mind translated into desperate whimpers for the others to hear.

"Owen," Zena said, right beside him. Owen didn't even realize she had been there. "Breathe."

Owen choked on his breath, clutching at his chest. It felt like his ribs were splitting apart.

"You've got this, Owen," Star said. "In and out. Breathe easy. Theeere you go…"

Breathe, breathe… Meditate. Rhys always asked that. Rhys—!

He sat next to Gahi. He sank halfway into the sand pit, muttering something. Owen laughed and said, "Just do it, we can fight later!" And then he closed his eyes.

They sat at the table. Rhys gave Owen a little smile. He had his favorite dish today. Gahi groaned, wanting something meatier.

Owen had Rhys' neck in his giant claws—the memory abruptly stopped.

"Owen, stay with me, c'mon," Star said softly. By now, everybody was staring at them. Owen didn't know; his eyes were shut tight.

"Owen, I'm going to put a small block on your memory, okay? I won't erase anything. I'm just going to stop them from coming for a little while."

Owen didn't say anything. He was burning.

He walked through Kilo Village with a spring in his step. As a Charmeleon, he'd surely be accepted into the Association!

There was a frightened little Spinarak with a few injured legs. He offered an Oran Berry. The wild thing ate it, spat a String Shot in his face, and fled. Owen shouted something about being ungrateful.

Owen felt the warm embrace of a fellow Charmander. They were both crying silently. He didn't want to let go.

"Owen? Owen, are you okay?" Star said.

It felt like there was still a lot more missing. He didn't know how much was gone—but a lot still was. But the flood was frozen in place. Ready to topple over him at any second, yet frozen for now. Owen breathed slowly.

"Star…" he finally said. Feeling slightly more secure with what he had, and what he didn't yet have to deal with, he asked, "What's wrong with me…?"

The Mew nodded and pat his shoulder. She floated to his height—a little, pink puff that tried her best to comfort him with words. "A lot, Owen, a lot," she said, "but you're going to be okay, alright? You have me. You have everyone else. We're here for you, alright?"

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were all staring, confused. "What's going on?" Demitri asked. "What's Owen talking about? Is he…? Is that Orb driving him crazy?"

"C-can it do that…?" Mispy asked. She was hiding her leaf behind her head; it was getting a total sensory overload at the pulsing flare Owen's aura gave off. His panic made it an inferno; her ability to sense auras was shot like she was hit by three Flash attacks all at once. What was happening to his head?

"Oy, Owen," Gahi said.

Owen gulped and opened his eyes. "G-Gahi…?"

"Y'alright?" he asked.

"I…" Owen stopped. He felt… grounded, hearing Gahi speak to him. "I'm okay… I think I'm okay."

He looked at Zena next, and the pain in his chest slowly subsided.

Star sighed, feeling Owen's aura calm down. It was still flaming—but it was at least no longer like staring at the sun.

"Owen?" Zena spoke up. She was among the many training Guardians that had paused to see if Owen was okay.

"H-hi, Zena," Owen said. He realized that everybody was staring at him; he lowered his head in shame. "I—I'm sorry. I… I'm making a huge scene over nothing…"

"It's not nothing," Zena said. The Milotic could relate. No breakdown was over nothing. There was always a reason—and it felt like this was over something much deeper than a bit of stress. "Star, why don't we make lunch for him?"

"I—I want to make lunch for Owen, too!" Willow said.

"There is a fresh collection of underground berries," Valle said, "located in hallway E after a left, right, left, and left turn. They will serve Owen well."

"Okay. We'll all take a break for lunch," Star said.

"Guardians do not require food," ADAM said.

"Then—train if you like, but take a break if you want," Star said. "Owen, want to head to, uh, Rhys' place? We'll whip up something nice."

Owen's mind was still racing, but perhaps now it was at a jog rather than a sprint. He was making connections about his blurry past and what he already knew. With Star putting a block on the remaining memories that were hidden away, he could work with that manageable portion without being overwhelmed by the rest.

He was definitely a Charmeleon during his fight with Azu. But then, something happened. He remembered… an intense heat. And a pressure in his chest. The heat he felt before when he had evolved the first time. And he felt that heat many, many times before. He became a Charmeleon countless times—he evolved, over and over, and then forgot, becoming a Charmander again. It was always Rhys—or… or Amia. They were the ones who somehow brought him back to normal.

Normal. Normal from what?

Owen thought about his strange dreams. He thought they were just fantasies about being a Charizard, but… no. There was no way they were fantasies. That happened. He was a Charizard before. And Gahi was a Flygon—and Demitri, a Haxorus, and Mispy, a Meganium. They all were, before. But something happened… what happened? He can't remember. That was still locked away. Those times with Team Alloy, fully evolved, felt like incredibly early memories. How far back did it go? How long ago was that? How many evolution cycles…?

"Owen!" Gahi shouted.

"Wh—buh—huh?" Owen said, jolting awake.

"Arceus in the Sky, 'mon, we've been calling yeh ten times!" Gahi said.

"You look lost in thought again," Demitri said. "Are—are you sure you're okay?"

"I'm… I don't think I'm okay," Owen said. "My head's spinning with all these memories… and you were all in them, too," he said. "Gahi, do you ever remember—"

"Ah, ah, ah! Owen! Not yet," Star said.

"H-huh…?"

"Not yet. Please," Star said carefully.

Owen gulped but nodded. "O-okay…" he said. She had a point. There was no telling what would happen if Gahi had the same sort of panic that he did.

Owen realized, like a punch in the gut, that the reason everyone was keeping him ignorant was because Star, or perhaps Rhys or Amia, had told them what would happen if he got his memories back. And then, against their wishes, he pried too far, and the memories came spilling back. And now, everything hurt.

Owen stared at his claws while they waited for lunch. He focused, turning his scales green, and then orange, and then green again. He was getting better at that.

The previous Grass Guardian, Klent… Owen sighed. What was that look he gave him? It wasn't the first time. Still, there was something bothering him. He looked to the right, where Klent was sitting at the table, though he requested Star not make anything for him—he didn't need to eat, after all. He didn't want to take up resources if he didn't have to.

"Klent?" Owen said. His heart skipped a beat.

"Yes, Owen?" Klent said. He was speaking respectfully, but Owen could still sense a bit of coldness in his voice. Owen was starting to wonder why, connecting more and more of his fragmented memories together. He couldn't complete the full picture. He was filling in the blanks with speculation. The more he inferred and guessed, the smaller the gaps felt.

Owen couldn't remember anything beyond evolving into a Charizard. He didn't even know if that's what actually happened. What if he became… something else? The strange auras… The lack of ancestry. A clean history. No history. His strange dreams. His instinct for battle—his abnormal need to fight.

That look. Klent's eyes. Those eyes.

"Klent," Owen finally said. "…How did you die?"

Star fumbled by the stove, dropping the berries in too fast. The hot water splashed through her smoky body. The Mew cursed under her breath, turning back.

Klent looked away. He looked at Star, instead. The Mew shook her see-through head frantically, but Klent shook his head back. It was too late. Owen's memories couldn't be sealed away anymore. He was a Guardian—that trick wasn't going to work as easily, or perhaps at all. He was going to find out eventually. Just as the memories of Rhys and the other Hunters couldn't be sealed—a Guardian was just as immune to that kind of influence.

The Jumpluff nodded at the Charmander. "I'm sorry, Owen," Klent said. "But… I think I know what you're thinking. And… you're right."

The world stood still.

Owen didn't want to ask. But his mouth moved on its own. "M-meaning…?"

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all exchanged dumbfounded looks. What was going on? Where was Owen getting all these crazy ideas from? And, more importantly—why was everybody else playing along?! They always felt like everyone else knew something they didn't. They were quite eager to have Owen tell them the answer.

Klent sighed as if bracing for it as well. "I'm sorry, but… it's true. You're right."

"Th-that the way you died… I…?"

"You killed me," the former Guardian said, "and my daughter."






20. Mistakes


Chapter 18 – Mistakes

Shortly after Klent revealed his cause of death, Owen had left the table, saying that he wanted to think. Nobody stopped him, though they did watch to see where he went. Zena, however, started to slither after him.

"Zena, wait—" Star said.

Zena spun her head back and gave a glare to the Mew so intense that her pink, misty form fizzled halfway out of existence.

Zena resumed her pursuit. "Owen," she called gently.

The Charmander didn't stop. He was going straight for his home, to his room. The group collectively sighed in relief, but Zena pressed on. He needed company. Even if he didn't remember it, he gave her company in her time of need. It was high time she returned the favor.

"Owen," Zena said again. "Please, look at me."

"No," Owen said. "I need to think."

"Owen," Zena repeated. "May… may I follow you to your room?"

Owen didn't object, so Zena took that as an affirmative. She knew it wasn't the case.

The Charmander went to his room and puffed a small plume of fire at the central fire pit, immediately setting it alight. He dug through his bag next, rummaging for something to calm his nerves. Zena, now closer, noticed that Owen was still trembling. He could barely hold his bag open.

Zena couldn't find her words. He was only a few feet away, and yet they were a world apart.

"Did you know?" Owen said, not turning his head away from the contents of his bag.

Voice missing, Zena could only tense her jaw.

"Did you know I killed him? Did Star tell you?" Owen kept his gaze fixed on the bag.

The Water Guardian was still unable to speak.

"Does everyone here know what's wrong with me? And they just aren't telling me?"

It ate away at Zena. When Owen didn't say anything further, the silence was unbearable. She had to break it. "I—" Zena choked. "I'm sorry, Owen."

Thick silence. The fire crackled a few times in the pit.

"Right." Owen pulled out something from the bag and bit into it. In a blink, he vanished. All that remained of him, for a split-second, were the last few embers of his flame.


"Owen has vanished," Valle announced to the others, just outside in the square.

"WHAT?!"

Gahi, the fastest, rushed to the home—followed by Willow, the second fastest. "Zena! What happened?!" Gahi said, but then saw Owen's bag half-open in his room. "…Warp Seed."

Zena turned around. The mutterings and discussion among the others were blurry murmurs to her. She couldn't get that image out of her head. The moment before he left, Owen had looked at her. They made eye contact for just a second. Owen's eyes had never looked so empty and lightless.

"V-Valle! Uh—d-d'you know where he went?" Demitri asked.

"I am searching for him now. The Warp Seed must have brought him somewhere within these caverns." The motionless Rock Shiftry then went silent. "I have found him. He is deeper inside of the caves. He is heading toward the lava flow."

"Wh-why?!" Willow said. "He'll burn up!"

"Doubtful," ADAM said. "Owen's species is capable of surviving in the lava. It is their habitat. It is very likely that he is going there to cool his system. The irony is not lost on me."

The Porygon-Z buzzed to fill the worried silence.

"Additionally," he continued, "it is likely a place where we cannot approach as easily. He wants to think in an isolated environment."

"At least he's not running off somewhere stupid again," Star said. "That's a start. And, to be honest, Klent, I don't blame him this time!"

"If I vanish," Klent said, "it means Owen's power is waning. You can use me as an… indicator, if you like." He rubbed his pom-poms together. "Was I too harsh? He may have… been the one to kill me, but…"

"I still don't believe that," Gahi said. "What d'you mean, he killed yeh?"

"It's just as I said," replied Klent. "Owen is responsible for my death. His flames are what snuffed out mine."

Gahi clicked his jaws irritably. "How long were yeh waiting ter break that line out?" he said. "As… as just a Charmander? C'mon, don't kid us like that."

"He was not a Charmander," Klent said. "He was… some sort of Charizard. A very powerful one… very…" He shivered. "It is not a memory I like to revisit. I was not the only one to die. My daughter was also killed. It still affects her, as any death would. She still doesn't want to see Owen. I… don't blame her."

"But… he's a Charmander," Demitri said. "He never evolved! He…! He…!"

"Oh boy," Star mumbled, forming a strange, white light in her paws again.

Zena glared, but did nothing. Demitri was clutching at his head, wobbling where he stood. The other two weren't doing any better. Star fired—the white light enveloped them dimly, and the three collapsed, asleep before their panic could fully set in.

"So much for that," Star said, followed by a sigh. "Don't worry, guys. When they wake up, I think they'll just assume they got tuckered out after their meal. Just play along like before, okay? They'll believe you if you fill in the blanks. Let their own heads trick them on the rest. Zena, can you carry them to their beds again?"

Zena stared at the three helpless creatures. They would never know who they were, what they became. They'd live, forever, in ignorance of that, while everyone else acted as if they were totally normal. Lie after lie after lie. Until what?

Klent looked at his pom-poms. "Oh. I'm fading," he said. "but—Owen feels just fine. Valle?"

"Owen is walking."

"I think he's too far away from me," Klent said. "I won't be able to…" He faded, returning to Owen's core as a blue ember.

Star sighed. "Zena?" she said. "C'mon, none of us are good at carrying things. ADAM's too smooth, Willow's smaller than Anam's toe, and Valle's Valle. Can you help out?"

Zena wasn't sure what came over her. There was a strange heat on the sides of her head, combined with an accelerating heart rate. Like she was preparing for a fight. She stared at Star. The Milotic's words came without a filter. "Why should we listen to anything you say?"

Star flinched. "H-huh? What do you mean?"

"All of this," Zena said, staring at her. "Why are we keeping the truth hidden away from them? What they are. They're the very same things being sent to kill the other Guardians. And now, Owen knows it. H-he forgot everything. He forgot me. Why can't he remember? Why should I follow your word, Star?!"

Star floated stiffly, tiny, smoky paws clenched. "Because I'm the one keeping you all alive," she said. "If I didn't organize to get you guys, you'd all be dead. Your Orbs would be with Eon, and he'd be halfway to ruling the world by now. Zena, you have to trust—"

"I will never trust you," Zena hissed, slithering until she was mere inches away from Star's ill-defined face. "Your sins will never wash away, Creator. You did this. You made the Hunters. You kept the Guardians sealed away. And you," she used one of her ribbons to push at the Mew's chest, "are the reason for all of this." With one firm press, she knocked Star back a few feet.

Willow fidgeted. "S-stop fighting," she said quietly. "This isn't fun…"

Nobody listened. Star floated where she had been pushed, staring at Zena. She looked around at the others for support. ADAM and Valle were indifferent. Willow skittered toward Zena, hiding near her coils. Team Alloy was either gone or unconscious. She had nobody. And Zena, realizing this, gave the Mew a twisted, sick grin. If Star was going to kill her then, she could at least feel satisfied that she did it knowing she was right.

But then, the Mew spoke. "You don't… you think I don't know that?" Her voice trembled. "I know. I kn-know I ruined everything. I know it's all my fault. I just… I j-just can't… do anything on my own. I need you guys to… fix my mistake. Because I can't."

This caught her off guard. But she wasn't going to let up. "And why is that, O Creator?" Zena asked. "You seem to do well enough with modifying my memories to your wishes, let alone Owen's or the rest of Team Alloy. Why don't you just do that now, hm? Wipe it all away. Go on. What's stopping you?" Zena slithered closer, never taking her eyes off of Star, even when the deity looked away.

She finally spoke in a voice so tiny, even Zena struggled to hear it. "I can't."

She knew it. Despite this going exactly as she had expected, the Milotic's sneer faltered. "And why is that?"

"I only wiped those memories away in the spirit world. When you meditated and sank into your Water Realm," she said. "And even then… it was because I was ready for it. You trusted me. Your mind was open enough for me to… if you reacted badly…" Star shook her head. "I can't do that anymore. You'll never let me inside. And… and that's a good thing. I never should have in the first place. I'm sorry, Zena. I'm… sorry."

No. Stay strong. She won't influence her with tears. That was how it worked before. "That isn't good enough," Zena hissed. "Sorry won't make up for my centuries away. For the life I could have lived, simple and happy with petty worries. Sorry," her voice cracked, "won't make up for the fact that I'm alone again!" Her echo bounced off of the cavern walls. ADAM buzzed anxiously. Willow nuzzled against Zena, sending a mild, irritable shock through her scales.

"You aren't alone," Willow said. "I'm here. And I'm your friend!"

"You have heightened user permissions," ADAM stated to Zena.

"I tolerate your movement," Valle said.

Zena puffed a few times through her nose. Her heart was racing and she didn't know why. She didn't expect to get this far. She was ready to throw everything away just to get one jab at Star before leaving to the aura sea. She was ready to be made an example of, to experience a Creator's wrath, just to prove a point. In hindsight, it was completely illogical. But she still did it. In some stupor, she finally laid her heart bare for the others to see its pain, and for Star to finally end it.

But none of that happened. Instead, the pink mist floated there, staring at the four Guardians. She was too ill-defined to see an expression on her, but her voice was clear.

"I'll fix everything. I—I just need help. I'm helping as much as I can. I'm working as fast as I—and—and I'll make Owen better," Star said. "That's—that's what I've been trying to do this whole time, Zena. I'll have him remember everything. I—I just need time, Zena. He's not ready! You saw how he reacted! If I gave it all to him now, he'd—he'd totally lose it. You believe me on that, at least, right?!"

Zena's body tensed, looking for a fault in the logic. Star wasn't going to deceive her again. But… she had a point. Owen's aura was blazing before Star had blocked his memories.

"Owen," Zena repeated. "You can easily modify his memories, even outside of the spirit world. Yet, you can't for us?"

Star shook her head. "I'm not modifying them. I'm sealing them. His brain makes up for what's missing."

"That does not sound like best-practice," ADAM said.

"Yet, you still can't do that to us. I doubt Owen and the others trusted you enough to give you free access to their minds," Zena said. "Does that mean you're lying? That you're—"

"They were designed that way," Star blurted. "They…" She looked down. "That's how their minds are supposed to be. They have an intentional vulnerability in their auras to revert them to their lowest forms if needed. If you inspected them up close, you'd see the same thing. Ask Anam or Amia. They'll say exactly what I said. And that same vulnerability seals away their memories. All you need is the right aura key, and…" She motioned to the three slumbering mutant larvae. "Rhys is an aura expert. He taught it to me, Zena. And then to Amia. If you want to help control Owen and ease him into recovery, have Rhys teach it to you, too."

Zena's adrenaline, by now, was gone. "And you want to save him?"

"Of course I do. All of them," Star said. "That's the whole point. I just want them to live normal lives. I want everyone to live normal lives. I want the Hunters gone—or at least, for them to give up. So the world can be at peace. So everything can be… fixed. But I… can't do that on my own."

"Why not?" Zena said. "What's stopping you from just coming to the real world and wiping the Hunters out yourself? You're the Creator!" Zena shouted. "Descend upon the mortal realm and make it so!"

"Wh—" Star shook her head. "What, you think I wouldn't do that if I could?! I'd've done that a long time ago! I can only see the world through you guys if you let me! If you guys block me from your realms, I… I'll be…" She shook her head. "I can't, okay? I'm not descending on the world any time soon."

"Then why not?!" Zena said. "Or are you afraid that if you show your face here, we'll kill you? Because in the end, you think we'll turn on you because you were the one who—"

"I'm not afraid that you're going to kill me!"

"Is that a challenge?!" Zena raised her voice.

"No!" She raised her voice even more. "I'm not afraid because I'M ALREADY DEAD!"

This time, despite her tiny, smoky body, it was Star's voice that echoed throughout the cave.

"I literally can't come down. It's the same way for Arceus. We're dead, Zena. Dead gods! And neither of us will let the other come back. So, we're stuck." Star turned around. "I'll never let Arceus down again. And he won't let me, either. And if we can stop the Hunters from upsetting that balance… then that's all I want."

"You want… to stay dead?" Zena asked.

Star looked away. "I'm… tired, Zena. I'm… I'm s-so tired…"

Zena's breathing was completely normal again. He looked at the others.

Willow sparked a few times anxiously, squirting a bit of web beneath her body. "Oops…"

Zena sighed. "We have a common goal. Save Owen, and stop the Hunters. I suppose I can work alongside you until that is completed." She looked away. "You'll need to work more for my trust beyond that."

"Thank you," Star said. "Can… can I get a hug?"

Zena slithered toward her home. "I am going to wait for Owen."

Willow hopped—and partially sank—into Star's arms instead.


Every step the four elite fighters took made soft echoes in the long, winding cave. From the outside, the Spire of Trials looked like a giant spike from the ground. Smooth. It was the perfect monument, and they were sure that Guardian Manny and his spirits had crafted it themselves from a mountain. They must've had a lot of spare time.

Amia lit the way forward with a blue flame. The light revealed how well-polished the halls were. "Amazing," Amia said. "Do you suppose they chiseled it with nothing but punches and, ah, their determined fighting spirit?" Amia winced. "I apologize, Rhys. I'm not familiar with your Typing and their tendencies."

"I wouldn't consider myself typical," Rhys said, but then pointed forward, into the first arena.

And there he was. Feraligatr Azu, posing with his bulging muscles in various stances to show off each one. Every flex felt like it made the air itself bend in shockwaves, the sheer power radiating from him making the atmosphere tremble. It was likely all for show.

"Goodness," Amia said quietly. "It's as if his muscles have muscles." She wondered if she could make Alex look like that with a bit of Mystic work.

"Hm," Rhys hummed. "From how I understand it, we will be fighting in an order of some kind? From weakest to strongest…"

"Who is weakest of us?"

"Me," James said, nodding. "I may be strong… but I am still limited by Anam's power output. It would be best if I attack first, and then Anam follows sometime after."

"Isn't Anam… only defensive?"

"He has a kind heart," James said, "but against spirits, he knows he can't hurt others. He will be able to fight at his best."

Rhys nodded. "Then, I am fighting Manny… That leaves you two," he nodded to Anam and Amia, "to decide who will fight the third and second strongest."

"I wouldn't consider myself the greatest of fighters," Amia said. "Not compared to you, Anam! The Association Head of the Thousand Hearts Association… you're definitely stronger!"

Anam giggled and blushed a slight purple under his cheeks. "Aww, I'm not that good… but okay, if you say so, I'll fight after you."

"Got it," Amia said.

And with that, James finally called out to the Feraligatr. "Azu! We are ready to battle you with our weakest member, me," he said. "Do you accept my challenge?"

"I accept!" Azu said, stomping the ground. "Ha! You are familiar!" Azu called out to Amia. "Are these your best?"

"Y-yes!" Amia called back. "We're the strong four of our group, more or less! Well—so far, at least!"

"Yes," James said. "So, don't think this will be as easy as your fight with Owen."

"Owen?" Azu repeated. "H-ha! The Charmeleon, you mean!"

"Yes. That was Owen—I'm quite a bit stronger than he is. Do not expect this fight to go as well."

"To go as well?" Azu said. "Ha! I see! You mean to say that you are even more powerful than Owen!"

"Yes. I do mean that," James said. "Did I not state that outright?"

"I see! Very well!" Azu shouted back, clapping his hands together. "Thank you for informing me!"

There was an odd silence then, where Azu didn't say anything, and neither did the group. The four expected him to make some sort of statement about taking the first hit or getting ready for a tough fight. At the very least, they expected Azu to perform some sort of Ultimate Pose Technique to dazzle them. But he just stood there, claws tapping one another with his hands together.

"Goodbye!" Azu declared. He exploded in a flurry of blue embers. The way forward lit up with a dim glow on the opposite side of the arena.

"Oh," Amia said. "That was… an interesting reaction."

"I did not expect a forfeit," James stated, removing himself from his battle stance. The feather-arrow tugged back with an ethereal bow disappeared. "Amia, did you understate Owen's fighting abilities?"

"W-well, he was getting his scales handed to him when he was a Charmeleon."

"But how was he after he evolved?" Anam asked.

"Um… he was a much more difficult opponent," Amia said.

"You may have understated his abilities." Rhys nodded. "Nevertheless, we should advance. Amia, prepare yourself for your battle. True to his Orb, Manny wants to see our strength before joining us."

"Right… of course," Amia said. "Hmm… oh, how should I approach this battle? It won't be too hard, will it?"

"We can't know the strength of the third-strongest fighter. He could be slightly stronger, or leagues stronger than Azu."

They passed through the exit and continued up the spiral. It was much like the last passageway, only with a slightly sharper curve: The only indication that they were higher in the spiral. After a few more circles around, they saw another dim glow. This one was slightly green, flickering with movement. "Here we go," Amia said.

"Hrruuoogh!"

Amia quickly brought up her flames. The blue embers danced around her like tiny Illumise. They saw a Chesnaught posing in the middle of the room. Like Azu, he was bipedal, with a muscular build. What distinguished him, however, was his large, beige shell with four huge spikes on his back. The shell also appeared to have muscles.

"Be careful, Amia," James said. "Chesnaught are immune to quite a few projectile attacks. Since you specialize in distanced attacking… I would focus on beam-like moves, such as Flamethrower, or field-of-influence moves, like Psychic."

"Got it," Amia said.

"Ahh, so you are the ones who have defeated Azu!" Chesnaught said. "I am Verd, the second strongest of Guardian Manny's summoned spirits! Give me your third strongest fighter!"

"Th-that would be me," Amia said. The blue Gardevoir waved sheepishly and stepped into the arena. She waved her hand, creating three bright, blue flames above her.

"Ha! Then if you are the third strongest, I accept your challenge! Do not think this—"

One of the flames with Amia turned into a jet of fire that went straight for Verd. He yelped and rolled out of the way.

"W-wait! Wait!"

"H-huh?" Amia asked; it looked like she was about to launch a second one.

"Y-you didn't let me finish my speech! I need to psyche myself up!"

"Psyche… yourself up?" Amia said.

"I—I need a second. Give me a second! There's a process to this!"

Amia crossed her arms confusedly and looked back at Anam, James, and Rhys. The Goodra shrugged. The Decidueye and Lucario merely looked down.

"Okay. Take… take the time you need, dear," Amia said.

"Thank you." Verd got into his pose again, stomping on the ground, shouting at Amia. "Do not think this battle will be easy! I shall give you a true challenge to see if you are worthy to face Guardian Manny! Now… let the battle begin! Hrrraaaaaaaa!" Verd ran at Amia with as much speed as his legs allowed, reaching Amia in seconds.

At first, Amia didn't move. She seemed unsure if the battle had started or not. Then, at the last half-second, she deftly moved to the right, sidestepping the initial tackle. He couldn't redirect in time. He had a lot of momentum, but no agility to redirect. Still, Amia recognized the strength behind his attacks. Just one could do serious damage. She'd have to finish quickly.

Verd ran toward Amia for a second time, winding his fist back. Still, he was a Fighting Type. That wouldn't do as much damage against her. His Grass Type was likely hidden away, similar to Azu. Amia's embers blasted out another blue-hot Flamethrower. Verd punched through it, forcing Amia to dodge again.

"Fight me head on, Gardevoir!" Verd said. "Do not think that such tricks will be effective against Manny!"

"Oh, dear, I'm not fighting Manny," Amia said. "And this is working quite well against you!"

"Nnngh! Don't think you have the advantage!" Verd shouted. He pushed his hands together and separated them with a foot-long gap in the middle. An orb of his very fighting spirit formed, brimming with life and power. Verd launched the Focus Blast straight at Amia. She countered with a Flamethrower again, rupturing the ball of energy. It exploded in a blinding flash, sending a shockwave that knocked Amia back a few feet, but the flames persisted. Verd shouted in surprise—but that was all. Amia's fire was simply too powerful and Verd was just another ember by the time the flames settled.

"…That was it?" Anam said.

"I suppose Verd was only slightly stronger than Azu, then," James said.

"Or they drew straws," Amia added, dusting off her dress. "That wasn't so bad! I haven't had a fight in quite a while! Did I do okay?"

"I think you did great!" Anam said, pumping a gooey fist in the air.

James nodded, deciding not to point out the flaws. "You did well for not fighting in so long. Quite well."

"We should advance," Rhys said. "Anam, are you ready for your fight?"

"Yep!"

The upward curve through the spiral was getting even sharper. It felt like the inside of the spire was roughly two or three stone's throws in diameter. The dim glow met them again—red, now—and this time, they saw an Infernape waiting for them at the center of the penultimate arena.

"I," the Infernape greeted, "am Roh, the strongest of Guardian Manny's Fighting Spirits! Give me your second strongest fighter to face me in a battle of might and honor!"

Anam giggled and wobbled forward. "That's me!" he said.

"You, Goodra… shall be my opponent. Do you accept this fight, and not stop until either of us falls?"

"I accept!" Anam said enthusiastically, clapping his hands together. They made wet, slapping noises.

Roh seemed slightly unnerved. "And… you are certainly the second strongest?" he said. Despite his hesitance, his voice was still loud.

"Yes! Well, Rhys and I might be around the same strength, maybe… but Rhys would be good against Manny, don't you think?"

"The Lucario?" asked Roh. "Yes. Manny would appreciate that. Then, very well!" The Infernape went into his fighting stance, holding his two fists in front. "Do not expect me to go easy on you! Let the battle begin!"

Roh moved perhaps a single inch out of his starting position. Anam opened his mouth and fired an intense, blue blast of dragon might from the back of his throat. The blue suddenly became indigo, and for a fleeting moment, it looked like the blast Anam had fired had grown dragon wings of its own. The wings tucked in, accelerating, twisting toward its target. Roh had no time to dodge. It went straight through his chest, leaving a hole behind. Roh stared in surprise, looking down at the spiritual embers that poured from him. He didn't have the words to react. Then, delayed, he said, "I—" His body burst into embers, returning to the Guardian above.

Anam giggled, clapping his hands. "That was fun!" he said. "He's so cheerful! I like Manny's spirits. They seem really fun to talk to!"

"G-goodness, Anam," Amia said.

"So, are we gonna go to see Manny, now?" Anam asked.

"I—I suppose so!" the Gardevoir replied. "Um… Anam, did you tap into your Mystic power for that attack?"

"I might have," Anam said, rubbing his ill-defined chin. "After a while, your Mystic power just naturally enhances your attacks."

"O-oh, right." Amia nodded. "Of course. Um… let's go. Rhys?"

"I am prepared."

The turns got even sharper, and a strange smell filled the air. The further up they got, the more it became… foul. Rotten. An ominous air filled the atmosphere with every step they took. Cautious, the group walked a bit closer together, and a bit more slowly. Every so often, Amia bumped into Rhys from behind. "S-sorry," she mumbled.

"What's that smell?" Anam whined, covering his nose.

Amia nodded. "It's quite… strong."

James had his eyes closed, walking with them. "…It's the smell of decay," he said. "The decay of… bodies."

"B-bodies?"

"Yes. I am familiar with this smell. It is death."

Around the corner, Amia stumbled over something. "Oops—what was…" She brought her flame closer and screamed. She scrambled back and bumped into something else, screaming again. Anam screamed with her. Rhys and James tried to calm them down. Rhys held Anam steady, getting goo all over him; James tried to get near Amia, but his feathers got scorched in the process.

It was the fallen body of a slain Pokémon. There didn't appear to be any major wounds on it, but it was lying there for quite some time—at least a day. "O-oh, Arceus…!" Amia said.

"We must advance," James said.

"Did—did Manny do this…?" Amia couldn't look for long. She walked, looking straight; she only gave flashing glances below her to avoid stepping on anything else. Anam was covering his eyes, guided by James and Rhys; the Goodra was shaking.

"It's okay, Anam," James said. "Relax. It's just a body…"

Anam whimpered. The feelers on his head twitched. "D-d'you hear that?" he asked.

"A-a ghost?" Amia asked.

"H-huh? No, not a ghost," Anam said.

They stopped walking to listen.

"Hah! Yah! Heh… that all yeh got?!" It was coming from ahead and above.

"…Isn't that Gahi's accent?" Amia said.

An aura explosion blasted the wall. Amia yelped and jumped away, slamming into Anam. "O—oops, sorry, dear!" She struggled to break loose of his gooey belly.

"What was it?" Anam asked, clutching Amia from behind in fear.

"J-just an Aura Sphere!" Amia said, unable to move out of Anam's grip. "Rhys?"

"Yes," Rhys said. "I'm beginning to understand why they wanted me to fight Manny."

After only a few more steps, they saw it—another Lucario, a bit taller than Rhys, and significantly more muscular, rather than Rhys' lean build. And the other Pokémon—a fierce one, Garchomp—but, more importantly, it was like all the other mutant, clean auras. Something was different. She used her arms as legs, and those arms were larger than a normal Garchomp's. It looked like it was built for quadrupedal movement. She growled and rushed at Manny, and the Lucario laughed and dodged every strike. Fallen Pokémon littered the ground—the Garchomp was the last one standing, aside from the Mystic she was fighting. Was he fighting the entire time, ever since Owen had arrived?

"Watch out!" Amia shouted.

"I got it, I got it!" Manny said, firing another Aura Sphere at the Garchomp.

She screeched and tried to dodge—but it was impossible to avoid the Sphere. She shouted and slammed against the wall, collapsing.

Amia held her hands to her mouth. "Is… is she…?"

The Garchomp abruptly roared and attempted another Dragon Rush toward the Fighting Guardian. In an instant, he countered with another Aura Sphere. Amia recognized those movements of that Pokémon. The desperate lunge, that primal, single-minded need to fight to the very end, against even one's own body's physical limits—that Garchomp wasn't going to quit, no matter what. She looked at the bodies in the arena, and then at the last one standing.

The Garchomp slowly stood up. She growled, wobbling closer to Manny.

"P-please… stop," Amia said.

Fight and fight and fight—but instead of Azu, who lost once Owen evolved—and lost quite badly, in fact—Manny wasn't even tired. He was on a completely different level than this Garchomp.

The mutant growled, glaring at Manny.

"Just… stay down," Amia said.

The Garchomp lunged.

Amia thought, for just a moment, that the Garchomp had transformed. Like it had wings and a flaming tail. Running straight at Manny, straight toward his death, driven by thoughts that were tied to his original purpose.

"P-PLEASE, STOP!"

Manny fired directly at the Garchomp's head.






21. Synthetic


Chapter 19 – Synthetic

Amia trembled. She stared at the Garchomp, who was barely breathing on the ground and then at the Lucario still standing. The Aura Sphere had sent the artificial Pokémon flying backward, yet miraculously it was durable enough to remain in one piece. Amia didn't know what to think about the strange mixture of fear and relief she felt when realizing that the Charizard—no, the Garchomp was still breathing.

"Guardian Manny," said Rhys. "I think that is enough."

"Eh?" The Lucario looked up. "Oh, well ain't that somethin'. Yer aura. Ain't you Rhys?"

"…I am, but I do not know how you know that. Did Star tell you?"

"Nah," Manny said. "Well, yeah, heh. But I knew 'bout yeh befer that. Long time ago, real long time ago, ran across yer student. Good kid. Real firework, got a blazin' heart."

"E-excuse me?" Amia said. "You know about Owen?"

Manny got out of his battle stance; he put most of his weight on his left leg, swaying a few inches to the left and right. "Baah, what was his name, eh… Gehi… Gaho… Gahi! Yeah, that was it, heh, Gahi. He kinda was real impressionable, I think. Liked m' accent, tried ter emulate it, I figure. He still got that?"

"Wh—you… you're the reason why Gahi talks like that?" Amia said. "…Where is that accent from, anyway?"

Manny shrugged. "Always had it," he said. "That's how accents work, I figure. Been alive too long ter remember where I got it. Maybe it's some ancient accent that's only lastin' with me an' him. Survivors o' th' ancient dialect."

"Dialect, hm," Rhys said. "Well, I regretfully inform you that he still has that manner of speaking, even if he doesn't remember he got it from you. And thankfully it is not as thick as yours." Rhys murmured the last part only to himself.

"Oy, what, he's still alive?" Manny said. "Well ain't that somethin'! He became a Guardian too, eh?"

"N-no, he didn't," Rhys said. "Actually… Owen did."

Amia recognized the tension in both Rhys' stance and his tone. She tried not to point it out, and instead listened for what Manny had to say.

"Owen?" Manny said. "Th' crazy-lookin' Charizard with th' funny techniques? Gahi told me all about'm. Only met yer Flygon student; he told me 'bout all th' rest."

Rhys stared at the ground. "Yes," he said. "That Owen."

"Hah! Well, Star didn't go an' tell me that! Should talk ter her more often! Which Type he got?"

"The Grass Orb," Rhys said, but then eyed the Garchomp on the ground. Her leg twitched to life, barely. "Manny… you didn't have to kill them," he said.

"Yeah, I did," Manny said.

"N-no," Amia said. "You really didn't. You could have easily just scared them off!"

"They ain't got fear," Manny said. "Ain't capable of it. They're in a 'battle mode' an' there ain't no stoppin'um."

The Garchomp growled groggily. Manny eyed her carefully, yet the left side of his face twisted into a challenging smirk.

"But," Amia said, "but couldn't you just tire them out?"

"Don't tire," Manny said, shrugging. "If I didn't kill'm, they woulda done it ter th'mselves from overexertion. If they ain't fightin', then they ain't awake. Never woulda ended. Been through this befer."

"Y-you have?" Rhys asked. "You've been attacked by these mutant Pokémon before?"

"Heh, so that's what yeh call 'em?" Manny said. "Call it like it is, ol' timer. These're artificial Pokémon. Synthetic." Manny rubbed two claws together. "I call 'em Mod Pokémon—short fer modified. 'Cause that's what they are, y'know. Modified." He stared down at the Garchomp. For a moment, his eyes looked serious, defying everything else about his demeanor. "All the way down ter th' very core. I figure even their souls are artificial."

"You will not say such things," Rhys said venomously.

The Garchomp twitched slightly and opened her mouth, about to fire a plume of blue fire, but Manny saw it coming. He leisurely pointed his paw her way and shot one final Aura Sphere at it, but this one enveloped her body. She screeched and struggled against the strange field, flailing her arms and legs, thrashing against the air. But then her movements slowed down like the very life was being drained from her. And then, out of her mouth, came a little, golden light, surrounded by a blue ember—and the Garchomp was dead. The ember moved to Manny's paw and vanished inside. The Garchomp collapsed to the ground, blending in with the rest of the corpses that lacked fatal wounds.

Amia nearly fainted, but she was held up by Anam. The shock of seeing Manny extract the mutant's very essence stunned Anam into silence.

"Manny…" Rhys said lowly, his own aura flaring at his paws.

"What?" Manny said. "I'm doin'um a favor." He fired from his paw an aura; it splashed on the ground and condensed into a solid form again. A Garchomp—the very same one, with the very same mutations. She roared; the whole cave shook, and then she ran at him again, claws kicking up rocks. Manny clenched his paw, and she disintegrated into an ember, returning to her host once more. "See?" he said. "Alive 'n' well."

"Th-that's hardly…!" Amia said.

"They live on in th' Orb. They can fight fer as long as they want. Th' old timers from th' last attack a couple decades ago? Found a way ter calm 'em down, so now they fight fer me. Yeh met 'em, didn't yeh?" he said. "Azu, Verd, Roh… yeah. Those three're my best from back then. Trained by an old friend that's too strong fer me ter summon. I gave 'em new bodies, helped repair their heads." He tapped a claw against his skull. "Fixed th' instincts that their master gave 'em. I figured out how ter give 'em a proper free will. Too bad they forgot where they came from. Was curious, but I guess that's a side-effect."

"I… I see," Rhys said. He looked down. "…Are they… sapient? Can they speak? Beyond Azu and your best…"

"Eh. They're gettin' there," Manny said. "But hey, way better'n I first met'm." The Lucario paused for quite some time as if thinking about something. Meanwhile, in the silence, Amia tried to regain her composure; James was inspecting some of the fallen bodies, noticing that most of them didn't have any severe wounds on them. Anam made sure Amia didn't collapse again. Rhys was deep in some other part of his mind.

"So," Manny said. "Yer takin' care o' Gahi an' the other ones? How're they still alive? Figure Mods also age. What's keepin' 'em from passin' through the aura sea, eh?"

"They… have been reverted to past selves, so to speak," Rhys said. "And… Mod Pokémon, as you call them, do not age. They were not built to age and degrade."

"An' jus' who built these guys? Must've been some real genius ter come up with that. They're givin' me some theories, but their past memories're real blurry. Somethin' about bein' in that battle mode fuzzes it up."

"Genius, huh?" Amia said. "Well, it was a Hunter, right, Rhys? It… i-it couldn't have been N-Nevren, right…?"

Rhys sighed. "I thought that without Nevren, the other Hunters wouldn't have been able to continue the project," he said. "Clearly, I was wrong. Nevren is going to be very upset about this."

"I've never seen Nevren be upset," Anam mumbled quietly.

"I have," Rhys mumbled. "This is precisely the thing that will put him in a mood. He assured himself that the stray mutants we've been finding are all there are. Clearly, that is not the case." Rhys scanned the spire's chamber. "Eon is making an entire army."

"Heh," Manny shook his head, tapping the spikes of his paws together to get their attention. "Well, hey, th' whole reason yeh came… Yer here fer gettin' me ter join yeh? That's what m' spirits told me. But y'know what that means." Manny nodded.

"W-wait! Didn't you already get in a bunch of fighting? Y-you must be tired," Amia said. "Why don't you just come with us and rest, and then maybe we'll do a battle?"

"Maybe? Heh, that ain't gonna fly," Manny said, wagging a claw at the blue Gardevoir. "Now er later, yer gonna fight me here an' nowhere else."

"Are you not tired?" Rhys asked.

"Feh, I'll live," Manny said. "A li'l break an' I'll be in top shape, if yeh wanna fight with honor."

"I suppose that would be my preference," Rhys said, carefully eying the bodies scattered around them. "What will we do with these?"

"Was gonna haul 'em out an' bury 'em befer they stink up the place, I guess," Manny said. "Gonna take a while, but with some help, maybe it'll only take three trips, heh."

"Hmm…" Rhys said.

"Oh! I bet it would be easier if, um," Anam said, "we, um, we set a Waypoint here? Then we can warp from here to Kilo Village easily…"

"And they would see us hauling carcasses of Mods," said Rhys. "We should do this the manual way."

Manny sighed and hauled the Garchomp's body over his shoulder first. "Guess we better get goin', eh?" He summoned multiple spirits; they all burst from his free paw and solidified, grabbing a body or two—whatever their respective sizes could handle—and followed Manny. Amia helped as well. Though a bit too dainty to carry one on her own, Alex was able to help once summoned, and she used a portion of her Mystic powers to levitate another, with effort. Anam did the same, levitating three. Rhys manually carried another. James vanished to give Anam more power.


The lava stung a bit, but after a while, Owen's body grew used to the hot, dense fluid.

This part of the cave was always glowing orange; the ceiling was high above him, flickering slowly from the ocean of molten rock. The lava flowed gently, and it would eventually reach a point where it became solid, and Owen would no longer be able to follow the current. However, that was a long time away; this particular river was lazy enough to last him a small portion of the day. Normally a lava's flow was tumultuous and a bit of a danger to stay in, but the Mystic flow of Hot Spot was much easier on his scales.

It gave him time to think. Decompress. Be alone with his thoughts. As much as he didn't like what those thoughts were, he had to be with them. It was better than not thinking at all, becoming some mindless beast.

Klent… Did he really kill him? He didn't remember it, but Klent had no reason to lie. Owen didn't sense any sort of dishonesty in what Klent was saying. Star didn't object to it, either. And the spirits within him had gone silent—not that he wanted to ask them. He was afraid that there was even more that Klent didn't tell him. How did he kill him? Who did he kill first? Did the daughter die first? Who is his daughter? How horrible was…?

Owen shook his head and rolled over. Any tears he made boiled into steam before they had a chance to hit the lava.

Owen? Someone called. Owen, are you there…?

Owen didn't want to reply. But, without thinking about it, he did. Yeah, I'm here. He recognized the voice as Star's. She must have returned to the spirit world just to talk to him. He could easily block her again… but he was starting to hate his thoughts in silence. He had to drown it out. Star was a great distraction.

Everyone's worried. They know you're going to be fine out in the river, but… they're worried about how you're feeling. Don't you want to go back?

River doesn't run forever, Owen said, rolling onto his back again. I'll go back when I reach the end. 

That's a while from now, Star said.

Silence. Owen scooped up a bit of the lava and tossed it behind him. The disturbance caused the lava to bubble and splatter, and then it settled back like the impact hadn't even happened. An insignificant little outburst in the hot, calm flow.

Owen, Star said softly. Would you like to meditate?

Owen was starting to feel annoyed. He knew that she just wanted him to talk to her more, talk about his problems, how he felt. Star was playing therapist; she was trying to lift his spirits. She was just trying to help… The Charmander's eyes, glaring at the ceiling, softened. Okay, he said.

He steadied his breathing. He shut his eyes and emptied his mind. There was a lot to empty out; even when he was calm, it was never truly without thought. It was even harder this time. Some of it was fear. If he stopped thinking, would he start seeing his past again? He could feel it prodding at the psychic blocks Star had put on his mind. Just one slip, and…

I want you to meditate… inward again, Star said. As deep as you can go, until… until you feel like you'll pass out. You can go that far, as a Mystic. And when you do, you'll wake up in the Orb's realm again—I'll be waiting for you there, alright?

You want me… to go into the Grass Orb again? Owen said. I don't think I want them to see me right now…

You won't have to face them, Owen, Star said. It's just for me. They'll leave you alone if you want.

I… Owen opened his eyes, breaking the trance. I'm not ready for that.

More silence. Owen knew that Star was still thinking of what to say. He could feel her presence. He hated it. She wasn't going to go away until he felt better. Couldn't he just spend a bit of time brooding? All he wanted was some peace. If the lava swallowed him up forever, so be it…

Owen, you know I can read minds… Star said. Thanks for not blocking me, at least. I know you're in a lot of—

Go away! Owen finally snapped. Just… just let me think. I… I thought I could handle all this, but I can't. Just take it all away again…. Just let me forget…

I can't do that anymore, Owen, Star said softly. Now that you're Mystic… I just can't take those memories away. The seal won't work anymore. Like gluing paper on a wet bulletin board… It just won't stick, Owen.

Then… Owen said, then just take it away! Take away my power! I don't want it anymore. I just… I just want to…!

Owen slammed his fist against the lava, making little splashes. The molten rock popped and splattered over him, hardening into little pebbles. They fell off of his scales, into the lava, and become a part of the river once more.

Owen, you… you don't mean that, Star said. Think of all the people you'd leave behind. Your parents… Rhys… the other late-evolvers… What about Zena, and the other Guardians?

Just shut up… Owen said. His heart skipped a beat from guilt. He could block her at any time, but at the same time, he couldn't. He was already regretting being alone. His thoughts haunted him. He needed Star to keep him distracted.

It was another long silence. Owen sniffled a few times, rubbing his eyes. If he could just go back and stop all of this from happening, he'd do it in an instant. Klent didn't deserve to die. And his daughter…

Owen took a deep breath and held it. The hot air cooled him down. He breathed out. I… I know you're right, he said. He wanted to say he was sorry, but he couldn't bring himself to say it. I just… I don't want to hear it right now. I know I can't just…

I know, Star said softly. I know it's hard. And it's not fair. None of this is fair… none of it, for any of you. I'm sorry, Owen…

Don't… don't say that, Owen said.

More silence. Owen sat up; his legs barely dipped in the lava like this. It was simply too dense to allow his tiny body to sink. The Charmander finally sighed, rubbing his eyes. He didn't want to talk aloud. He knew he'd break down if he did. Thoughts were easier.

How did I do it? Owen said. How did they die?

It was… it was fast, Star said. In a way. The… time between the first hit and the finishing blow was… very close together. It's just, before that, it was a lot of… chasing, and stuff.

Owen knew that Star's temporary seal was still working, and he was thankful for that. He felt memories pressing against that seal. If he pushed too hard, they might come flooding back… But he still had to know.

Who died first? Owen said.

Klent, Star said. He stayed back so Amelia could run. But she only ran away for a few steps. She turned around and… saw you do it. Really fast, Owen. It was really fast…

Owen shivered, and he couldn't stop. Even with all the heat around him, there was an icy void in his core. Like a spike was being plunged into his chest. But if he stopped now, it would never go away. He had to keep going. The spike had to go deeper.

What did I do to him? Owen said.

Air Slash to get him on the ground… and then a Flamethrower to finish it off, Star said. You were so strong compared to him that… he was unconscious near the beginning. He didn't… suffer all that much.

And his daughter? What happened to…? Did she run?

No, Star said. She saw you kill him, and… she just stood there. She didn't run or fight. Just… stood there. And, Owen, you… were in a state of mind where your only action was to fight. So, once Klent was down, you went right for her… Same moves. Air Slash, Flamethrower, and she died from it.

Owen noticed that Star left out a detail. The spike twisted and twisted. And how long did that take? He said.

It was… still quick, Star said.

There it was. That was as deep as the wound was going to get. Owen wanted to vomit. But the pit in his stomach was too heavy to heave out. Does it still hurt her? Is she still…?

She's… fine, Star said. I helped her out. Klent and I did. She's great, a really strong Pokémon. But… she isn't ready to see you yet. That's all.

N-no, I get that, Owen said. I get that.

Owen let the lava's flow fill the air again. He killed Amelia painfully. So painfully that even now, she couldn't bear to see him the way Klent did. He killed his daughter, and he still took the time to train him. How could he possibly deserve that? He didn't. He didn't. But that wasn't going to get him anywhere. The icy pit was subsiding, even if the thoughts didn't. He felt he had it in him to ask another question.

Star… Owen said. How old am I?

You're pretty old, Owen, Star said. But since you're repeating the same sorts of memories over and over, you aren't as old, too. Mentally speaking, y'know? And since most of those memories are still all scrambled… I guess you are a kid, in a way, huh?

The pang of irritation Owen felt was a relief compared to everything else. I'm starting to feel really old… 

Yeah, getting them back will do that to you, Star said.

What's my actual age? Owen asked.

Ehh… you, uh… well… probably around three, four hundred years?

Th-that long?! Owen audibly gasped, but kept it together, closing his eyes again. Why didn't I just shrivel up and die yet?

Synthetic Pokémon like you were made to not… do that, Star said. You're… a genetic wonder, Owen, and it was Nevren and Rhys' work that made that happen, you know.

Nevren and Rhys… Owen said. They made Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi, too, huh?

Yeah, Star said.

For some reason, Owen got the impression she was nodding, like she was talking right in front of him. The pit in his stomach, while still present, was starting to fade. His breathing was returning to a slow rhythm.

You guys were meant to be the perfect team. Four in a set, she said. To be honest… you guys are as close to perfect as I've ever seen, but…

But, what? Owen said. He thought briefly about the team name that the trio had come up with before he joined them. Team Alloy. A team that could work together to combine their strengths to eliminate their weaknesses. Just like a real alloy, he supposed. Were they designed to be that way? Was all of this… predetermined? What do you mean, Owen asked again, that we were meant to be the perfect team? What went wrong?

I… don't think you should know yet, she said. I can already feel those memory blocks slipping just mentioning it. Can't you?

He could, and Owen trusted her judgment. The Charmander nodded and stared ahead at the lava. The wall was coming up; soon, he wouldn't be able to advance in the river. He sighed and got up, carefully waddling his way across the lava to get to solid ground. When should I remember everything? Owen asked.

That block I put will slow it down so you can handle it, Star said, And I put some on the other three proactively, too. So, when their memories start coming back, it'll be a little easier than that flood you got. 

Good, Owen said. I guess I'll… just wait and talk to you when they start coming back again. He paused, rubbing his little claws together. Star? If I was created by Mystic power, doesn't that make me Mystic, too, all this time?

Eh?

I was… created. Doesn't that mean I'm Mystic? How come you can't block my memories now compared to before?

Oh, no, Star said. You weren't Mystic. You were created artificially. Sure, some Mystic stuff contributed, but you were never Mystic. It was… more sciencey stuff for you guys. You can't just make life that easily, even for powerful Mystics.

Thanks, Star, for… dealing with me, he said.

It's alright. Owen, I think… I think I owe you an apology, too. And I want to congratulate you for handling this as well as you did.

This counts as well?

It does, Owen. Because even after all this… I still trust you with this power. Because the whole reason you're behaving this way in the first place is because you hate what you used to be. And with your Mystic power, and with Rhys' help, and everyone else behind you—you can conquer it! Okay? Are you hearing me?

Yeah. I get that, Owen couldn't hide his smile. He did have a lot of people rooting for him. And sure, he disappointed them from time to time, but… he felt different, now. His memories were returning. He wasn't some kid anymore. He had an inkling of what he used to be like. Too bad it wasn't very different from now. He wondered if he was just young at heart. But Anam was, too. Maybe that wasn't a bad thing.

Owen continued, And I still haven't forgotten about what I can do with this power, either. I mean—look at Anam! I bet he wouldn't have gotten nearly as far in stabilizing the whole world without the help of his Ghost Orb. He founded the Thousand Heart Association. Just think what we can do with even more Orbs!

That's the spirit, Star said. See, that's why I want you guys to gather all this up. You all can make a good world, Owen. Make it all better…

Huh?

Oh, sorry. Just rambling. Godly things. Ask Zena about it…

Owen looked ahead. The cave wall was approaching; he'd have to get out of the lava soon. Thanks again, Star, Owen said. I think I feel better about this power. I still have a lot of questions, but… you know, I'm going to try to answer the ones I have now, first.

Star laughed. Go back to the others—they won't bother you. They just want to know you're alright.

Owen nodded. The sealed mutant followed the path back to the hidden village. He still felt heavy, like he was sinking into the ground… but at least he knew the others would hold him up.






22. Blade and Fist


Chapter 20 – Blade and Fist

Large mounds of dirt moved on their own, floating in the air. Little particles fell to the ground, collecting near the bottom of this forcefield. The evening sun cast long shadows to the trees that surrounded the spire, as well as the mounds of dirt covering the bodies of the mutants. The longest shadow seemed to be from Rhys, staring at the last pit. Unceremonious, thanks to Manny's careless speed.

"That'll be enough," Manny said. "Dunno why you wan'ed ter make individual graves fer 'em."

Rhys shook his head. "It was necessary," he said.

"You could have burned 'em," Manny said, looking at Amia.

"O-oh, I wouldn't…" the Fire Guardian shook her head. "I don't think that's… my choice to make."

"They deserved marked graves," Rhys said.

"Y'know they're all still here, right?" Manny said, holding his paw up. A few embers spun furiously around his claws.

"Their lives are still over," Rhys said. "Just because they are still with us does not mean that a number of doors have closed for them."

"Not like they had all that many, heh," Manny said.

"Do not trivialize their lives," Rhys said, keeping calm. "They had feelings and dreams, just like the rest of us."

"Yeah, a dream ter fight," Manny said. "Ain't got much more than that 'til y' fix'm. They're broken."

Rhys jerked his head at Manny, eyes firm with light. The other Lucario smirked and held his two paws up as if he intended to avoid an argument he clearly started. For just a moment, Rhys felt his composure wane. Manny showed no respect for the Mods that he controlled. Did he even understand the gravity of the potential that he stole away from them by ending their lives? Or… was it truly not worth it? How much did Manny know about these creatures?

"Hey, c'mon," he said. "I should know more'n anyone, these guys're built ter fight an' nothin' else. They're stuck that way, down ter th' core. Seems like someone made'm that way. Berserk. They'll fight 'til they drop. If they weren't spirits, they'd all be dead anyway."

"You can turn them back," Rhys said. "There's—there's a key to it if you radiate the proper aura signature. It's… merely different than the one I know," he said.

"Oh, yeah?" he said, smirking. "Yeah, yeah, that's th' story, ain't it? Yeh helped design these things. Gahi an' the rest o' their lot. They were the originals…."

Amia bit her lower lip and glanced at Anam and James. James was keeping his head down toward the graves in observance; Anam was nibbling nervously on his slimy fingers, gobs of purple slime flowing off of his thighs and onto the ground.

"Rhys…?" Anam said softly. "Does that mean these ones are… even stronger than Owen's set?"

"Unlikely," Rhys said. "Even if they are, they are untrained. If we can keep Team Alloy controlled, we still have a chance at outpacing them."

"Heheh… now yeh got me curious," Manny said. "Pretty confident in those early models, I take it. Well, if yer their teacher, then yer pretty strong, too."

"You speak like the other Pokémon you house are lower creatures, yet all you want is a fight, too," Rhys said, countering with his own smirk.

"Oy, who said I thought they were inferior, eh?" Manny said.

Rhys' ear twitched irritably. If he didn't think he was superior, then what was the issue with his attitude?

"They're fightin' machines, so they're perfect fer my whole gimmick! Hah! Jus' sayin' it's a fact that they ain't set fer living normal lives unless yeh, what was it? Turn 'em off? Yeah. Ain't easy without that, an' I dunno that. So, quit barkin' at me."

Indeed, the graves were all filled. Rhys finished placing stones at the top of each one. He looked at Manny, sizing him up, and then snorted. "So, you truly won't join us without a fight?" Perhaps Manny felt he was the Mods' teacher, just as he was to Owen and his team. In that sense… perhaps they were more alike than he'd allow himself to admit.

"It's in my blood, my mind, my soul, Hunter," Manny said, tapping his claw against the spike on his chest. "You ain't worth it if I can't be beaten by yeh. Or at leas' put up enough o' a fight ter get a draw er a stalemate, eh? As th' strongest."

"Technically, I am not," Rhys said. "Anam would be the strongest, should he unleash his power to its fullest extent. But it was recommended that I fight you… likely due to my species."

"Heh, yer coordinators got good taste." The Fighting Guardian went into a battle stance, one leg forward, one leg back, both arms glowing with aural fire in front of him.

Anam jumped and wobbled to the sidelines with James and Amia. "G-go, Rhys! Beat him!" he said.

"Of course," Rhys said, mirroring Manny's battle stance. He looked at the Lucario and shifted awkwardly. This wasn't a stance he was familiar with; Manny's guard was completely open. Was it some sort of ruse? Was he taunting him to get up close? The way Manny's lean muscles tensed against his oddly thin fur, his stance to run straight into battle… Manny was a fighter up close. Rhys could use that to his advantage. He shifted his stance to something more evasive, legs ready to jump back with no delay.

"Oh? Yer gonna go fer that, eh?" Manny said.

Rhys didn't reply. He was waiting for Manny to make the first move.

Manny stayed still but then vanished from view. Rhys vanished at the very same time. All that they left behind was a small plume of dust where their feet had once been planted.

Anam squeaked and tried to figure out where they went.

James merely closed his eyes. "They're taunting each other," the Decidueye said.

"T-taunting?" Amia asked.

They appeared in the middle of the makeshift arena, clashing at each other at high speeds. The impact created a shockwave that blew up even more dirt from all sides; Rhys felt the recently departed spirits within Manny flare up with aggression and fulfillment, entertained by the battle. Rhys felt a bit of their soul in Manny's eyes. They were watching.

"Heh… so yeh know that move, eh?" he said.

"As do you," Rhys grunted.

Their fists had hit one another in the same spot, near the base of their ribs. Yet, both of them had tensed enough to resist the blow's effects.

They jumped away from one another and launched two blue spheres of aura energy in complete sync—the two collided and exploded, sending the two Lucario back even further in the resulting, blue blast. Aura embers swirled and dissipated.

"Peh—" Manny skidded to a stop.

"Ngh—" Rhys stumbled but steadied himself.

"Not bad," Manny said. "But I figure that's where our techniques're gonna stop bein' th' same."

"Oh?" Rhys said. He moved his paws forward, metallic light energy swirling between them.

Anam tilted his head, puzzled. Why would he use such an ineffective attack against Manny?

Manny, meanwhile, rushed toward Rhys at blinding speeds again.

"What—" Rhys had no time to react; he was punched in the gut, but he launched his Flash Cannon at the same time, point-blank. Manny jerked his head sideways and punched Rhys just below the spike on his chest. The blazing light singed the fur on his right cheek, but nothing else.

They both jumped away again, kicked off of the ground, and rushed toward each other again. Rhys formed another ball of steely light in his paws. Manny weaved out of the way and crouched down, flipping his body for a kick in the stomach. Rhys grunted and fired his Flash Cannon on the ground, redirecting himself and his momentum just enough to dodge the kick. Manny's foot grazed his fur. Rhys immediately formed another Flash Cannon in his paws, aiming it right at Manny's face again. This time, he didn't miss, and Manny had to jump back.

"Hah!" Manny said. The fur on his face was singed slightly, but he was ignoring it, or perhaps didn't notice it. "Bullet Punch versus Flash Cannon! Guess yer a distant attacker! So, what're you doin' luggin' around Extreme Speed?"

"In case I can't fight from a distance, I suppose," Rhys growled, pulling away. "I can outpace almost anybody with it. Why would you have Aura Sphere?"

"Aaah, c'mon, what's a Lucario without Aura Sphere?" Manny said. "Besides, hard ter miss with that one, heh, since it zeroes in on th' enemy. Heheh… So… what's yer next technique?" he asked. "Gimme somethin' good. Yer holdin' back. I feel it. Who uses Flash Cannon on a Lucario?"

Rhys smirked slightly. "I suppose it was quite obvious. As it was for you, Manny. Bullet Punch? Really?"

James' feathers abruptly puffed out. "Are we really doing this right now?" he said, raising his wings in exasperation. "Truly, you were toying with one another?! Rhys, I thought better of you."

Rhys flinched. Perhaps he got carried away. Manny's fighting spirit was infectious, even for him. And he could feel the many spirits inside of the opposing Lucario roaring for a good fight. He felt a small bit of Team Alloy in that. He had to entertain them, at least in some small way. Tiny joys to satiate their sad lives. Or, that was what Rhys told himself. He worried that perhaps Owen and his ilk were rubbing off on him after all…

"I wasn't going to do the dishonorable move and fight him at my best when he's simply grappling," Rhys said, figuring that was a noble enough excuse.

"Hah, that's th' spirit," Manny said, holding out his paw. "Then let's shake on it! We'll go all-out, an' see who wins, eh?"

Rhys hesitated. "I… cannot fight at my best," he said. "I made a Promise to not attempt to kill another Guardian. A Divine one."

"Well, ain't you confident," Manny said. "So sure you'll beat me. Aah, so what'll happen if yeh try?" he asked. "If y'come close, will yer power get taken away?"

"Not necessarily," said Rhys. "The last time this happened, before I launched my final strike, my paw glowed with divine power leaving me—as if it was a threat that proceeding would revoke my status as a Hunter, or at least the power that came with it."

"Well, how 'bout this, then," Manny said. "Yer paw glows, that counts as a win. Sound fair teh you?"

"Hmm… Very well," Rhys said.

"Then let's go all out," Manny said, stomping his foot on the ground.

This single motion created a crater in the dirt larger than Manny. He remained floating in place; the ground beneath him vanished, compressing into the earth. The Lucario's body bulked up, muscles toning his legs and arms, followed by the spikes along his paws and chest vanishing. Rhys recognized this as a subtle change, but an important one—he was now fully Fighting Type, in his Guardian form. Aura Sphere would hold no advantage against him. More worrying was that a single punch would end Rhys. Three, four, perhaps all of his ribs?

"Well?" Manny asked Rhys. "As a Hunter, I know you've got somethin' ter show!"

"Hmph," Rhys said, slowly entering a neutral stance.

"Eh?" Manny rose up, entering one as well, standing on an invisible platform created by his Mystic power. "What, y'done? Forfeit?"

"Far from it," Rhys said, looking at the opposing Lucario. "But I believe that if I go, as you call it, all out, this battle won't last very long at all." He looked at the spectators. "Anam!"

Manny looked genuinely insulted, face screwed up in a scowl. He crossed his bulging arms.

"Y-yes!" the Goodra said, straightening.

"We have a few Reviver Seeds, do we not?" he said.

"Yer jus' tryin' ter get me mad, ain't yeh?" Manny hissed.

"We do, um…!"

"Give one to Manny. Then I can fight without holding back or worry of losing my power to my Divine Promise."

"O-oh!"

"Oy, I take offense ter that!" Manny waved his fist in the air. "What're you playin' at?"

"Just take it and if it is used up, it's the same as being defeated, hm?" Rhys said. "You don't want me holding back. I have a Promise to keep. This is the compromise."

Manny glared like he'd been tapped on the nose as a punishment. He snorted. "Ehh… Fine."

Anam wobbled over and gave the Mystic his Reviver Seed. Manny didn't seem very pleased with this perceived handicap, but he shrugged it off. Anam gave him a small bag to tie around his neck to keep it safe without encumbering his fighting. "Thanks," Manny said. "Heh… y'got a strong aura."

"O-oh, I guess so…!" the slimy Goodra replied. He wobbled back to the sidelines and watched.

"Let's get it on already!" Manny said. "My muscles're achin' fer a good punch!" He slammed his fist toward Rhys; the resultant gust of wind nearly knocked away Rhys' breath.

"Ngh—Of course." He closed his eyes and tensed his body for a split-second.

His two paws glowed with a bright, blue flame—and then, with a sudden flurry of power, that flame spread up his arms, over his shoulders, over his head, and then down his torso and legs, ending only when his feet were engulfed in a great fire. Rhys opened his eyes, breathing deeply. He brought his left arm forward and bent, his right arm back and ready to strike, his legs poised to jump back or leap forward as the situation called.

"Now we're talkin'!" Manny said, entering a similar stance. He made the first move again, dashing with an Extreme Speed, but then transitioned into what Rhys could only guess was his opponent's personal favorite move. With a flurry of punches and kicks, leaving his defenses completely open, the Fighting Guardian traded his defenses for a complete, unmitigated offense. Rhys took every single hit. Every blow cratered the ground beneath him; the shockwaves were deafening. The nearest tree trembled, dropping a few apples onto the ground.

Anam covered his mouth at the onslaught, but the flame of Rhys' aura made everything obscured. Manny laughed maniacally with every strike, knowing that every single one was connecting. He felt the impact of every punch. His spirits roared, pressing him to fight harder. Rhys could almost sense their restless souls lashing against his fur.

"Haaaaa!" Manny finished it with a punch to the gut that bent the light around them in a ring-shaped pulse; Rhys grunted and bent over by only a few degrees. Manny panted, fist numb. "H-had enough?" he asked; he was completely open. His Close Combat never failed! Rhys was probably passed out upright.

"You expected me to fall from that strike…" Rhys said, strained. "So, you pushed yourself to guarantee your win… But you didn't expect this… did you?"

The aura flare that surrounded Rhys was dying down. The embers danced and mingled with his blue and black fur, sinking inside like a dying candle. But some of it remained. The fire around Rhys obscured it at first, but now that they died down, it was clear: a thin, cyan layer of solid aura—the same sort that Rhys had used to deflect Zena's Hydro Pump—coated him from his ears to his toes. Every move Rhys made, the armor followed, bending at the joints just as his bones did.

Manny's eyes widened. "Armor?"

While the strikes indeed connected, they were dulled by this strange barrier.

"You wanted to know my final technique," Rhys said.

Manny realized too late what was coming. His legs bent to jump away, but Rhys already struck in return—a single, precise thrust, squarely in Manny's chest. The strike wasn't with Rhys' paw or even an Aura Sphere—no, instead, it was an extension of his paw, made of that same armor, that elongated and tapered off into a single, fine, and flat point. It went right through Manny, splitting his chest open where it sliced. More aura energy rushed through Manny, spreading through his whole body explosively. He couldn't even grunt.

Then, Rhys jumped away. The Fighting Guardian collapsed to the ground.

Anam stared, wide-eyed. Amia reacted similarly, trembling. They both knew how strong Rhys was, but they thought he wouldn't actually go all-out. But by some twisted honor of the Fighting Orb, Rhys granted Manny his wish.

The blessed seed inside of Manny's small bag healed him of his injuries in a wash of golden light. Manny gasped for air and rolled onto his back, huffing with strained breaths. He raised his hand—it was shaking—and held at where he still felt the lingering, yet woundless pain of Rhys' strike, as if his mind and aura were still adjusting to not being injured.

"S-so that's yer power…" he said, puffing. "Yer… Mystic desire…"

Rhys nodded. "My specialty is the aura—to the point where I can use what little divine energy I possess to make my flare manifest as a solid object. I… try not to do it too often." He closed his eyes; the flare became a cloud again, evaporating into nothing. "I hope you are satisfied."

"Heh… yeah. You win," Manny said. "Without that Reviver Seed, I'd've been down fer a while. Takes a lotta time ter heal from a wound like that. I wouldn't'a been able ter fight."

Rhys nodded. "Good. Then you will be coming with us?"

"O'course," Manny said. "If yer not ev'n th' strongest… then I gotta see th' others, an' how yer students're doin'." He held out a paw.

Rhys nodded, smiling with relief. At least Manny had his honor to accept a loss. He held out his paw in return… and then fell backward, straight into the dirt.

"Rh-Rhys?!" Anam said; he and Amia rushed to either side of the Hunter. Amia took the liberty of sitting him up.

Rhys opened his eyes and looked around, ascertaining the time of day. "I—I will be fine," he said. "What happened? Was I unconscious for only a moment?"

"Yes, dear. Please, don't strain yourself," Amia said.

"Ngh… how embarrassing," Rhys said.

"Oh, sure, no, don't worry 'bout me er anythin'," Manny said, holding his paw in the air to be helped up. James ended up being the one to assist the Guardian to his feet, using his wing as Manny's anchor.

"That… that technique takes out quite a bit of me," Rhys said. "I can only use it for a short while before I, well… become unable to fight, too. I prefer to only use it if I know I'll win quickly."

"Yeah, sure, rub it in," Manny muttered, turning away.

Rhys chuckled weakly. He leaned weakly against Amia, dropping any pretenses of dignity. Everything felt numb. "You're a very strong fighter, Manny," he said. "But… I may need to be carried back."

"Aw, I gotcha covered," Manny said. "But… how 'bout we jus' sit an' rest fer a sec? I think my aura still feels like it's gotta repair. What'd you do, bust m' spirit?"

"I may have done some of that," Rhys admitted. "N-nothing to be alarmed about. You will recover shortly."

"Feh." Manny leaned back and then plopped his back against the ground again. The angle seemed awkward, considering he was still partway inside the crater that they'd generated during their fight.

Amia and Anam looked at one another and sat down, too. Amia crossed her legs and adjusted her dress; Anam plopped down with a wet wap and started playing with his little clawless toes, humming quietly to himself. James inspected his feathers, preening where necessary.

"Yeh really managed ter stabilize them?" Manny asked.

"Hm?" Rhys said.

"Gahi seemed fine when I saw'm. But then I saw more like'm, an' they were all hostile. What's up with that? Stray mutant Pokémon like'm poppin' up here an' there…"

"I'm not sure what caused that to happen," Rhys said. "I personally would like to know myself. If they're intentionally being let out to cause chaos… they aren't doing a very good job. Hmph. But regardless, yes. Team Alloy—the group Gahi is a part of—became unstable after an… incident, and we've been repairing the damage ever since. They defaulted to their battle mode, as you call it. And have been in it ever since. They can only stay sane if we suppress their forms in their unevolved states, which haven't been modified. In a way, it is a means to seal them away in a smaller, safer form."

"Heheheh…"

"You find that humorous?" Rhys asked, tensing.

"Nah, nah," Manny said. "Well, that explains it. So, what, yer sayin' they're… not at their evolved forms righ' now?"

"No. If they were, they would be unable to… think beyond their instincts for battle."

"Well, ain't that a shame," Manny said. "Guess yeh've got it covered."

"Mm… I am a bit concerned," Rhys admitted. "Owen is starting to learn about his past early. When suppressed, their memories are also sealed away. But now that he's Mystic…"

"Yeah, I spotted that bit when he visited an' fought Azu, heh," Manny said. "Y'think he c'n handle it?"

"I think he will," Amia spoke up. All eyes turned to her, and she shrank down.

"Y-you… you do?" Rhys said.

"It's different," she said. "I think the timing is perfect, Rhys. Owen's having a hard time right now, but… I have faith that he'll pull through with everyone else by him."

"Faith…" Rhys said.

"Heh. Faith. That's a good one," Manny said, looking away. "Before I got into this Mystic business, I figured all those stories about Mew an' Arceus were jus' that. Stories. 'Cause I work with facts. Solid, tangible facts. Somethin' I can punch, eh?" He threw his fist weakly in the air. "Even now, I'm gonna work with that."

Amia gulped, looking down. She didn't say anything, but James quietly moved closer to try to assure her that Manny was an idiot.

Manny shook his head. "An' th' fact is… I agree." He flashed Amia a genuine grin. "He's close, th' way he was fightin' Azu. A bit o' him was in there, even when he evolved. Kinda."

Rhys looked at Amia, then at Manny. "Amia," he said, "I understand that it was difficult for you to explain what had happened before, but, please, could you tell me what happened?"

The Gardevoir looked at her hands in her lap. "Mm… I suppose it was different than the other times. Closer than ever, Rhys. First, he evolved, yes. But then… ooh… he tore Azu apart." She shivered.

"L-literally?" Rhys asked.

"Yeah," Manny said with a dry chuckle. "Heheh… shook Azu up good, that."

"I find that hardly funny," Rhys said.

"I dunno, seemed pretty funny," Manny said.

Rhys rubbed the bridge of his snout. "Amia, please continue. Azu was defeated. Then what?"

"Well," Amia said, "Owen was, er, he… tried to attack Azu's spirit next, but that didn't work out so well. He just fled. Then Willow and I were calling for him to calm down, and, well, that never really worked…" Amia hesitated. "Except, this time, it actually did."

Rhys blinked. "What do you mean?"

"Owen stopped. He… he stopped. But… but then he turned around, and he walked toward us. Oh—oh, Rhys, his body was shaking. And his eyes… oh, his eyes, I—they were so…"

Anam and James looked at one another. "Angry?" Anam asked.

"Savage, I figure," Manny said.

Amia shook her head. "Afraid," she said. "He said… 'help.' He said help, Rhys. He was there, Rhys…!" Amia smiled, but then gasped back a sniffle. "He was so close, Rhys…!"

"But… he wasn't able to be in control," Rhys said.

"He was hurting," Amia said. "He said it was in his chest. Like he had to fight, his body was moving like he had to fight, but he wasn't actually fighting. Too much… energy. I told him to breathe and meditate, and it worked a little, but… oh, if I waited a little longer, maybe he would've…!"

"No," Rhys said. "You did the right thing. I—I had something similar happen to me," he said. "But rather than continue fighting, after our encounter with Rim, she simply disappeared. Mispy, Demitri, and Gahi all evolved, and then I felt… quite a few vines wrapping around my body. And then I felt energy, and my vision came back, my wounds were healed…" Rhys nodded. "Mispy told me to hurry. Yes. I remember that quite well. So, I returned them to their lowest forms again, but… she was very composed. I honestly think she was just afraid of herself."

"Composed?" Amia said. "Y-you think—?"

Rhys nodded. "I do," he said. "It has been centuries, but… I think they're almost completely healed."

"Took long enough," Manny said absently. "Centuries! Hah! That'll be fun fer them ter sort through."

Rhys growled to himself. "It isn't ideal, but it's better than permanent insanity, wouldn't you agree?"

"Nah, nah, I get it, I get it," Manny said.

Rhys was beginning to get second thoughts about inviting this Guardian over. He already demonstrated himself as a bad influence on Gahi. What if they relapse?

"Heh," Manny went on. "Guess we should head back."

Manny nodded and stood up, looking refreshed. He held out a paw and released Azu, who happily posed and flexed with a showy shockwave. He leaned forward and hauled Rhys over his shoulder like a log.

"Urf—"

"Ha!" Azu declared. "The challenger Lucario won the battle, and yet he is the one who must be carried!"

"Easy, Azu," Manny shook his head. "I'd be bleedin' out if it wasn't fer that Seed. Oy, Goodra."

"Y-yes!"

"Lead th' way back!"

"Okay!" Anam fumbled through his bag, still lodged partway into his chest. With a cheerful grin, he raised the slimy, glistening Badge into the air. "To Hot Spot!"






23. Our Lord


Chapter 21 – Our Lord

Demitri and Mispy wandered through the inner caverns of Hot Spot. It was odd not having a forest to walk out of from their old cave; the lack of foliage unnerved Mispy in particular. Back at their old home, they would have gone out of the cave, headed into the nearby forest, helped water Rhys' garden—

"Mispy, do you think Rhys still checks on his berry garden at our old place?" Demitri said. "We kinda just up and left…"

Mispy frowned, thoughtful. That garden always had the best-tasting berries, possibly because of how fresh they were. Could they find a way to grow them in Hot Spot? Maybe if they went outside and then climbed the hills that were above them.

She missed the sun. The Mystic glow of the mushrooms that coated the red rocks blue just weren't enough. She absently prodded at one with her foreleg, noting the relative firmness of the otherwise soft fungi, and then glanced at Demitri.

"Mispy, what're you—"

Mispy wrapped a vine around one of the mushrooms and tugged; the rounded cap was about half the size of her head, and the stem was nearly as thick as her leg. She had to pull harder. It broke near the base, but the glow remained, albeit quickly fading.

"Hungry?" Mispy asked, offering the mushroom.

"Is that even edible?"

Mispy shrugged. "We can try."

That didn't comfort the Axew very much, but before he could object, the Chikorita took a nibble from the cap. Bland, but with a hint of an earthy, savory flavor. It wasn't dry, but it wasn't exactly dripping wet, either; the insides reminded her of mild cheese. When was the last time they'd gone to Tank of Miltank, anyway? Well, dairy didn't agree very much with Demitri, but Mispy wouldn't mind trying some again.

"How is it?" Demitri asked, breaking Mispy from her thoughts.

"Mm." Mispy offered the other side of the cap to Demitri, bobbing her leaf. "Good."

Demitri took a nibble next, humming uncertainly after a few chews. "It's okay," he half-agreed. "I miss Rhys' berries, though."

To that, they could both agree.

All around them were empty homes; they were slightly deeper in Hot Spot, not really trying to chase Owen, but still wanting to at least be, in some small way, closer to where he was moping. Any closer and the heat would've gotten to Mispy—her Grass instincts were already telling her to go back. Then again, they had been telling her to get out and get some sun, too.

"I hope Owen's okay," Demitri said, frowning.

Sensing that their walk was over, Mispy moved near the wall by a patch of mushrooms and planted her rear next to them decisively. Demitri suppressed a laugh and followed her, brushing his hip against hers. She leaned behind his tusk and gave it a playful nibble.

By the time their first mushroom was halfway eaten, Demitri spoke again. "I can't even imagine it," he said. "This whole town used to be filled with villagers. Owen mentioned a few of them. Apparently, there was a Fennekin that had given him, like, courtship advice, or something. And an Arcanine that always gave him rides around the village. And then a bunch of other Pokémon, too. But now it's so awkward now that the secret's out that they don't even show up anymore."

Mispy tore off another strip of the mushroom stem. "All an act."

Demitri shuddered. "All fake…"

An uncomfortable silence surrounded them and Demitri pulled his legs closer to his body. "Who would've thought that a literal ghost town could feel even worse when the ghosts are gone."

Mispy almost lost her appetite to empathy. Almost. She grabbed another mushroom beside her and started anew. "Owen…"

Why did they care so much about him? They only remembered meeting him about a moon ago; while it was unfortunate that he had to go through this, it shouldn't bother her this much to think about how much he was hurting. It tugged at some deeper part of her heart, the same way she would've felt if Gahi had gone through the same thing.

Mispy noticed that Demitri was staring at her. She held up the mushroom in offering, but he declined with a polite claw shake.

"Mispy," Demitri said, "when we lost against that Hunter and we lost the Ground Orb, and Forrest… do you remember what happened?"

Mispy shook her head, slowing her eating.

"Me neither. It's all a fog before that. And then we just passed out during discussions, too. I hope that Espurr didn't do some kind of Psychic mind tricks on us."

"No," Mispy said.

"No?" Demitri asked. "…Oh, yeah. I don't think so, either. It feels like this fog goes a lot deeper. There's a lot that's similar between us and Owen, and I think maybe that's why I feel so bad about…"

"…No…" Mispy stopped eating this time. "There's more."

Demitri unfolded his legs, picking at his tusks. "More, huh?"

The Chikorita nodded. "Fog… in my head."

"Exactly!" Demitri shouted, startling Mispy. "Sorry." When she resumed eating, he continued, "I feel like everyone's keeping a secret from us, but I don't get why. Because their minds aren't in a fog, and they act like they've known us forever, but I can't even remember the specifics on how we got here! When did we even get Heart badges?" Demitri rubbed his eyes. "Argh, I can't even remember Heart of Hearts Anam giving it to me, and there's no way I'd forget something like that!"

"Something's wrong," Mispy agreed. "But…"

"But we don't know what to do about it, right?"

Mispy's leaf drooped and she took another, sad bite out of her second mushroom. "They know," she said.

"But they won't say." Demitri looked down. "Seems like Owen knows, too. Maybe that's why he got so upset that he had to leave…"

Mispy stiffened. "Did they… make us forget?" she whispered.

An icy chill ran down their spines, and for a while, they sat in complete silence. Far, far away, at the entrance to the cave, some jovial voice announced his presence. It was so far that the echo of his call was unintelligible.

"I think that's the Fighting Guardian," Demitri said. "Rhys must be back with him. We see how they're doing, but what do we…"

"Play dumb." Mispy got onto her feet.

"Play dumb?" Demitri frowned, unsure. "I—I'm not that good at acting."

"Then be me." It wasn't like she could talk all that easily. It was only because she was talking to Demitri, alone, that she wasn't constantly stumbling over her words. If Demitri just kept quiet and played dumb, maybe they could uncover some memories.

Maybe that's what Owen was doing, too.


Star, a floating, pink haze, bounced in the air to get the attention of the others. It was hard to tell what gestures the pink cloud was trying to make, but they had the impression she was waving her arms around.

"Guys! He's coming back now! Just—just keep it cool, alright? Don't ask him anything, but don't try to ignore it either, okay? Like, just make sure he feels… like how we all think about him, right?"

"Pretty much," Gahi said, looking refreshed after his nap. He flicked his huge head in the air. "I mean, c'mon, he's Owen! Wouldn't hurt anyone, guy wants even outlaws ter get a second chance and get back on their feet! He's the ideal Heart!"

The rest of Team Alloy nodded. Demitri, who seemed winded from rushing back to the central caverns, said, "We'll be there to support him no matter what!"

"Exactly!" Star said. "Yes! Good! Keep that up."

Gahi clicked his jaws at Demitri. "And what're you doing all pantin' like that?" he said. "You an' Mispy were gone fer a long time. You two weren't—"

"N-no! No, nothing like that!" Demitri said. "We were just—"

"Yes," Mispy confessed, lowering her head.

Gahi reeled in faux-disgust.

Owen could hear the tail-end of their conversation, but he didn't want to admit it. They thought that he was an ideal Heart? He killed someone! No—he killed two Pokémon! At least! But… it was like Star said. He wasn't truly that person anymore. That was just… how others wanted him to be. Right? Well, not anymore! He puffed out his chest.

"Hello?" Owen called.

"Hey, Owen," Demitri said. He nodded, though it was a bit shaky. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I just needed to… cool off… in the lava."

Mispy frowned, disappointed at Owen's sense of humor.

"That, uh, that's an interesting way to cool down," Demitri said.

"I'm… I'm just really tired," Owen said. It was plainly obvious in his lethargic body language. He looked like he could lose all control and sleep on the ground. "I'm sorry that I ran off like that."

"It's okay," Mispy said. The Chikorita saw his aura—the flare was weak and jittery. Tired after a stressful day. Owen wasn't going to be in the mood for much.

"Yeah," Demitri said. "I mean… to be honest, we're still kinda trying to figure out what's going on, too. Because… apparently, we have… we have a lot of missing memories, huh?"

Owen hesitated. Did they know more than he did? No. If they did… they would've been screaming. He knew it. But they were definitely nervous about what they could find out.

"I just want to sleep," Owen finally said. "I'll… I'll talk about all this later. Tomorrow. Okay?"

"Yeah, totally," Demitri said. "And then maybe we can train and fight tomorrow?"

Owen's tail flickered brighter at the offer. But then it waned. That feeling of joy at fighting… Was that his emotion, or was that his instinct? Was that his choice… or was that how he was supposed to react? Who was he, really?

The Charmander shook the thoughts away. He'd never sleep like this.

"Hey, Owen," Star said. "Don't forget."

Owen could've broken down right there. Instead, he took a deep breath and nodded. Ideal Heart… If he could give off that impression, then there was still hope.

Mispy's leaf wiggled. "Hm?" She turned around. "They're back."

Taking the lead were the two Lucario; the lithe one they recognized as Rhys and deduced that the bulkier one was Manny. "Wow, that's pretty interesting," Demitri said. "Two Lucario, huh?"

"Yeah, kinda cool," Gahi agreed. "Ehh… the Fighting Guardian…" He stared at the Lucario, clicking his jaws. "He seems real… familiar… doesn'e?"

"Oy, that Gahi an' th' others?" Manny said.

Demitri blinked. "Hey, he talks the same way you do, Gahi. Almost exactly the same, actually…"

"Uh, about that…" Star said. "Uh… you remember him at all? Gahi? Guys?"

"I mean, he's a Lucario, so maybe I have it kinda mixed up with Rhys and stuff," Demitri said. "Don't you think? I mean—how would we've met him? He's super old!"

"Aw hey, I ain't gray-furred yet," Manny said. "But I guess I'll jus' go an' tell yeh, I remember yeh guys. But back then, yeh guys were fully evolved an' in yer, eh… modified forms, compared ter how yer species usually looks. Gahi told me 'bout it, th' guy looked real shiny."

"W-wait, you mean…?" Demitri said. "So—it's really true? We're like Owen?"

Mispy tensed, glaring at Demitri; what ever happened to keeping quiet about getting wise? Then again, Star was Psychic.

"Yeah," Star said, gently waving a flash of Mystic energy to keep the memories from spilling over for the three. "I guess now that Owen is a Mystic, it isn't exactly going to be easy to keep this all hidden forever. And besides—you guys are getting a lot better! But… ugh… fine. Anam?" She spotted the Goodra licking his slimy fingers of the remainder of an Aspear Berry.

"Mgg—Yeah?" he asked, mouth half-full.

"How about you head back to Kilo Village and tell Nevren to head back here? We're gonna need him and Rhys to… explain everything. Because in a way, they're the ones that are responsible for… all of this."

"The Hunters, right?" Owen said. "I mean… I do feel like this should all be out in the open, but…" Owen rubbed his head. "Can it wait? Please? I just… I can't deal with this right now. I already know what's going on, mostly, and I don't know if they can handle it yet. I'm Mystic, and it's still hard." He looked at the Chikorita, Axew, and Trapinch.

Team Alloy nodded. "If Owen thinks it's too much for us," said Demitri, "then we'll wait, too."

"You're sure?" Star said. The cloud floated closer. "I mean, maybe this will help put you at ease, right?"

Owen smiled slightly. "I think finding out will make it worse," he said. "Just… tomorrow. Tomorrow morning. Guys? What do you think?"

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi looked at one another.

"Yeah," Demitri said.

"Eh, sure. Ain't gonna matter ter me. I don't get any o' this yet, heh."

Mispy nodded. "You're the smartest," she said to Owen.

"A-aw, thanks…" Owen scratched behind his head. He still missed his horn.

Manny looked the four over, crossing his arms. He leaned toward Rhys, "Their auras…"

"Quite a bit calmer, hm?" Rhys said.

"Yeah. Whatever yer doin', it's workin'. Not quite there yet… eh… but it's almos' there. They migh' ev'n make it next time." The two Lucario nodded at one another, but after that, they let the group disband. It was a long day of training for them, and recruiting for Rhys' team. Anam left for Kilo Village—He could at least tell Nevren about the situation.

Owen was about to leave for his home, but he paused on the way. He glanced to his right. This was the same cavern that he would normally use to walk to the lava river. At his usual walking pace as a Charmander, it would take him twenty seconds just to walk across from wall to wall. He saw someone shifting around inside, and some latent, buried part of his memories urged him to move forward.

"Hello?" Owen called, stepping inside. He didn't see anybody, but he did spot a pool of water in the middle of this tiny home. "Huh. That's weird." He figured there was nothing inside and turned around, but the feeling returned. He couldn't leave. But what was the point? He didn't like water anyway. He rolled his eyes. His mind was just scrambled. He shouldn't be trusting his feelings at a time like this. He could barely remember a few days ago. But, still…

Owen glanced back, expecting to see an empty pool again. Instead, he saw a Milotic's upper half sticking out of the water, her lower half blending in with it. "AUGH!"

Zena jumped. "I—I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to—"

"N-no, no, it's okay! I—I just thought—"

"I was resting. I didn't realize you returned. Are—are you okay?"

"Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine," Owen said, clutching his chest. "I'm sorry I ran off like that. I shouldn't have blamed you for any of this, either, too. I get it. You guys were just trying to help."

"More like Star forced us to," Zena said.

"She was right," Owen said quickly, earning raised brows from the Milotic. Massive brows. Owen was briefly distracted by how huge they were. He shook the thought away. "If that block wasn't put in my mind, I think I'd've gone insane. I need it. F-for now."

Zena didn't respond immediately. She just looked away, nodding.

"Anyway, um, I guess I came here to make sure you were alright. So, you are?"

"I am."

"Good. That's good." Owen stood there. He shifted on his feet. "You'll be fine?"

"I'll be fine."

"Okay." Owen turned around but then hesitated again. As a Charmander, his senses were still dulled. He had a vague idea that they used to be much sharper. He also had a vague idea that Zena was tense. His heart sank. He was the killer of the very Guardian that used to hold the Orb he now possessed. She didn't want him around. And why would she?

"Okay," he said again, stepping outside.

Now that he thought about it, he wondered if this was something that he'd gone through time and time again before. His parents raised him for so long. Weren't they sick of him? Not to mention, what others did he forget about? But still, this was it. He was almost ready, wasn't he? Maybe next time, he'll really stay evolved. And he'll get all his memories back. And then…

And then what?

"Owen," Zena said.

Owen stopped, halfway out of Zena's home. He shook his head, forgetting his train of thought.

"No matter what happens," she said, "I… want to be there for you. Okay?"

Owen turned around, taken aback. His mouth opened just slightly, but no words came.

Zena smiled. "You're my friend, Owen."

Light returned to Owen's eyes.


The sealed Charmander rolled onto his Rawst bed, skipping dinner. He wasn't hungry. Maybe he didn't need to eat anymore, as a Mystic? Either way, he wasn't in much of a mood for a meal. He let out a steady sigh; he felt like the last day was actually ten, and he hadn't slept for any of it. This seemed like the first instance of a real, calm, quiet moment to himself. Star wasn't giving him a pep talk—though he'd've appreciated another—and it was just him in the darkness and his fire. The chat with Zena lifted his mood somewhat, but now that he was alone with his thoughts, everything still bothered him. He even felt the thoughts of the day leave him for a few blissful instances. The crackle of the embers in the middle of the room lulled him halfway to sleep.

"Owen," Amia said softly.

A pang of irritation. Owen curled up, but he didn't say anything.

"Owen, I'm… I'm sorry."

Owen didn't reply. Couldn't he just sleep?

"We shouldn't have kept this all from you, and… we know that it's just going to make getting all of those memories back really painful, and confusing, and scary, and… and I'm so sorry. If I could just undo it, I'd… I mean… I don't know."

Alex spoke next, just behind Amia. Owen heard the nervous grinding of the Magmortar's two cannons bumping against each other. "I'm sorry that you had to go through this, but if we didn't seal your memories, we never would have been able to calm you down. Calm you from… how you were before."

"Alex," Amia said quietly.

Owen knew it was right, but it hurt to hear. He was a monster—and he could become one again, couldn't he? When he evolved—those memories he still couldn't recall. What happened then? Did he go berserk again? How badly did he defeat Azu—and in what way? It's all a mystery—and even with Azu, within Manny, a few houses away, he couldn't bear to ask. All he had to know was that he did it, and it was enough to terrify Willow into not speaking to him.

"Owen, if there's anything you want me to do that can help," Amia said.

"I just want—" Owen choked up. He felt like everything was collapsing around him—or that it already did, trapping him under the rubble. There wasn't a way out, was there? Short of dying, he was stuck in this life for who knows how long. "I just want…" He trailed off again. "I just want to help everyone…!"

Amia sat down next to Owen. The leaves brushed against one another and her dress. Alex stepped over next; his heavy footsteps disturbed the bed. He sat on the opposite side of Owen, looking down at him.

"We're here for you, Owen," Amia said, finally placing a hand on his back. Owen flinched but didn't resist. "It's okay. Come on, c'mere…"

Owen trembled and sniffled. He uncurled a bit. Amia leaned over and picked him up, pulling him until he was against her chest. He sniffled and pressed his head against her; finally, the tears began to flow, pouring out of his eyes in thin streams. Alex brought his head down, but let Amia handle it for now. Owen could barely keep it together, releasing himself through little tremors and gasps.

"It's too much," Owen said. "It's too much…!"

"I know, Owen, I know," Amia said. "It's so much… but you're so strong, Owen. We're here, too. Ohh, it's okay, let it out… let it out…"

Owen blubbered, coughing and shaking. No matter how old he was, he only had a child's handful of memories to work with. Amia was still his mother, and Alex, his father. He wrapped his arms around Amia, but then glanced at Alex. The Magmortar gave him a little smile with his huge lips.

"M-Mom… did… did I kill anybody else?"

"You didn't, dear," Amia said gently. "You were unstable… but Klent and Amelia—those were the only two that died. I promise."

Owen sniffled. "And what about spirits? Did I hurt any of…?"

"They don't blame you, Owen," Amia said. "They all understand what's going on. They still do. And they're so proud, Owen… And so am I, and your father."

Alex nodded. "Keep it up," he said. "I know you can do this. I've known you for so long, and I know you can handle everything the world and beyond throws at you."

Owen sobbed for quite a while, letting it all out into Amia's chest. He bumped his head against the flat, fin-like horn in the middle of it—it always comforted him, and Amia gently rubbed at the scales on his shoulders. "You're just fine, Owen," she said. "You're a kind soul, and no instinct will change that with us around. We'll conquer it. You, Rhys, Star, and us… we'll handle it together. Because that talent you have, the talents all of Rhys' students have? Imagine how many others you can help!"

"M-mhm." Owen sniffed.

"And," Alex said, "then you'll be even stronger, don't you think? Great power and complete control over it."

"Y-yeah… And you really think I can control it?"

"Owen, that last time you fully evolved, against Azu?"

Owen winced.

"You almost had it. You almost had it, Owen. You're closer than ever."

Owen sniffled. Was he really that close, after all this time? How many tries did it take? How many more? The way Amia spoke, it sounded like the very next time would be the last. He was so close.

Amia rubbed his back. "Are you hungry, Owen?"

"No… I don't think I… need to eat…"

"Oh?" Amia said. "Goodness. I didn't think you got to that point already."

Owen laughed through his sniffles, but then said, "Y-yeah. I'm getting strong… maybe getting beat half to death by Azu boosted my Mystic aura again." He laughed, coughed, and sniffled. The weight felt lighter.

Amia finally pulled away. "Want to sleep in our room, dear?" she said. "It's okay, just for tonight, if you want."

Owen hesitated, looking at his bed. "Just tonight…"

Alex leaned forward and wrapped his huge arms over the network of Rawst leaves. He headed over to their room in the other part of the cave; Owen's tail-fire lit the way in along with his father's flaming upper half. He stared at the ceiling as it moved past him. He remembered this sight. He used to be afraid of the dark when his tail didn't quite light the whole way. How long ago was that? It was before the cave had mushrooms—before Amia made them to keep the area well-lit for him. She did that for him…

What was he, a horrible monster, doing being afraid of the dark? What would try to hurt him? If anything, he was the creature in the dark that others feared. Owen sniffed again, looking at the rocky walls and the mushrooms that embedded them. They really did care about him. They all did.

If they weren't giving up on him, then he'd keep going, too.

Amia and Alex's room was somewhat larger than Owen's, but looked similar, with a single, large bed at the back edge of the cave wall. It, too, was made from Rawst berries—mainly due to Alex, and also because, sometimes, Amia had sleep-fights and set herself on fire in the middle of the night. Many beds were lost to this until they decided to get a Rawst one.

Owen… Klent called.

Owen jolted. Amia looked down, concerned, but he shook his head. O-oh, hi, Klent.

Klent was quiet.

Klent?

...We're here for you, too. Star wanted me to… remind you about that.

Owen gulped, sniffling again. Thanks, Klent…

Alex pushed Owen's leaves into their own, and they settled in with the Charmander between them.

Snuggled between his parents, he fell asleep in seconds.


…Charmander Owen… conqueror of instincts…

Uhh, hello?

Owen… follow my voice… reach out to me.

Mom said not to talk to cosmic strangers.

I am hardly a stranger. Come, Owen. I mean you no harm. I also doubt your mother told you that specifically.

Well, I bet she would if I asked.

Silence followed.

…Owen…

You're not gonna stop bothering me, are you? Is this a dream?

This is hardly a dream. Come, Owen. My name is Arceus.

Owen stood on a black floor in the middle of a void. "Uh—what?" Which direction he looked didn't matter. The only thing he could see was the flame of his tail. "Is this another one of those weird dreams?"

A blinding light shined in front and above him. Owen shut his eyes and covered them with his right hand. "Ugh—turn that out!" he shouted. Even with cover from his claws and his eyelids, he still saw the light. It slowly faded to a dimmer glow; Owen took the chance to peek. His jaw fell.

It was an incredible sight—one he thought didn't exist for quite a while, at least until he met Star. A creature with four legs and golden hooves, a grey underbelly, and white fur. Just as the descriptions went, and how the artists had depicted him. He had green eyes and red irises, and a gold, wheel-like decoration around his abdomen, tipped with emerald-green jewels.

"A-A… A… Arceus…?" Owen said, feeling his knees shake. "Oh, Mew, this is the craziest dream yet."

Arceus, while he didn't have a mouth, was still able to speak, simply staring at Owen. "This is not a dream, Grass Guardian. I am Arceus. I have summoned your aura to speak with me. Do you not remember my calling your name?"

"Uhh—I think? I was probably, like, half-asleep… Wait. You—you're the Arceus? Not—not some… figment or fragment or something that you sent down, or anything like that? You're the…"

"I am."

Owen's heart skipped a beat. It had been dawning on him in the back of his mind that if Star was real, then Arceus probably was, too. She mentioned the deity, after all. Apparently, he had a temper, but he looked as serene as ever here. Wait. Arceus—shouldn't he be showing some form of respect?! As much as he hadn't believed in him at first, this was pretty clearly proof. He quickly got to his knees. "I—it's an honor for me to see You!" he said. "Wh-what can I do f-for You?"

"…Grass Guardian Charmander Owen," Arceus said. "Do you feel that this Mystic power has become overwhelming to you? That you think you cannot uphold the responsibilities that the world is forcing upon you?"

He flinched. Owen wondered if Arceus was watching him this entire time. It was a lot. He would have agreed in the afternoon. But now, tonight? He wasn't done. It was all going so quickly that he needed a few seconds to process it. Arceus waited, unmoving, unblinking. He remembered to breathe—wait, did he need to breathe here? This felt like some part of the spirit world.

Was he so important that even Arceus was watching him, personally? There was a pang in his gut, even as an aura, that didn't go away. Owen didn't consider himself to be at that level of importance yet. Especially now, being among the lower tier of Guardians. He decided to play along, wondering if Arceus could read minds the way Star could, or if he had to allow him that privilege. Just in case, Owen decided to keep his thoughts private, preemptively blocking Arceus' advance, in case that was what he was doing.

"W-well, I mean, it's pretty hard," Owen admitted. "And I've been going through a pretty rough patch right now since I found out about… You know… You do know, right?"

"I do."

"Yeah, that," Owen said. "So, I guess it's…"

"Would you like things to go back to normal?"

Owen hesitated. Normally, he would just say, yes, he certainly would. He'd love to live a normal life. But could…? Arceus… could He do that? Just… make it normal?

"What do You mean?" Owen asked. And he still had that pang in his stomach. Even stronger, now.

The temptation of everything going back to normal, even after all that talking from the others? He'd be letting them all down! Klent, Star, his parents, his mentors, the Hearts, Zena…

"If you wish," Arceus said, "I can undo it all. I can take your power away and wipe your memories of ever acquiring that Mystic power—and then make the others forget you ever did, too. It will be as if this all never happened. Is that not precisely what you wished for?"

Owen's mouth felt dry. He gulped and looked down. He was still on his knees. It didn't feel right. "I…"

"I'll even use some of my power further, to rid you of your tainted instincts. I will fix you."

Owen's heart skipped another beat. Or did it stop entirely? As an aura, it probably didn't even matter.

They wouldn't be let down if they didn't know it even happened. And without his instincts to get in the way, he could finally evolve. His dream was always to evolve—and stay that way.

Arceus continued. "You will evolve into a Charizard, pure, unmodified, unmutated. You will live, age, and die as one. Everybody else will accept it. They will think this was how it has always been." Arceus held out one of his hooves. It glowed slightly. "Let me relieve you of your burden, Owen," he said, "so that you can enjoy life again."

The Charmander stared at Arceus—part of him still couldn't believe it. But the other part… even if it was a dream…

It was Arceus, after all. He could do anything. But did Owen want that? A normal life. What was a normal life? He was never normal. Would he have even gotten into the Thousand Hearts as a normal Charmander? And what about the others?

"What about Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi?" Owen asked. "Can You fix them?"

"Not immediately," Arceus admitted. "They are too far away from my influence. But after I help you… I believe I will be able to assist them, too, in time."

"And—and what about the other Mystics?" Owen said. "Their lives are all so hard, too. And some of them are in danger right now! The ones we can't find. A-and… and some of them were killed already. The Ground and Flying Guardians… Cara was one. She was so scared, even after it was all over. A-and Forrest… Star said that he didn't even want to show up." Owen gulped. "Can You help the other Guardians, too?"

"Certainly," Arceus said. "I will free them of their Mystic responsibilities, too." He held out his hoof again. "Do you accept, Owen?"

Owen stared at the hoof. His right hand twitched. A small part of him was telling him to just accept it. Abandon this entire mess, put it in the hands of the Creator Himself. This divine power wasn't meant for him, after all. It came from Arceus! And now it would return to Him, just as it should.

No. They were strong thoughts. They were selfish and shortsighted. Owen knew better. There were other thoughts that whispered to him in his mind. One part was rational; another was instinctual. And as much as he hated his instincts… there were times when even the worst power was useful.

Why was Arceus approaching him now, of all times? Star, his parents, the Guardians, and even his fellow artificial students. All of them were behind him. He had a lot of uncertainty, sure, but between Zena, his parents, and how tantalizingly close he was to stability… And now, Arceus was coming to take that power away? Talk about bad timing. It didn't make sense to him. Why didn't Arceus make this offer to Zena and the others, too? He wasn't anything special compared to them, right? Aside from… Well, perhaps he was a little special.

But there was more to it, too. Something less logical. Something in Owen's core that hissed savagely. Owen wanted to hiss at the Creator. But he held back. But why would he feel that impulse? That defiance against Him, of all Pokémon? Owen usually only felt this way when he was in front of someone being tense, as if anxious, waiting for some kind of opening in battle. But… Arceus? No. Arceus would be the last Pokémon to behave in such a way. Owen ignored his instincts.

But he couldn't ignore his mind. He had to ask more questions. It was a big decision, after all.

"I… I don't know," he said. "This… this power. I feel like I can do a lot of good with it."

Perhaps just a day ago, he would have accepted this offer. But this night, he wasn't so sure. Maybe he could handle it, with everyone else's help.

"And I don't know if right now's a good time anyway, y'know, when all my friends are trying to defend themselves against the Hunters, y'know?"

"Mm," Arceus said.

Owen tilted his head. Did He have more to say?

Arceus went on. "That's very noble of you, Owen. You wish to use your power to keep the Orbs out of the Hunters' hands. And I am aware that you wish to follow in Anam's footsteps, and make the entire world a better place. If that's the case… Hmm. I must admit that the Hunters, created by Star, are beyond my influence. I cannot easily stop them. I will happily allow you to retain your power if, instead, you pledge to do it under my command."

"U-under the command of Arceus himself?!" Owen said, rising to his feet. "I'd—I'd…! That's awesome!"

Owen spoke before his mind could stop him. Even after he said it, he had a doubt. Arceus still didn't answer his question. But perhaps he could make an exception? Surely, he had a grand scheme of some kind. It would probably take too long to explain. Arceus was probably a very busy Pokémon. Did he get paperwork?

Arceus beamed with his eyes alone. He even glowed brighter; that warm light made Owen want to just curl up and sleep in His fur. It looked so fluffy!

"Perfect, Owen. I'm proud of you," He said. "Now, please, hold out your hand."

Without thinking, Owen obeyed. But then he jerked it back. Bad move—how rude! He glanced up at Arceus.

"There is no need to be shy," Arceus said.

Owen recognized this pose. It was the same one that Zena and Rhys had made to one another. A Divine Promise-something that made even Nevren flinch. At the very least, Owen could listen to what the terms of this Promise would be. He reached out. Arceus' hoof felt like solid gold. It was hot, even to his fiery self.

"Owen, do you hereby Promise to use your Mysticism under my orders?"

Owen was lost in his eyes. Instincts paralyzed his throat. His lungs refused to let out a breath. Even his thoughts froze from thinking anything affirmative. He was entranced by the glory of this Pokémon. And yet… And yet, and yet, and yet. What was this doubt? What was this feeling? It almost hurt, how it kept him from saying yes, just entrust himself to Arceus, let Him do the important thinking. Easy! But his mind still didn't understand the full terms. It was such a broad Promise.

"I… I can't," the Charmander said. He let go of his hoof. He lowered his tail with his arms.

"…Excuse me?" The hoof remained.

"I—I need to… Can I think about it?" he said. He was starting to recognize the gut feeling—Arceus… was He…? "What would your commands be, and stuff?"

"To carry out my missions in the mortal realm. To eradicate the Hunters and liberate the Guardians. To restore my power. You trust me with such a thing, don't you?"

If Arceus needed his power back, what took it away in the first place? Was he not the ultimate being? "A-about that, I had a few questions. I'm very sorry, Your Greatness, but You know how I am as a personality, right? I'm kinda really… curious, about how something isn't adding up. I used to not even believe you existed, or anything about the spirit world. How come You're asking me all this stuff now? Did You ask the other Guardians, too? I bet they'd really like to give up their power the same way. Zena was really unhappy for hundreds of years. How come You didn't help her? That… doesn't seem right, Arceus. If You're relieving me of that… how come You didn't for her?"

The more he vocalized it, the more it didn't make sense. Why him, and not her? There was more to it. Arceus wouldn't make these decisions arbitrarily.

"That isn't really your concern, is it?" Arceus said. "I created this world with my thousand arms. Surely you can trust me to direct your power. I will train you and hone your skills beyond anything you could have imagined. It is all part of my divine plan."

"Y-yeah, but… what for? What is the divine plan?" Owen said. "I—I mean, you definitely know that I'm kinda nervous about being directed to use my power a certain way, right? You know, being artificial, being designed…"

"I do understand your apprehension," Arceus said. "I will assure you that my orders will be just, and you will be perfectly content with what I request."

"Okay," Owen said, "but how come You're asking me, then? Oh—and, um, Arceus, Your Greatness, you still didn't answer my question. Why didn't You ask Zena the same thing, or the other Guardians? You'd be able to do that, right? Or…? Or can't You? Is it because—"

Owen nearly choked on his own gasp. If the Hunters were beyond Arceus' control, what about the other Guardians? Would they be beyond his control, too? What kept him from…

Star…

Owen had to test something. And when he spoke next, he made himself very aware of the deity's body language. If there was one thing his instincts were good for… it'd be this. This was what his instincts were hissing at. They were dull against Zena, so he had to focus a lot harder this time.

"Your... Holiness. Where is Creator Mew Star?"

He saw it. It was an instant. The smallest twitch. It wasn't his instincts; he didn't need them after all. It was obvious enough from the little flicker of light that Arceus gave off, that wavering in his expression. Anger. Arceus reacted negatively to Star's name. He stared into those red pupils.

Arceus had a temper. Star had said as much.

"Is it okay," Owen said, "if we invite her here?"

"You…" Arceus' voice deepened, "shall listen to me. Understood?"

"N-no, not understood," Owen said. Realizing he had just outright said 'no' to the topmost being of the universe, he quickly amended himself. But his trust was already gone, and so was any reverence that he may have held. It wasn't too hard to discard, considering he didn't believe in him for very long—and since Star already tarnished his idea of what it meant to be a deity. "I—I mean, Arceus, I know that you know everything, but can you maybe give me some of that omniscience? It kinda feels like I don't have the full picture here…"

With nothing in this black void but the two of them—no visible ground, no rocks, no plants, no movement… the silence that followed felt like an eternity. Owen couldn't even hear his heart. Maybe it did stop.

"No," Arceus said. Suddenly, the divine being's back glowed with a soft, white light. Owen saw tiny, filament-like tendrils, like long bits of thick fur. It radiated an incredible amount of power—Owen felt like he'd collapse just from standing before it. "You will choose, now," he said, "to either follow me… or be rid of your power completely."

"Th-that's… that's not right!" Owen said.

"Choose."

The tendrils of light floated like seaweed in still water; gently, they pointed toward Owen and glowed brighter. Owen gulped. Star… help…! "What… what happens if I don't accept?"

"So, you refuse me?"

Owen knew that he'd regret it—but he had no choice. His instincts were screaming at him. Arceus was obviously hiding something, and it wasn't for his own good. Owen didn't want to believe it, but every fiber of his deepest being was screaming at him—this was indeed Arceus… and he was indeed lying.

No turning back now. "I refuse."

And just like that, the many tendrils rushed right for Owen. He shut his eyes tight—this was it, wasn't it? For a split-second, he wondered if he should have said yes. Because either way, it was going to end. Would this hurt? Would he even remember this? Or was it another stress-induced dream? Oh, please, let it be a dream—he missed worrying about his own sanity. That was much better than facing divine retribution.

But then, he heard a collision—many, many collisions, with strange, ethereal echoes. He didn't feel anything—no pain from the strike, no loss of power. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes.

"S… Star?"

It was the Mew, but she was glowing—and her back had the same, white filaments from her back, like wings. Each one blocked one or two of Arceus' filaments, neutralizing his attack.

"You've got guts, Owen," Star said. "But you bit off more than you could chew this time."

"Star," Arceus said, staring down.

"Yo, Barky." Star smirked.

"You shall not use such a name," Arceus said.

"Trying to pluck away another one?" Star asked. "You didn't even give your usual compromise this time. You must be real scared, huh?"

The sight of Arceus' angry expression made Owen want to throw up. What little breath he had left exited his throat. "St-Star…!" Scared? Was that the answer? But he was weak! Anam was a much bigger threat to Arceus if they were going by strength.

The Mew gave a little wink at Owen. Owen realized it then—if he was going to get answers, it was going to be from Star.

"I'm going," Star said. Facing Arceus, she continued, "Follow me, and you know you'll be in trouble. C'mon, Owen. Let's go."

"Wait, wha—"

And they vanished.

In the silence of the void, Arceus hissed. "Star," he said. "you really mean it this time… don't you?" Many seconds of silence filled the void. He closed his eyes, sending a thought her way. I hope you have the resolve to follow through, Star.

And Star replied. Bite me.






24. The Endless Forest


Chapter 22 – The Endless Forest

"Wh-what's going on?" Owen said.

He was weightless – nothing was around him except a swirling, blue-black void in all directions. He looked up; he saw blackness with a flickering, cyan mist. But then, when he squinted, he saw that this mist also had brighter spots in it. "Are those…" They reminded him of Rhys' paws when he was meditating or fighting. "Are those auras?"

"Yep," Star said.

"W-wah!" Owen jumped, losing his balance in the void. "Where'd you come from?" He was stuck rotating laterally.

"Oh! Sorry. I got distracted along the way; nearly lost you, ha!" The Mew chuckled, patting him on the back. She grasped him gently by the shoulders to halt the spinning.

Owen sighed. "Don't—don't do that! Just tell me where we are!" Owen pointed at the mist but then noticed his arm. It looked blurry. "What's…?" He brought his left hand on his right arm; it passed right through. The scales flew off like dust in the wind—along with everything else in him. His hand went first, the little fingers washing away like a wad of mud in a river. There was no pain—and for some reason, that made it worse. "What's happening?!"

"D-don't panic, Owen! You're fine!" Star said, holding his right shoulder. "Uh—oops." When Star pat him, his entire arm fell away, floating in front of him. It dissolved into a fine, cyan mist. Owen stared helplessly as his body faded into light. While it didn't hurt it didn't feel good, either. He lost all sensation. He tried to move his arm—but he no longer had an arm to move.

After the arm, everything else advanced much more rapidly. His claws and tail, then the legs. Did he have a head? He couldn't use his arms to feel for his head, because those were already long gone. His torso floated past his vision like smoke. He tried to gasp with the lungs he no longer had.

He tried to talk, but it didn't work. He didn't even know how he was seeing anything—he had no eyes. No eyelids to blink with—no mouth to speak with, nothing. Nothing.

"Just—just talk with your thoughts, Owen. It's okay," Star eased. "You're in the aura sea right now, Owen. You're pressed up against the edge of, uh… the living world."

Owen struggled to work with this new sort of communication. It felt like it was all he had left. What do you mean, the edge? Isn't that just the Grass Orb, and the other Orbs?

"Yes and no," Star said, rubbing her head. "C'mon, stay by me, okay? Or you'll get caught up in the flow."

Flow… right… Owen reflexively tried to look down at his hands. Not only did he not have hands, but he also didn't have a head to look down with, or a neck. He didn't know what nothing felt like, but this was as close as he'd ever gotten to it.

"Don't worry, don't worry. This'll all go back to normal soon. It's just, weaker auras don't last very long here. They dissolve into their most basic component, the flare, which encapsulates their spirit."

Owen adjusted. He looked at the many others who looked exactly like him. They were moving in the opposite direction that he and Star were, toward some other void. Where are… they going?

"Oh, just the spirit world," Star said. "This is sorta the passageway from the point when an aura passes on, to the spirit world."

So this is… I heard legends about this…

"Legends? Huh. Once a mortal gets here, there's no going back, usually. I guess some of them just guessed correctly."

Something else was floating ahead. A hulking creature, to be sure, with a gray body with yellow stripes and a single, glowing, red eye. Dusknoir. Owen hesitated on advancing, but when he fell too far behind Star, he felt a strange force pulling him toward the void that the other auras were heading. He tried to call out to Star with his nonexistent mouth.

"Don't be afraid," Star said, reaching over to keep Owen from slipping away. The mere gesture of her hand created a force that drew Owen closer. "That's just Hecto."

Hecto?

"Well, one of him."

They were going right toward him. Eventually, they were right in front, and the Dusknoir stopped whatever he was doing. "Star," Hecto greeted. "Hello. I didn't expect to see you here. Are you not with my others?"

"Oh, I was, but I had to grab Owen." Star pointed at the flare. Owen felt himself shrink.

"…He has perished? Already?"

"No, no, nothing like that," Star said. "Barky summoned his aura when he was asleep, and now I'm taking him back on the down-low so the Alpha can cool off."

Wait, Barky? What? Huh? Oh, you mean….

"She means Arceus," the Dusknoir said. "It is a nickname developed by Star, specifically because, as you put it, he barks a lot."

"Barks orders, more like," Star muttered. "I could've called him RC instead, because he's a pain in the—" Owen caught an amused glint in Hecto's eye. Star, perhaps in response to this, balled up her tiny paws. "Look just because he has a few more Hands than I do doesn't mean he's the strongest in the pantheon. I'm important, too!"

"You certainly are," Hecto said. Except for that brief glint, he was quite expressionless. Owen had no idea if his statement was sarcastic or genuine. "Would you like me to create a fast route to your home, then?"

"Nah, I could've done that myself. I just wanted to take the scenic route so Barks can cool down."

If I call Arceus that… will he kill me? Owen said.

"Probably." Star shrugged. "But hey, do what you want. I've got you protected."

Okay, actually, hang on, Owen said. Why am I protected? Compared to the other Guardians? What's so important about me? I'm not even that strong compared to some of the others.

"Hm. So you haven't explained this to him?" Hecto said.

"I mean, I explained most of it. But now that Barky's in the picture. I guess I should give him more of the story. Did your others tell you about what happened?"

"Of his memories returning? Yes."

Star nodded. "Owen… I think it's time that we explain to you why you're so important in all this. I mean—I don't think we can tell it… tell it all just yet, but at least what sets you apart from the others."

You mean aside from the fact that I'm a freak of nature, Owen said.

"Yeah, actually," Star said. "There's more to it. Want to come along, Hec?"

"My others will be there. I am still watching the flow."

…What do you do here? Owen asked.

"I watch," Hecto said. "There is a lot to learn… if you just watch."

Watch? Owen turned his focus on the flowing auras. All he saw were a bunch of cyan flames in a thin stream. Each cyan aura had a small, golden glow in the center. Was that their spirit?

Star sensed his concentration and chuckled. "Sure, let's spend a bit of time doing this."

Owen stared, and stared, and stared…. And then, he started to hear something. Little whispers, voices. Confused voices, mostly. Some sounded sad. Others were relieved. And others still, angry. Desperate. Eager. Worried. But he couldn't make out what they were saying—it was a cacophony. He heard words, but he couldn't make it all out. There was too much to hear—a thousand words a second, a million… He had to break away.

U-ugh…

"Pretty overwhelming, huh?" Star said. "Don't worry. Let's get going, huh?"

Y-yeah. I'll leave that stuff to Hecto.

Owen appreciated that the rest of the trip through the aura sea was quiet. Star didn't ask any questions, but she did give him a little, reassuring smile when she sensed he was feeling uneasy. Somehow, it helped. He knew he was still experiencing some sort of shock from having the very creator of reality try to kill him. How deep into this mess was he? Still, Star had his back. And she seemed to be able to fend him off, at the very least.

Star eventually broke the silence. "Oh, we're almost there. It's gonna get bright."

Just then, Owen's surroundings lit up—he was still an ember, but now he was floating in a brown, rocky cave. Directly ahead of him was the mouth of the cave. He couldn't see anything from where he was standing, but it appeared to be overlooking a cliff. Behind him, further inside, was a complex network of tunnels and corridors, and even some furniture. Owen was unnerved at how… normal it all seemed, after what he had just gone through.

"Welcome to my hangout," Star said. "Oh, uh, sorry. Forgot that your body dissolved. So, just focus, and you'll form it back."

Just focus? Owen said.

"Yeah, like, imagine that you have a body again, and you'll become what you're thinking about."

Owen bobbed in the air and concentrated. First, he felt his legs return to him, and then his tail and waist. Then came his belly, and then his arms, and finally his head; next, from his back, two large wings sprouted, followed by two horns on the back of his head.

Star blinked, but then smiled sadly at him. "Oh, Owen…"

"H-huh?" Owen said but then gasped, clutching at his long muzzle. He didn't expect his voice to be so deep. "Oh, I… I guess I…"

Star chuckled. "You really want to evolve, huh?"

Owen looked back at his massive tail, swinging it a few times, and tried to outstretch his wings. It felt… strange, having two new limbs, yet familiar. "Did I… look like this?" the Charizard asked.

"Mn… no," Star said. "You… didn't look like a normal Charizard. But, you know—just work with this! I think you look good in whatever you're comfortable with, Owen. Just, uh, walk carefully. Your balance is going to feel different."

Owen rubbed the back of his neck. That was strange, too. It felt so much longer now.

"Actually, this might turn out to be useful," the Mew said. "See, I want to go down there." She pointed to the mouth of the cave and floated to the entrance. Owen followed, wobbling for the first few, heavy steps, but had to stop just to admire the view.

"Whoa," Owen breathed. "It's… it goes on forever!"

Below him was a sea of green leaves atop tall trees. There was a bluish tinge to them, vaguely reminding Owen of the auras of the sea he was just a part of. There was certainly something mystical about it—it must have been the glow. And indeed, it went on endlessly, blending into the purple horizon like a lumpy field of aether.

"This is Aether Forest," Star said. "It's kinda where I go if I want to think—I made it myself a long time ago." She jerked her head to the side, motioning for him to follow, and floated down to the forest floor. Owen hopped and stretched his wings—by instinct, he knew how to glide and descend to the bottom.

His heavy body felt like air for that brief moment; a stupid grin spread across his face halfway down. He broke through the trees and landed on dark, blue grass, where the leaves blocked most of the sun. Instead, the plants underneath glowed, similar to the mushrooms of Hot Spot Cave. The same went for the black tree trunks. Owen kicked over a pebble and saw a fine, cyan mist puff out and dissipate. Entertained, he kicked over another, and another; he accidentally crushed one, and it, too, burst into little blue lights.

Owen suppressed his smile to address Star. "Um, so, why did you want to come here?" Owen asked.

"To talk," Star said. "This is my turf. Barky can't bother us here. So… I just wanted to tell you about… what makes you so special. And not in the stupid way where everyone is special. I mean like, on a practical level, you've got something that sets you apart from the other Guardians. And also, you're synthetic, but that's beside the point—okay, so… are you still with me?"

"Halfway."

Star sighed. They continued through Aether Forest. Owen took some time to admire the blueness of the leaves, and then at the seemingly infinite web of trunks ahead, behind, and all around him. He ran his hand along the trunk. The wood was hard, but it wasn't dry. He'd have to really put forth an effort to knock one down.

"Let's just put it this way," Star said. "Yeah, you've got special powers, and maybe a few perks from being genetically crafted by crazy aura-bio science, but… the main difference that you have between all the other Guardians with us? It's that you aren't… aligned with Barky yet."

"What? You mean the Guardians all made a Divine Promise to him?"

"Yes," Star said. "But Barky didn't see them as a threat. He made them Promise… to never gather the Orbs together into one person. I guess that's why he's not complaining about them joining up with you to fight the Hunters, because even if they win, they still can't overpower him."

"Wh—I mean, yeah, isn't that what we're trying to avoid?" Owen said. "That'd usurp Arceus! And I feel like that'd be really, really bad news."

Star was quiet. Owen stopped walking through the infinite forest; Star floated a few more feet ahead.

"Star?" Owen said. "What… what are you getting at with this?"

Star stared at the treetops, flicking her tail. For just a second, her tail split in two, akin to an Espeon's, and the two ends swatted at one another.

"Owen," Star said. "Times… change. And leaders… that are in power for too long… can lose touch with the world they rule. Don't you think?"

This time, Owen was quiet.

"There's… a lot that I don't know if I'm ready to tell you, or anyone," Star admitted. "But… you saw how Arceus was to you. That wasn't some exception. He's just like that, now. High and mighty, forgetting that he works for mortals, not the other way around."

"Wh-what do you mean? Aren't… aren't we supposed to be thankful to Arceus for all he's done for us? Maybe he's a little worried or—" Owen shook his head. What was he saying? He tried to kill him!

Star laughed weakly. Owen never heard a laugh so bitter. "Maybe that's the opinion you were taught," she said, "but come on. I know you weren't the sort to believe in either of us until recently. But you know what? I think we can do better than sit in our kingdom and stare down at the world. If you guys are forgetting about us, we aren't doing a good job, are we? I know we can do better."

Owen shifted from his left foot to his right, shuffling his wings awkwardly.

"I know you aren't ready to decide or anything, Owen," Star said, "but… you want all this to end, right? You want to stop the Hunters from trying to gather the Orbs, and you want to stop Arceus from being… well, the way he is?"

"I—I do," Owen said. "I just want everyone to be happy, and I don't want anybody to feel afraid." He felt like he'd said this a thousand times, but he said it again. "Just like Anam."

Star nodded. "Well, I'll… help you, okay? We'll stop Arceus and the Hunters, together." She stopped floating ahead and turned around. "Hey, Owen. Would it be okay if…?" Star looked right in the Charizard's uncertain, blue eyes.

Owen gulped. He got that feeling again, even from Star. An icy pit formed in his chest, already flashing back to that warmth that Arceus radiated while coercing him to make a Promise. He didn't feel that from Star. But knew the question was coming. She was going to ask him the very same question all over again. She just rescued him to get his's loyalty for herself…

Star smiled slightly. "…No. It'd be wrong of me to ask you that now, of all times, huh? Okay. No Divine Promise from you. But… can you just give me a regular promise that… you'll hear me out when the time comes?"

The icy pit subsided, but only slightly. No Promise? His pulse slowly lowered, but that didn't free him completely of his lingering doubt. He just got through denying one deity a Promise, and he felt like he had just gone into round two. "What's a regular promise to you?"

"The ones you can break… if… I dunno, if you need to," Star said. "Won't take your power away or anything. Just a normal one."

Owen shuffled uncomfortably where they had stopped walking, admiring, again, the dark trees and dim glow. It distracted him. If Star could just vanish for a while, that'd be lovely. Unfortunately, Star seemed adamant about staying by Owen. "I guess so," he said. "I'm just not comfortable making promises to a god right now, okay?"

Star winced. "Y-yeah, I'm really sorry," she said. "I didn't think it through. I shouldn't have hinted like that. Bad taste. Too soon."

"I mean, you were planning to ask me this some time anyway, right? To pledge… loyalty to you, or something." Owen looked down. "I'm just not comfortable doing that, Star. To anybody. Because that's not what it means to be a Heart."

"Not what it means to…?"

Owen shook his head. "Hearts aren't loyal to Anam. We fight for the world and everybody in it. We're supposed to keep them safe."

Star stared at Owen for five seconds. Owen maintained his eye contact. If anything, his gaze, while neutral, intensified. And then she smiled, breaking the stare, laughing.

"What's so funny?!"

Star shook her head, covering her mouth with her left paw. "Your eyes looked just like Anam's for a second," she said. "I mean, yours are blue, and his are green, but they were so full of light! I don't know, Owen. I just felt really happy for a second, if that makes any sense."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Owen frowned.

"I should expect it. That's the sort of personality that Anam likes to recruit. Bright-eyed."

Owen sighed, settling down. Star slowly did, too, lowering her altitude until she was at eye-level again. A slight tension returned. Aftershocks from meeting Arceus, he was sure. Owen clenched his claws and breathed deeply. He wondered if meditating worked in the spirit realm.

"Star," Owen said. "I'm… I'm sorry, but I don't know if I'll be able to make a Promise to you. Ever."

"Oh." Star quieted down. She curled her tail around her floating body. "H-how come?"

Owen rubbed his right arm with his left. "I know that you saved my life a little while ago, and I know you've been going out of your way to try to get as many Guardians together as you can, but… after what happened back there… How do I know you aren't doing the same thing to me?"

"Well… I'm not trying to kill you right now, aren't I?" Star said.

Owen flinched. "I guess," he said. "But—"

"Owen, do you seriously think I'd try to kill you? I've been trying to help you guys this whole time!"

Owen wondered how much he should press when in Star's 'turf.' But he still had the smallest bit of trust in Star, at least enough to believe that she wouldn't kill him. It was a low bar of trust.

"How do I know you aren't just doing it to eventually turn on us or something? Gather up the Orbs to steal from us all at the same time…" he trailed off.

Star crossed her arms. The Charizard gulped, realizing the flaw in his idea. "Go on," Star said.

Owen sighed. "You could've just killed us one by one if you could've done it to all of us at once."

"Uh-huh. Also, if Barky's worried about gathering the Orbs together, then you're technically a threat to me, too. Just pointing that out."

"R-right. Right." Owen nodded. "Okay."

"But," Star said, "I'm glad you're being careful, Owen. To be honest, I think a lot of the other Guardians are kinda indifferent about me." She rubbed the back of her neck thoughtfully. "And Zena's… uh… I need to try to patch things up with her in particular. And the others… They're just going along with it because it's better than how they were before. It's not like they… trust me, either. I know what I did to them."

Owen briefly thought back to Zena, alone in her home just that night. His heart hurt just thinking about it.

"I just want to make things right, Owen," she said. Owen looked up, hearing her voice, just barely, strain. "I'm sorry that I'm not ready to tell you guys about all the mistakes I've made. But I will, okay? I will. Then I'll… let everyone judge me. For everything. I'm… I'm just not ready yet. I thought I was, but then, the way Zena reacted…"

"Rightfully," Owen said automatically but regretted doing so moments later.

Star shook her head. Owen was ready to vocalize an apology, but Star held her paw up. "Y-yeah. I just—I need time. I'm sorry. I'll feel better about it after I actually fix everything I broke. Okay? Do we have a deal?"

Owen tensed.

"Sorry, bad phrasing," Star tittered nervously. "I mean, are you okay with that?"

The Charizard relaxed, puffing a small plume of smoke from his nostrils. He nodded. If anything, he sensed no malice from Star the same way he did from Arceus. He supposed that, deep down, he trusted Star for him to question her so openly in the first place.

There was still one question nagging at him. "So," he said, "how about why you can't tell me about my issues?"

He caught a twinge of annoyance in the way Star's left eye twitched.

"Listen," she sighed, rubbing the bridge of her tiny snout. "Think for a second. What happened when you found out that you killed Klent? All the memories started flooding back, right? And why I told you not to try to jog Gahi's memory. Because that'd make him get the same panic attack, yeah? You were losing it. Now, imagine that, times, like, fifty. That's why I can't tell you yet."

"Oh." Those memories were overwhelming. "But—does that mean I have to never remember at all?"

Star shook her head. "They have to come slowly, and when you can control yourself when you're totally… unsealed. If you can fully evolve, and stay sane—that's gonna be the best time you can handle it. Your brain won't… break, trying to reconcile all the craziness of remembering being a Charizard when you're still a Charmander."

Just listening to that statement gave Owen a sharp headache near his right temple. He grumbled and grasped at the area just above his right eye.

"That," Star pointed at him, "is my proof. Believe me now?"

"O-okay." If just knowing a little about his past made him panic, he can only imagine what would happen if he knew the trigger.

Star sighed again, shaking her arms and legs as if getting the last of her vulnerability away. "Are you satisfied, now?" she asked. "Your memory seal is teetering, and if too many come at once, it'll scramble all over again. Don't make me do that again."

Owen felt the tension leave his chest. He nodded, but then said, "No promises." He smirked.

"Not funny." Star smirked back.

They spent a few seconds just staring at one another, and Owen finally had the sense to continue walking. But then, he heard something off to the side; his tail-fire lit up bright and he swung in the direction of the noise, ready for some disciple of Arceus to come to take his soul. It was a strange, canid creature with a black body and green, hexagon-like markings all over, with white, hexagon eyes. "W-wait, isn't that a…?" Owen trailed off. "That's—that's a tenth of a Zygarde!"

"Oh, don't worry!" Star said quickly. "That's just another Hecto! Yo! Hecto! Were you eavesdropping again?!"

"I apologize." He stepped out from the bushes and bowed to Owen. "You already met my Dusknoir manifestation, yes? I monitor the flow of the spirits transitioning into the spirit world, but most of my copies are dedicated toward observing the living realm. I suppose you can call me Star's eyes."

"And my better half." Star winked at Hecto.

The Zygarde, expressionless, said to Owen, "Yes. That as well."

Owen had to stare between the two. He shook his head. "You guys are weird," he said. "I don't think all this cosmic stuff is good for my head. Got me all confused and… I dunno. I feel like I should focus on simpler stuff."

"Hah!" Star said. "You're my kind of guy, Owen. Glad that you can keep a down-to-Kilo head even after becoming Mystic and stuff. You'll need that."

"Y-yeah." Owen tittered. "So, uh… where does this forest go, anyway?"

"It goes to where you wish for it to go," Hecto said. "I mean this literally. Moving forward is all that is required to reach a place you desire, so long as it is within the spirit realm. It takes some time, but you will indeed arrive."

"Wow," Owen said. "That's crazy. And why does it work like that?"

"Just because," Star said. "It's the spirit world. I mean, it's my realm. I kinda make the rules."

"Oh, yeah, that's right."

It only took a few steps before Star saw what appeared to be a forest that was paler and greener than her blue, ethereal one.

"Oh, so you wanna go to your Orb's realm?" Star noted.

"Yeah," Owen said. "Just… I think I'm ready to talk to them. And see Amelia. Like how you wanted me to at the lava river."

"O-oh."

"I want to apologize, even if… I know that's not enough."

Star nodded. "I think it'll go okay," she said. "Not great, but… okay."

Owen smiled slightly. "Thanks."

Eventually, they were halfway toward the Grass Realm. Owen found himself focusing on how the sounds of his footsteps were louder like this. He was starting to grow self-conscious of it. Was that loud sound annoying the other two? Hecto walked softly, and Star simply floated. "Star," Owen said. "In the memories I have right now, I… have really vague memories when I was a Charizard, or—the synthetic version. I felt… fine. Felt normal. I didn't really… go crazy."

"You weren't in your battle mode," Star said. "That's when you go crazy. Synthetics like you have two modes—controlled by your masters. Or, well… that's how it was supposed to be. Something went wrong with you guys, and you couldn't get out of that mode. Manny figured out how to sorta grind it away for the spirits he has, but it's not as easy for you guys. You're unstable."

"I mean… we were the first of our kind, right?" Owen said. "I guess that's part of the reason." He looked at Star again. "What caused it to go wrong for me? Do you know? What's the trigger that made us go crazy and couldn't get… not-crazy without resetting us?"

Star hesitated. "Didn't we go over this already?" she said. "Please, Owen. Not this line of questions."

"…Oh, is that one of the things that might make me lose it?"

"It's probably the single worst thing I can make you remember."

Owen's jaw clenched, frowning with worry.

"You're close to suppressing it already," Star said. "You almost pulled through at that fight with Azu, but we lost you. Amia had to reset you—Rhys taught her how, since we had to keep you with her so you were away from the other three. Rhys could handle them."

"Not me?" Owen said.

"Ohh, no." Star chuckled. "Of the quartet, you're the brains. Rhys saw you as a real threat if you had enough resources. That was your specialty—being resourceful. Your head… it was just so good at using everything at perfect efficiency. That's your special move, Owen. Fire Trap. A trace of your true abilities…. But… I don't want to trigger the memories yet. It might mess with you even in your current state," she said. "So… I'll just tell you this. If you ever see Demitri, Mispy, or Gahi evolve to their synthetic forms…" The Mew stopped floating to look right at Owen. "Run. Okay? Get as far from them as possible."

The forest stood still, and Owen gulped. He nodded.

"Good!" Star grinned. She turned around and advanced. "C'mon! The Grass Realm is just this way!"

Hecto and Owen watched her. Then, the Zygarde turned his head, looking up at Owen with his blank, hexagon eyes. "She is very proud of you," he said. "It isn't often that she puts so much trust in a mortal to handle something this large."

"Oh, really?" Owen said. Then, not saying it, he thought, Do I even count as mortal?

Hecto nodded. "You have potential," he said. "She wishes to harness that potential for the good of the world. I do hope you can align with her one day."

"I—I don't think I'm at that level," Owen said. "I just want to help everyone…. And no alliances! Not until she tells me everything. I already had Arceus try to trick me onto his side, and don't think Star's getting any favors, either! As far as I'm concerned… they're just trying to use me for their own war. And I'm not having any of that."

"Mm," Hecto said.

Owen tried to push his powers into overdrive to sense any sort of twitch from the Zygarde. Now that he knew this was part of his synthetic, weaponized talent, he had even more confidence than before that he'd be able to use it. And yet… nothing. From Hecto, Owen couldn't sense anything. No positive or negative reaction. Could he be hiding it? Even from him? Hecto was listening, and that was all Owen knew for sure.

"U-uh, anyway," Owen said, unnerved, "what's your story? With Star?"

"Hm? My story?" Hecto said. They finally resumed their walk. "Star and I are partners on the cosmic scale. While I am native to the world she created, I suppose I caught her heart, long ago."

"…Huh?"

"We have a history," Hecto said.

"I mean, sure, I figured that much," Owen said. "You… caught her heart?"

Hecto stared at Owen. "Hm." The Zygarde walked on.

"W-wait! What does that mean?!"

Soon, they exited the ethereal forest.






25. Past and Present


Chapter 23 – Past and Present

"Hello?" Owen called. "Klent? Everyone…?"

It was like what had happened when he had first arrived. A clear, bright glade without any sign of Pokémon life. But Owen could sense them this time. He figured it was because his aura was getting stronger and more tuned to his Mystic energy, or perhaps as a Charizard, his natural perception abilities were heightened. He could sense Klent specifically, as one of the strongest spirits of this realm.

He turned to his right. "Hey, what're you so shy for?"

Silencce at first, and then the Jumpluff emerged with his eyes downcast, somewhere between apprehension and, oddly enough, guilt. "I, er… I wasn't sure if you were still upset or not," Klent said. "Are you…?"

"Don't worry, guys," Star said. "He's fine. And Barky didn't get him, either."

Klent deflated with relief. "When I felt him leave for his realm, I thought it was over," he said. "Owen, you're still free to… choose what to do?"

"I, uh, yes?" Owen said. "Free to choose what?"

"What to do with your power, compared to just following what Arceus says," Star said.

"Oh, yeah. Yeah, I can," Owen said. "And I'm not with Star, either. I'm just me. Actually, about that, um, about power, and stuff. Klent, I… I'm really sorry about what I did to you, y'know, when…"

"It's okay, Owen." Klent shook his head. "I… suppose I've also been holding a grudge. You weren't in control of yourself. But… well. It's hard to shake the image. But I'll move through it. You've changed… and you're in control, now." He spoke as if it was rehearsed, but Owen chose to believe that it was coming from the right place. He was the one who killed Klent and his daughter, after all. Even after a few centuries, that might still sting. He wondered if it was true that spirits held grudges for much longer than mortals.

Owen shook his head. Just a moon ago, he wouldn't have even entertained thoughts about spirits, and now he was thinking about them like they were common theory. "How—how in control was I against Azu?" Owen asked.

Klent rubbed his pom-poms together. "A bit ruthless, yes. You used the same attacks that we're… familiar with. But Amia was able to calm you down enough to reset your form."

"Calm me down?"

"That was impossible before," Klent said. "That shows just how much progress you made. And I have… more faith in you, now, in controlling yourself when you evolve again. Perhaps if we can do it in a less stressful situation, you'll have a better chance at controlling yourself. But for that to happen, we're going to have to keep training you—in the mind, body, and aura—to make sure you're ready for what's to come with the Hunters."

"Y-yeah. We're fighting them, huh?" Owen said.

Sta shrugged noncommittally. "Unless we find some way to make a compromise, yep."

Owen nodded, but then gently shuffled his wings, grabbing his right one to pick between the scales. "Klent… where's Amelia?"

The Jumpluff's gaze darkened slightly. "I—er, she's… she's nearby."

A little gust of wind blew through the otherwise still forest. Owen wondered if he should drop the subject, but his mouth moved on its own.

"Should I turn to my Grass form?"

More silence filled the air. The gust of wind had passed, leaving the forest in complete silence.

"No," Klent said. "Stay… stay in that form."

"As—as a Charizard?" Owen stuttered. "Is—isn't that the form that—"

"Not that Charizard," Klent said. "This will do. I'm sure of it. You look… a bit cuter that way."

Owen's flame crackled. "Wh-what do you mean?"

"Well, you're shorter, less muscular, a little chubby… much less intimidating than how you normally look."

"I—I'm not chubby!" Owen protested, clutching at his round belly. "Th-that's the natural look for my species! It's—it's healthy!"

"I'm sure it is, Owen." Klent chuckled, hiding behind one of his pompoms. "but that doesn't hide the fact that it's cuter."

Owen whined and looked at Star helplessly.

The Mew giggled. "Well, I did design you guys to look like chubby bipedal fire-dragons."

"Would it've hurt to give us the actual Dragon type?" Owen mumbled.

Klent and Star both chuckled.

Owen pouted again. "Well… if you think Amelia is ready, and she's fine with me looking like this, then I'll… be here."

"I'll see." Klent nodded. "It won't be long. I'll be back." The Jumpluff floated into the forest.

Owen had a few seconds to himself. Star was chatting with the other Grass spirits. Hecto was silently gazing upon the field nearby. The Charizard rubbed the back of his head, startled at the two horns that sprouted in the back. Did he have horns in his true form, too? They felt so foreign, somehow. Perhaps they were different. He vaguely recalled having horns of some kind. He hoped they looked cooler.

"Hey, Hecto," Owen said.

"Yes?"

"Are there other Legendary Pokémon like you around?" Owen asked. "I never see them. You only read about them."

"Mm. There is one more."

"Oh. Just one, huh?" But before he could ask, he heard the bushes shuffling, and the thought left him.

Klent returned after only a few seconds, nodding. "Just don't make any sudden movements."

"Y-yeah, totally."

The bushes breathed out a whisper. Owen gulped, wondering if this would trigger any memories, but held strong. He kept himself as neutral as possible, but couldn't keep his eyes from locking onto the movement. His heartbeat quickened.

Finally, she revealed herself—a Lilligant. Her orange eyes were fearful, and she, like a nervous tic, adjusted the flower atop her head to keep herself calm. She froze once she was halfway to Owen, and it didn't look like she'd take another step forward.

Owen slowly lifted his hand to wave, showing as few threatening gestures as he possibly could as a Fire in a forest; Amelia flinched but held steady. "Hey," Owen said. "Um… you're Amelia?"

The Lilligant nodded. "A-and… you're… Owen?"

"Yeah," Owen said.

Star and Klent both stood to the side and didn't interfere. Others were watching from the outskirts of the clearing—it seemed that everybody knew their history. Unsurprising—many of them probably witnessed it from within Klent.

"I'm sorry," Owen said. "I… I wish I could've stopped myself back then." He felt a pit in his stomach when he didn't get any new memories from seeing her. He wanted to know what happened, and not knowing somehow made it worse.

Amelia nodded. "But… but you're better, now," she said. "Th-that's good… I… I'm glad that…" The Lilligant shook slightly. "I'm glad that they aren't using you anymore."

"Yeah." Owen shifted where he stood. "I hope I didn't scare you when I attacked Azu. I don't remember… what happened yet, but I know it scared Willow a lot."

"I didn't watch," Amelia said.

There was a tense silence between them. Owen took in a breath, as if he was about to say something, but then breathed out.

Amelia spoke instead. "Are you… going to be like that again?"

"N-no," Owen said automatically. "I'm going to—I'm going to keep myself from doing that. I don't want to lose control of myself at all, and I almost made it last time, right?" He looked at Star.

She nodded. "Almost there."

"Then I'll do my best, okay?" Owen said. "That way you won't have to be afraid anymore. And even if I look big and scary, I'll… still be in control. Right? There's lots of scary Pokémon that are actually really nice."

"Yeah, like Alex," Star said. "Magmortar look pretty scary, but he's as gentle as you can get. You saw him, right? The scary fire Pokémon that's with Amia?"

"Yeah!" Amelia said. "I like him, even if I probably can't get too close to his body…"

Owen grinned. "I'll be just like that."

Klent's eyes lit up imperceptibly. "Amelia, would you like to do anything else?" he asked. "Owen probably has to wake up soon, but we still have some time."

Amelia hesitated, her flower drooping.

"It's okay," Owen said. "I think I'm gonna wake up sooner than soon. I kinda feel it, you know? But maybe tomorrow night, we can do something. How's that?"

Amelia nodded.

"Alright," Star said. "See you, Owen. We're gonna do some training today, maybe, or maybe tomorrow, before we go after the other Mystics. I'm gonna have Hecto try to monitor the Hunters and see if those mutants are going anywhere else. Until then, we need to hope that the Association's scouting turns something up."

"Right," Owen said, but then looked down. It felt like his body was being pulled away somewhere, little golden pieces of light rising from him. "I think I'm waking up."

"Yep! See you, Owen!"

And then the Charizard vanished in a mist of orange and white.

Klent watched the mist dissipate. Amelia collapsed where she stood, alarming half of the silent audience in the trees and bushes, who finally revealed themselves when he left.

Star floated toward her and helped her up. "Hey, hey, that was really good," she assured her. "How are you feeling, Amelia?"

The spirit nodded. "That was scary… but… he's totally different. He's…" She looked at Klent. "His eyes were sad."

"Of course they were, Amelia," Klent said. "Owen's… sapient, right now. And hopefully forever. I guess Star was right after all. Maybe this is the real Owen, and everything before was just… his instincts."

"The line is pretty blurred," Star said, "but if you want my opinion, I like this Owen better."


"Ugh… my head," Owen said, sitting up. He was in the middle of the fire in the middle of his room. Wait, his room? His parents must have carried him back while he was asleep. And, he must have rolled into it in his sleep again. He groaned. The Charmander tried to stretch out the wings he didn't have. "Ngh… that's right," he mumbled, disappointed.

"Owen! You're awake?" Amia asked.

"Yeah!" Owen called.

"Star told me everything," the Gardevoir said, rushing into his room.

Alex was somehow faster, and he scooped him up and pressed him tightly against his chest. He frantically mumbled something, asking if he was okay and if he was in one piece. Owen tried his best to look dignified. It wasn't working.

"Ohhh, you were so brave, Owen! I'm so proud!" Amia said from the side.

"Nng—thanks…!" Owen said, kicking his legs helplessly.

Alex set him down. "I'm so sorry that you had to go through all that," he said. "I didn't think it would be that scary. Ooh, to say no to Arceus…"

"S-so, Mom said yes?"

Amia nodded. "A long time ago. It was a basic Promise, though—nothing like what he was asking of you. I just Promised to never have more than one Orb within me. I had no intention to, and, well, at the time… it was Arceus! I think a lot of Pokémon here would tell you a similar story."

"Mm." Owen looked down. "Well, I don't plan to gather the Orbs, either. That would mean killing you guys. I doubt that's what Star wants." Owen paused. "Wait. But Barky—I mean, Arceus—I mean—ugh. What he told me was that he wanted me to just… give up my power. And when that didn't work, to work under him. Not to Promise to not gather the Orbs or anything!" Owen shuddered. "Was he going to make me kill you guys?!"

"I doubt he'd do something like that," Alex said, flinching. "I—I hope not. Star never said he was an evil person…" He looked to Amia, who shrank uncertainly.

"I'd hope not!" Owen said. "He's Arceus! He can't be evil!" Right? Star, you there?

No answer.

"Guess she's busy," Owen said.

"What was that?" Amia asked.

"Oh, sorry—I was trying to call for Star. Anyway, what were we doing?"

"Well, we were thinking about doing some meditation," Amia said.

Owen instantly deflated.

"But," Amia amended, "we were also thinking about heading into Kilo Village to get some supplies for Team Alloy, since they still need to eat. But it's a bit dangerous, considering Eon might be waiting for us if we left. We were going to split into two groups—half of us would go to Kilo Village for supplies for the rest of Team Alloy, and the rest would stay back here. That way, Eon can't split us up."

"Right, okay," Owen said. "So, can I go to Kilo Village, then?"

"If you want, dear. Rhys was also going to go, and Anam to check on the Hearts with Nevren. He's still at the village keeping the paperwork flowing. Your friends are going to be meditating, though. They need it more than you do."

"How about you?" Owen asked.

"Your mother will need to stay back to keep Kilo Village safe," Alex said, shaking his head. "With Rhys and Anam gone, she's the strongest Mystic here."

"Oh, yeah," Owen said. "How strong… are you? Wait—and what about Manny? Isn't he stronger?"

Amia giggled. "Well, he's definitely a better fighter."

Owen gulped.

Hey, yo! Yes? Hello? You called?

Oh! Hi, Star! What took you?

"Owen?" Alex asked nervously. "Is Arceus trying to…?"

"Oh—sorry. No. Star."

I was searching the spirit realm. Takes a bit of time to make my way back to the Grass Orb. 

Oh, okay.

So, what's up?

Is, uh, I was just wondering, is Arceus evil?

A pause. That, uh, she said. That's a loaded question.

I mean, yes or no, is he evil? Owen said.

You can't just… call someone evil. It's… I mean… c'mon. He's my cosmic roommate. I know the guy. He isn't all bad; he's just… warped.

Warped, huh? Owen replied, crossing his arms. What was he gonna make me do, Star? If I followed his orders?

I dunno. What, you think I can read his mind?

…Yes?

Well, I can't. Can barely read you guys; what makes you think I can read him?

Right…

Anyway, that all? I want to find the next Orb asap.

N-no, that's all. Thanks, Star. Sorry for bothering you.

No prob. Gonna go now.

Mm.

Owen noticed that his parents were staring at him. "Uh—sorry. Star says Arceus isn't evil, just warped."

"I don't know if that's any better." Alex frowned, the flames on his shoulders dimming.

Owen sighed. "I need to take a walk, I think. I'm definitely going to Kilo Village." He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "…Can Zena come, too?"

Amia and Alex blinked, exchanging looks. "Zena?" Amia asked.

Owen closed his eyes. "I don't know," he said. "Just a feeling."

"Well, you'd have to ask her," Alex said after an uncertain pause. "But if not, bring ADAM instead. He's about as strong as Zena is, from what we can tell by his aura."

"Okay, sure," Owen said.

He ran straight across their dividing cavern and knocked at her home's entryway.

"Zena?" he called. "Are you—oh."

"Do you like it?" Zena asked. The Milotic wore a bag tied around her horn, resting comfortably on her neck. "I'm not sure who made it for me, but it was too lovely to pass up. I found it in front of my home."

Owen squinted. "Huh. That looks like Rhys' handiwork."

Zena's bright expression dampened slightly. "Oh? Rhys?"

"Yeah. It looks great!"

"Mm. Well, if you say so, I'll gladly use it. Now, what did you want?"

"Want to come with me to Kilo Village?"

Zena flinched. "W-with you?" She rose with hope. "Just you?"

"Yeah! Oh, no. You, me, Rhys, and Anam."

Zena's stance lowered.

"Hey, I know you don't care a whole lot about Rhys, I think, but…"

"No, it's fine," Zena said, nodding. "I'll come. Certainly."


He couldn't find his bag.

The little Charmander searched high and low, increasingly more frantic, for his trusty and sturdy and constantly replaced Heart-approved exploration bag. Even with his blocked memories, the apparent wear and tear of his bag was frequent enough that he knew, in his very core, that it happened too often to be acceptable.

"No, no, how did I misplace it? Again, maybe?" Owen whispered, but then stopped himself. No talking to himself. Bad. He was trying to break that habit, wasn't he? Worried chirps left his throat instead; soon, he looked and sounded more like a feral searching for a lost scrap of food. He had even come across a hidden stash of Roseli Berries, which only made him let out a perplexed and frustrated whimper. Who even needed those things here? Nobody was weak to Amia's Fairy aura, and—

"Uh."

Owen let out a loud chirp in response and spun around. "Ah! Demitri! Don't do that!"

Demitri blinked. "Were you just talking like a feral?"

"No, I, uh, I was just searching for my bag."

"Y'know, down south there's a place where a ton of Fires settled and made it a lava field," Gahi remarked, waddling into Owen's room. "Saw some Charmander there. Made the same sounds."

"I wasn't—I was just panicking! Who loses their bag?!"

"Who chirps like a feral?" Gahi quipped back, clicking his jaws.

Mispy, rolling her eyes, squeezed past Demitri and looked around the room.

"Mispy's got the right idea," Demitri said. "Let's help Owen find his bag."

In less than ten seconds, Mispy cleared her throat wordlessly and raised Owen's bag with a vine, tossing it over to the immensely relieved Heart.

"Where'd you—"

Mispy curled a vine under Owen's leafy bed an raised it, revealing a hidden stash of comic books, a half-full bag of Tamato jerky, and a rock with several claw marks on it.

"How did you find that so quickly?" Owen said.

Mispy shrugged. "I'm smart."

"Heh-heh-hey," Gahi said, eyes sparkling with mischief. He skittered toward the bed and nipped at one of the paperbacks, pulling it away. "Books under yer bed? Ain't you got a dark side."

Owen, helpless and paralyzed, could only gasp and say, "No, no! That's not at ALL what I—"

"Ho-Oh's Absurd Escapades?" Gahi read out, tapping his jaw on the cover as if that would give him a better idea off what it was trying to convey. "Part seven?"

"It's the best part, okay?" Owen seethed, snatching the comic away before shoving it back under his bed. "I think. Why else would I keep it?"

"What, you don't remember?" Gahi said.

"No." Owen's flame dimmed slightly at that, and Gahi growled, perhaps realizing that he'd just sucked the mood out of the room. "And thanks for the bag, Mispy. I don't like leaving without basic supplies."

"Yeah, eh, glad she found it," Gahi mumbled. He said something else, too, but it was so soft that Owen didn't hear him. But he had a guess.

"How are you feeling, Gahi? Guys?" Owen said. "Er, I know yesterday was pretty stressful… And—and to be honest, I'm still a little out of it, so I'm not really to talk about…"

"Nah, nah, it's fine." Gahi waved his head dismissively.

Demitri and Mispy exchanged uncertain looks, and then the Axew asked, "Um… about that. Those things about you… and how it might apply to us. Do you think we'd be able to, you know…"

Owen tensed. He wasn't supposed to tell them. He could practically feel the Grass spirits in him, quietly urging him to hold off. "It's probably a bad idea for now," he said. "Maybe when we know we're more stable."

Demitri poked his claws together. The crestfallen look was nearly enough to make Owen spill anyway, but not enough.

Mispy, meanwhile, nodded and said, "I trust you."

"Yeah, whatever yeh say," Gahi said. "Jus', y'know, when they finally let us, let's go on a mission t'gether. Sure, just the three o' us as Team Alloy feels more familiar… but yer our leader, now, so, eh—"

"Second in command," Mispy said, raising her leaf a little higher.

Gahi snapped his jaws in Mispy's general direction.

"A-and besides," Demitri said quickly, standing between the two of them. "With you on the team, maybe we can actually take on Ice-heavy missions."

That one, for some reason, got a laugh out of Owen. "Maybe," he said, thought his tail brightened. "How about when I get back home, if we have time, I meditate with you guys instead?"

Their expressions brightened in kind.


The enthusiastic Charmander took a deep breath, exhaling a plume of fire. "Ahhh, light! Sunlight!" He spread his tiny arms. "I hope I went out often in the past. I did, right, Rhys?"

"Mm, I believe so. You went on small-scale missions quite often." Rhys looked down at Owen. "Do you remember any of that?"

"Not yet," Owen said. "What sorts of missions did I take?"

"Simple ones. Lost item recovery, a thief here and there, troubled Pokémon, and the sort. But they were typically only for Provisionary-approved Dungeons."

"Provisionary?" Zena repeated.

"Pre-Hearts, kinda. Kinda like an apprenticeship!" Owen said. "For… four hundred years… now that I think about it."

"Hmm. Sounds like quite the career path," Zena said absently.

"…Was… was that a joke?"

"Hey!" Anam suddenly said. "Look! It's Nev-Nev! I'm gonna go catch up on Heart stuff with Jam-Jam!"

And just like that, the Goodra and Decidueye were off to the Alakazam, leaving Rhys and Zena with Owen.

Zena watched. "Does it ever bother you that your leader is an adult hatchling?"

"Yes," Rhys grunted.

"I dunno, I think it's kinda cute," Owen countered.

Rhys sighed. "So long as Nevren and James can handle the complicated work, I do not mind Anam as a figurehead. I won't deny his positive effect on Kilo's morale, let alone Kilo Village itself."

"Mm." Zena nodded. "That, I suppose, is fair. Well, Lucario. You know your team more than any of us. What do they want for food?"

"Ah, I know just the place." Rhys inspected his bag of Poké to be sure they had enough funds.

Owen heard the jingle of coins, but then had a brief moment of panic, like he couldn't see.

"Hm?" Rhys glanced at Owen. "Are you okay?"

"Uh—I don't know," Owen said, holding his chest. "I…"

Rhys stared worriedly, as did Zena. But then the Lucario's eyes flashed with recognition. "Ah," he said. "Not to worry, Owen. You might be reacting to your senses being so dull as a Charmander. Perhaps the jingle of coins made you curious how many there are inside. Would you like to see?"

"Yeah, please," Owen said, reaching out to grab it. "Sorry," he mumbled, avoiding Zena's confused stare. He looked into the bag and fiddled with its contents for a while—a mixture of silver, gold, and shimmering coins. He made sure to get a glance at the very bottom, every small circle. Satisfied, he closed the bag and returned it to Rhys. "Thanks."

"…Owen?" Zena said.

Rhys explained. "Owen has impressive perceptive senses, but they aren't their best as a Charmander."

"They were a lot stronger in the spirit world," Owen said. "But I think out here…"

Rhys nodded. "It must feel like he's blind, or walking in the dark," he explained. "Are you sure you're fine, Owen? I can let you hold our funds, if you wish."

"No, it's okay. Let's go!" By some miracle, he remembered the name of one of his favorite stores. "And maybe after, we can stop by Sugar 'n Spice?"

Rhys chuckled. "Of course."


Shopping was surprisingly easy. First, they headed down the road from the main Waypoint and advanced north. They went past the multicolored, old buildings that sold Dungeon equipment—some shops were now closed for an early-noon break while Heart traffic was at its lowest—and continued further down the paved roads. The further they went, the more developed the buildings became, transitioning from stones and mortar to bricks, and later to what seemed to be carved and colored stone of some kind. They only passed by a few Pokémon on the way. Kilo Village was eerily quiet, but it was only expected thanks to their odd time to visit.

They went into a general store for their main supplies, with foods of all kinds stocked on shelves almost as tall as Zena. The middle shelves immediately in front of them held things like berries, vegetables, and fruits. The outer-middle shelves had things like sugar, breads, and oils. The walls had strange, large tubs that contained meats, juices, and other perishables. A Froslass patrolled these tubs, radiating freezing air over them one by one in a routine cycle.

Near the front, a Tangrowth oversaw the shoppers, counting coins and bagging items in little, leafy pouches for customers to take home. He glanced worriedly at Owen, who gave a nervous wave back. His tail always made shopkeepers nervous. He had a pang of guilt whenever he looked at the Froslass. Based on how she hovered protectively over the produce… he had an idea why.

"No sneezing," Rhys mumbled to Owen. He then headed to the produce section.

To Owen's retroactive relief, nothing befell them in the market. Owen didn't sneeze once; he kept his tail in check; and best of all, he convinced the others to buy a few Berry Pops from the frozen section to try later. Owen glanced back to see the Froslass and Tangrowth collectively sigh when he left. Pushing that to the back of his mind, he followed Rhys and Zena to Sugar 'n Spice next.

"Such interesting architecture," Zena said, looking at the buildings. She had been politely silent while they went shopping, but Owen knew that she was trying her best to take it all in, and had been careful not to touch anything the whole time. "Why do the buildings change so much? These seem so much more… refined than what is near the Waypoint."

"As the population grows, so does Kilo Village's size. Thankfully, the crater of Kilo Mountain is quite accommodating. The outer buildings are more advanced because they were made with better technology."

"Mm. A crater…" Zena eyed the distant, black hills. "And what if it floods?"

"We have runoff systems." Rhys motioned to the dips in the roadsides. "Among other precautions."

Owen walked ahead, eager to get to their last stop. His mind filled with fuzzy, vague memories and strong, precise feelings. There was something there that he really liked. Something heavenly that they always sold. He had no idea what it was. He'd just have to look at everything until the feeling struck him again.

"Eh?" Owen blinked, realizing that he was already there. "Wow, I walked fast," he mumbled. The building was pink on the outside and a pure white on the inside. Shelves were lined with samples to pick from, though Owen was a bit too short to see most of them. Thankfully, a menu had been commissioned by some Smeargle long ago to illustrate most of the items.

It hit him. That was it! He stepped inside, his little feet making scaly taps on the marble floor.

"Hey, there," greeted a Salazzle at the front desk, behind a white counter. There was a little tag on her chest that said 'Sugar' on it.

"Hi!" Owen said. "Um—give me a second."

"No problem."

A second Salazzle peered out from the back-room's curtains. Owen did his best not to gawk or flinch, but it was hard to ignore the gigantic, explosive scar that tore across her chest like lightning. She had 'Spice' written on her name tag in the same spot Sugar's was.

Owen averted his eyes to be polite and said, "Uh, those. The cinnamon Pecha bonbons."

"You got it," Sugar said, giving Spice a nod. She headed into the backroom again. When Sugar looked back at Owen, she blinked, as if startled. "Oh! And how about your brother?"

"…What?" Owen asked, but then looked back. "Wh—"

A Charmander stood behind Owen, identical to him in height and build. The only difference was that this one had a green scarf wrapped tightly around his eyes, blindfolding him. "Oh, we're not brothers. And I'd like ten of those, too," the Charmander said. "Do you guys still sell Cheri chocolate?"

"Oh, sure, but it's spicy," Sugar warned.

"I know."

"Cheri chocolate? Spicy?" Owen asked.

"It's very good," the other Charmander said.

"Oh." Owen paused. Where were Rhys and Zena? He was sure they were right behind him… "Uh—hang on," Owen said. "I need to check something. I think I lost the rest of my group."

Owen walked around the other Charmander, but couldn't keep his eyes away from him. That nagging feeling got to him, but even without that, how could he react any other way? Another Charmander! This was amazing! He never got to—well, then again… perhaps he had before, and he just didn't remember it.

Nothing was waiting for Owen outside. The town was completely still in midday. Not even the clouds moved, and there wasn't even a hint of wind. Owen sighed, spinning around. "How'd I…?" he mumbled, nervous.

"Something wrong?" Charmander asked.

"Um, my folks. A Lucario and Milotic. Did you see them around?"

"Mm, can't say I have," Charmander said. "Hey, if you're waiting for them, how about I stay by you, huh?"

"That'd be great."

"Something wrong, kids?" Sugar asked. "Lost your parents?"

"We're not kids," they both said.

Owen flinched, looking at Charmander. "Hey, uh…"

Sugar shrugged and looked back to Spice, who came out with their orders.

Charmander walked over and paid for his piece, and then Owen realized he didn't have money on him. He should have volunteered to take the bag after all. "Uh—hang on," Owen said. "When my folks find me, they'll pay. They have the money."

"Oh, it's okay. I'll pay," Charmander said.

"N-no, you shouldn't."

"It's fine, it's fine. I've got lots to spend. Besides." The blinded Charmander turned back, "I feel like we should look out for each other, y'know? Same species and all that."

"Oh, you two are adorable," Sugar said. "Spice! Come here and look at how adorable these two are!"

Spice giggled, weaving out of the back-room. "I wouldn't mind inviting both of them over to our place some time, Sugar."

"N-no, thank you," they both said.

The two Salazzle giggled.

"Say, uh, Charmander," Owen said.

"Deca."

"Deca, where are you from? I've never seen you before!"

"You haven't?" Deca said coyly. "I think I've seen you around. You're a Heart, right? Charmander Owen?"

"Yes! But, only recently."

"Yeah, but I saw the ceremony. You looked awesome, actually!"

"R-really?! Aw, c'mon, it wasn't that grand…"

"Yeah, but you stood out the most," Deca said. "Hard to miss that tail-fire, eh? We're naturally pretty easy to spot."

Owen tittered nervously. "Yeah, I guess."

An awkward silence followed.

"Say," Deca said. "Your folks, you said. A Milotic and Lucario?"

"Oh, yeah. I'm not actually… sure where they went. I hope they get here soon."

"Well, you couldn't have gone that far ahead. They should be here soon," Deca said.

Spice walked over with two stools for the pair to sit on. "You two seem familiar," she remarked. "Have we met before?"

"Have we?" Owen said. "I'm not… sure… H-ha, sorry. I have really bad memory."

"No, we definitely met before," Spice said. "Ahhh…" She tapped her chest thoughtfully. "Now I remember. You little bright-eyed idiot…"

"Idiot?!" Owen said; Deca giggled.

"It's no wonder Anam let you in after that stunt," Spice said, wiggling a claw. "Aw, good on you, little guy."

Deca adjusted the blindfold around his head. "Bad memory?"

"Yeah, but it's getting better," Owen said. "I guess I had some past trauma, but thanks to my friends, I've been slowly getting it back. It's kinda a long story."

"Your friends, your friends, right," Deca said. "How many friends?"

"Oh, lots! We've actually been making a sort of mini-Heart team, kinda."

"And they're all your friends?" Deca asked.

Owen nodded. "Yeah. I only met a lot of them recently, but they feel like family to me. It's kinda funny how that works, huh?"

"It is, it is." Deca nodded. "It sounds like you care a lot about them."

"Yeah," Owen said, but then caught himself. Why was he being so open with this random stranger? Even though he was a fellow Charmander, he shouldn't be giving out this kind of information! But… why did it feel like he still wanted to talk? "Hey, Deca. Have we met before?" He wondered why he was being so coy about it, if that was the case, unless he already knew he had memory problems. Was Deca an old friend, too?

"We have," Deca said. "I was just playing along because you mentioned you had bad memory."

"Oh. Sorry," Owen said. "Ugh, wow. That sucks. I have no idea who you are. I'm really sorry."

"It's okay," Deca said, tilting his head down as if to stare at his hands with his blinded eyes. "We didn't know each other for very long. Maybe a few times we crossed paths, y'know?" He stood up. "I think your folks will be coming back soon. Can you hear them?"

"No," Owen said.

"Oh. I guess those sharp senses of yours aren't that good right now, huh?"

"I—I told you about that?"

Deca nodded. "Hey, it's alright. I'm not mad. Actually, I'm really happy I got to see you again, Owen. Glad you've got a lot of new friends. But… you seem worried about them."

Owen winced. "I mean, kinda," he said. "We're in a dangerous business, you know?"

"You're telling me," Spice murmured, tracing the scar along her chest.

"Mm. I understand," Deca said. "But I wouldn't worry. If you're with them, they're bound to be safe!" He laughed. "…I'll see you around, Owen." He walked toward the exit.

"Wait," Owen said desperately.

Deca stopped, turning back. Even with the blindfold, it still felt like he was staring at him.

"S-sorry," Owen said, shaking his head. "Sorry. Don't know what came over me there." He laughed again, trying to shake away that tightness in his chest. "My head's all kinds of messed up. I think I just like being by another Charmander, is all."

Deca sighed. "It's okay, Owen. Take care. Tell your friends I said hi."

"You don't want to meet them?" Owen asked.

"Can't. I already gotta rush back home."

"Oh. Okay. See you," Owen said, but Deca was already gone.

Owen remained there, on his stool with his bonbons, for fifteen silent seconds. Did that just happen? Who was he? Why did he ask all those questions? No, why did Owen answer all those questions?

"You know," Spice said, "if I didn't know any better, I'd've called him your long-lost twin. Who was that?"

Owen glanced at Spice, then at Sugar. "I have… no idea."

"He's a lot like you," Sugar said.

"Don't be like that, Sugar. Just because they're both Charmander doesn't mean they're alike. Look at us! A Heart and a confectioner!"

"OWEN!"

The Charmander nearly fell out of his seat. "Zena!" Owen said. "Hi?!"

The Milotic barged into Sugar 'n Spice, staring desperately at him. "H-how did you—"

"Uh—I just walked?"

Rhys entered next, quick to scan the room with fierce eyes. Sugar and Spice both tensed.

"Is—is something wrong?" Sugar asked.

Rhys was silent for some time but then shook his head. "No. I apologize."

"You practically vanished from us," Zena said. "One moment, Rhys and I were looking at one another to chat—it's polite, after all—and I look back to see you, and you're gone!"

"M-maybe it was a lapse in memory? Like, I get those all the time, apparently, so, I mean—"

"That's hardly a normal thing to happen," Zena said, and Owen tried to ignore how unintentionally hurtful that sounded.

Rhys growled. "Owen, was there anybody with you?"

"Yeah, actually," Owen said. "Another Charmander! Oh, Mew, he sounded just like me, too! It was surreal! But he looked so cool! He had a blindfold on, and it made him look totally awesome! Like—like if he stood in the wind, it would be all flowy behind him and…" Owen paused. "And, uh, I mean, it was nice to talk to him."

"I see," Rhys said. "Well. It looks like he bought you your sweets."

"Y-yeah. He offered. Seemed rude to say no. I'll pay him back next time I see him! Promise!"

Rhys sighed. "Of course."

"Oh, and he told me to tell you guys hi."

"Oh, that was nice," Zena said. "You must have talked now and then in the past. Perhaps you crossed paths during missions?"

"I think so," Owen said. "He knew me. I just have to remember him. He didn't seem all that mad about it, but…" Owen paused, rubbing his head. "Actually, hang on. This is starting to add up in a really weird way. I guess he's just really eccentric…"

Rhys nodded, holding the spike on his chest thoughtfully. He sighed. "Well. My pulse is back to normal, at least. I thought you were in actual danger when we lost you. Thankfully… none of that happened. But I'm too nervous to stay here any longer, Owen—let's return to Hot Spot."

Owen nodded. "Sure," he said, stepping outside. Just then, a gust of wind blew past him, and he had to keep his eyes closed so dust didn't get in his eyes.

"Let's be fast," Rhys said. "The wind has been relentless ever since we left the market."






26. To Death and Back


Chapter 24 – To Death and Back

After the unnerving encounter with Deca in town, Owen had a gut feeling that it wouldn't be a good idea to go out again for a while. Hindsight—after the thrill of meeting a fellow Charmander—suggested that even if Deca was someone he could trust, he wouldn't want to endanger him with this Guardian business. He sighed at the thought. Just when he thought he'd be reuniting with a normal friend…

Why did that not settle right? Deca didn't seem like a normal friend. He knew that for sure. He shook his head. It was a memory still locked away.

A few days passed after that where they went back to their usual routine of meditating and training—for Team Alloy, it was to calm their auras for their inevitable evolution. For the Guardians, it was to continue their everlasting struggle to tune their auras with their Mystic spirits.

Owen fell into a routine on the third day and meditated with Zena the most often. Each day they greeted one another, sat nearby—or in Zena's case, coiled up—and closed their eyes. Zena mentioned that this was what she did on most days when she was in her cave, but that it was much better now that she had company. Owen couldn't understand how lonely it must have felt before.

On the fourth day, right when he was leaving his room, Amia approached.

"Owen, everybody else is gathering together for some training. The scouts at Kilo Village didn't turn anything up yet and, apparently, Star hasn't been able to find anything good in the spirit world, either."

"Oh, okay," Owen said. "What kind of training? Meditating again? Why'd you tell me if…"

"Umm…" Amia rubbed the back of her head. "We're going to be pairing off, actually. An advanced Mystic training a junior Mystic, so to speak."

"And I'm… a junior Mystic? So, you'll be training me?" Owen said, perking up. "That sounds awesome!"

"Actually," Amia said. "I am going to be training Willow."

"Oh," Owen said. "So… Zena?"

"Zena's going to be trained by Anam, actually," Amia said.

"…ADAM?" Owen said.

"ADAM and Valle are going to be sparring one another as fellow mid-tier Mystics."

"W-wait, then who's left?" Owen asked, mentally going over everyone in his head. A spark of hope: "Wait! Am I gonna be trained by—by Rhys?!"

"No." Amia sighed. "Rhys is going to train the other three." Owen counted on his claws, trying to recall who was left. "Owen… Manny personally asked to be the one to train you."

Owen felt the ice in his stomach return, this time from dread. "Y-you mean… the Fighting Guardian?" he said. "B-but I barely beat Azu…"

Amia shrugged, though she was clearly trying to be delicate. "It's okay," she said. "I'm sure Manny will… do something helpful."

"C-can't you ask him to maybe… not?"

"Believe me, I tried," Amia apologized, "but everybody else was in favor of it, dear. I… I couldn't go against the majority. And they did have a point. Of all of us, you have the most potential to grow—and Manny knows how to do that. He specializes in training your… you know. Your kind. S-so, er… Let's go!" She headed out.

"W-wait! Don't I have to eat breakfast?"

Amia paused in her exit. "Do you?"

"I," Owen paused, feeling his stomach. "…I guess not. Huh."

Amia smiled and led the way out.


"Hah! Th' sleepyhead's finally awake," Manny said, clapping his paws together, making a muffled, furry pat. "Took long enough! Oy, did yer mom fill yeh in?"

Owen stood straight, tail trying to look as tall as his head. "Y-yes! Um… but I kind of don't want to die."

"Aaah, you'll be fine," Manny waved his paw. "C'mon! We're gonna start with Azu like befer. Don't worry, he ain't gonna be scared this time."

"Scared? I scared him?"

"Yep! I hyped 'im up, though. He's good."

Owen sighed, looking at Amia helplessly as if expecting her to change her mind.

But she just smiled and shook her head. "Good luck, dear."

"Heheheh…" Manny walked down the rocky caves, deeper into the complex. It was cooler where he was heading; Owen figured it would be easier for him to fight there. The Charmander hesitantly followed, wondering if Manny wanted to train him to help… or to get back at him.

"Owen!"

Loud skittering and tiny pebbles bouncing signaled Gahi's rapid approach. By the time he turned around, the Trapinch's massive head was already a split-second away from slamming into his chest. Owen didn't have time to bring up his Protect barrier; The slam, wreathed in the dark aura of a Feint Attack, sent Owen skidding and stumbling back. Gahi then jumped out of the way; across the hall, Mispy's leaf glowed bright.

"Oh no."

This time, Owen had time to react; crossing his arms, a golden barrier formed in front of him and deflected the barrier toward Manny, who shouted in surprised and crossed his arms. No barrier formed. "Aw, c—"

They all winced when the small explosion deafened the team. When the light finally faded, Manny brought his arms down to inspect his scorched fur, then laughed. "Hah! Feelin' rowdy?"

Demitri, who had been behind Mispy, uncovered his eyes to inspect the damage. He sighed with relief when he saw that it was minimal, and Amia, who had been startled enough to mimic Manny's movements, formed her own cyan Protect barrier, though it was useless.

"Rhys said we can't train with Owen," Gahi said. "So, we just wanted to get a cheap shot in so it counts as a fight!"

Owen smirked. "Well, it only half-worked," he said.

"Bah!" Gahi snapped his jaws in Owen's general direction. "That Protect's cheating! Dumb gold shield…"

A shrug was all Owen gave in reply, at this point toying with Gahi's aggressive mood. "Hey, Mom did it, too, so I guess it was reasonable."

Amia tittered. "Well, I saw you doing it, and you're always good at knowing when to use those…"

"Erm, Gahi, we should go see Rhys now," Demitri said. "You know, so he doesn't start to worry."

All Demitri got in response was a growl, but he eventually shuffled away, though he stopped to look back. "Oy, Owen," he said. "Think we can hang out after the training? Y'know, just… I dunno."

To that, Owen's expression softened, a warmth spreading through his chest. "Totally. We're Team Alloy, after all." He tried to ignore the bittersweet feeling that nudged away the warmth. "So, we should do stuff as a team every so often."

"Exactly," Gahi said, a sad glint in his eyes. "Well, I, eh… yeah. Gonna go train."

Demitri and Mispy exchanged a look, and Demitri asked for them both, "Gahi? Are you okay?"

"What's that supposed ter mean?" Gahi growled, speeding off. "Let's go already!"

Mispy rolled her eyes and bobbed her leaf toward Owen.

"Guess Gahi's just a little miffed that we can't train together still," Demitri translated for the departing Trapinch. "I miss it, too, y'know. But it's fine. You need to do your special Mystic training, right?" he asked.

And Owen saw a knowing look in Mispy's eyes, too—because they still couldn't risk training together with what little they knew about their true forms. "Right," Owen said. "One day. Maybe we can, I dunno, cook together sometime?"

Demitri's eyes lit up. "Yeah! Actually, I wanted to get back into cooking more. It's hard to compete with Rhys, but I don't want him doing all the cooking anyway, and, er… And Mispy likes it, too, so…"

She giggled and bumped her hip against his. With a final leaf-bob to Owen, Mispy left and guided Demitri with her.

Owen watched fondly, a new resolve bubbling in his mind. The sooner he perfected his training and prepared himself for his Charizard form, whatever it was, the sooner he could be with them as a proper team again.

"Alright, I'm ready," he said to Manny, and then gave his mother a confident smile.


"Um… Auntie Amia?" asked Willow, watching the Charmander leave with the rowdy Guardian.

"Auntie?" Amia repeated, looking down at the tiny Joltik. "When did I get that title?"

"I dunno…" Willow said.

Amia smiled. "Well, what did you want to ask, Willow? Before we get to training."

"Is Owen gonna be okay?"

"Oh, Willow." Amia sighed. "Yes. Owen will be fine."

Willow hopped on one of the glowing, blue mushrooms, then another, and then stopped on top of a large one. She wobbled when the stem broke, the cap hitting the floor on its corner. "You didn't send Manny to assassinate him?!"

"O-of course not!" Amia said. "Why would—no! That's not it at all! I trust Manny. He knows that Owen is stable as a Charmander. He won't have to do anything like that."

Willow sparked uncomfortably. "Owen's scary when he…"

"I know, Willow. You were so shaken up." The thought alone "I'm sorry you had to see him like that. But he's nice now, right?"

Willow hopped off the mushroom, mumbling to herself.

"What was that, dear?"

"…Which one's the real Owen?" Willow asked.

"The real…?" Amia repeated, but then went quiet.

"If this way that Owen is now is just… him being suppressed… and sealing away his memories and stuff… and in the end, when he evolves, he becomes… that… then who's the real Owen? His suppressed form, or his…"

It was as if Willow was pulling from Amia's deepest fears. The Gardevoir was frozen in place.

Willow, oblivious, kept talking while staring at the mushroom's dimming glow. "It's like we're only seeing a tiny part of him, and there's this… this huge monster that's waiting to break out. And… and when that part comes… what'll happen to this tiny Owen? If you're tiny… you'll just get squished. Who's… who's really Owen?"

The Gardevoir finally came to her senses. "The one we know, of course," she said. "Owen used to be in control of himself all the time—but something happened that made him—all four of them, actually—unstable. Like something didn't… quite go right. So maybe the Owen you saw wasn't the real Owen, either."

"What happened?" Willow asked.

"I wasn't around to see it myself," Amia said evasively. "So, I'm not sure. But—Rhys could tell you!" She nodded. "We… we aren't supposed to talk about it. They might overhear, and that might trigger the memories. It's too risky."

Willow buzzed irritably. "Is Owen evil?"

"No! No, nothing like that. I promise," Amia said, nodding.

Willow's big, blue eyes stared at Amia. She huffed. "Fine," she said. "Let's train."


Owen sputtered and coughed, feeling something crack in the back of his head. He slammed against the rocks and felt the entire world go dark. In what felt like an instant to him, his eyes shot open, gasping for air. He panted and felt the back of his head—no wounds, but he felt something crusted and caked on. He pulled his hand forward; dried blood fell from his scaly palms. "What—"

An Aura Sphere slammed into his chest, smashing him against the rocks again, dislocating his arm. He yelped and tried to find the source frantically, spotting Manny. "W-wait! That's not fair!" he shouted. "I—I was fighting Az—"

A blue fist slammed into Owen's stomach, pushing him even further into the wall. He was positive that a few of his organs had flattened against the back of his body from that one. "W-wait… t-time out…!"

Azu punched him near the center of his forehead, and he blacked out again.

Another instant in Owen's mind passed, and he opened his eyes.

He saw a fist going right toward him. Owen held his arms up in a cross—he blocked it in a shield of light. "Ng—" Even with the Protect barrier, the shockwave knocked the wind out of him.

"Eh?" Azu said. "Hey, look! The little guy blocked it!"

"Hah!" Manny said.

"Y-yeah… I did!" Owen said, thrilled. "I blo—"

Azu's second fist slammed into Owen's chest, rupturing his lungs. He couldn't breathe. The Charmander's eyes bulged out—vision fading… He fell to the ground. He saw Azu's tail swing toward him, slamming him into the opposite wall across the training grounds. Then, he blacked out completely.

And again, Owen's eyes shot open. But this time, only slightly. He didn't want to look awake yet. Through the thin sliver he opened, he saw two blue figures sitting nearby. Azu and Manny. They were staring at something on the ground. He focused… They were playing some sort of game with rounded pebbles. Owen breathed a bit too loudly, and the two looked at him. They both stood up.

"W-wait, p-please—" Owen begged.

Manny casually fired an Aura Sphere from his right paw. Owen reflexively opened his mouth and blasted a plume of flames. It slowed the attack but didn't stop it, and Owen flew across the ground in a messy, rocky twirl, losing some scales in the process. He flicked his tail to alter his angular momentum just enough to get his footing. Using his good arm to stabilize, he miraculously found his footing. Azu rushed toward him with a firm punch. He dodged to the left and countered with another Ember.

"Gah—" Azu turned around and swiped at Owen with his tail. Owen jumped and turned green, opening his mouth again. A huge vine shot from his throat, wrapping around Azu; he swung his head and slammed him on the ground. Azu grunted and broke free, but Owen turned orange again and the vines became flames, burning the Feraligatr. He chomped down, snapping the burning vine away to extend the burn even longer while Azu tried to pull free.

Azu struggled to his feet, panting. "W-well… that ain't so bad," he said. "Heh… the Charmander's much better this time. It only took a few mortal blows."

"C-can't you tone it down a little?!" Owen begged, seizing the opportunity. "You could've killed me!"

"Ha-haaa!" Azu declared. "But we did kill you, Charmander! Quite a few times! In a technical sense."

"Well, if yeh were a normal Charmander," Manny said, "we totally would've killed yeh fer real. We were doing some real strong attacks, not holding back at all, heh. But yer Mystic. Amia said yeh weren't eating. That's th' sign."

"The sign?" Owen asked. "Not eating? Wait," Owen said. "When was the last time that I ate…?"

Manny looked at Azu, but then flicked his head back. Azu nodded and disintegrated into a blue ember, returning to Manny. The Lucario motioned for Owen to sit down; he obeyed and, thankfully, Manny did as well.

"It's like Star said," Manny said. "Mystics… don't get strong th' same way normal Pokémon do. Eh… they do, but their Mysticism, heh… it's trained in another way."

Owen hesitated. It wasn't his perception talking, just general intuition. Was he about to get an important lesson from Manny about Mysticism? He gulped. "Um, Manny."

"Eh?"

"You're gonna explain to me a lot of stuff, right? You're giving me a lesson?"

"Yeh."

Owen shifted where he stood. "I… can't understand what you're saying half the time."

Manny flinched. "E-eh, yeh, I figure."

"I'm—I mean, I hear it from Gahi, but for you, it's—"

"Nah, nah, I get it." Manny shifted awkwardly. "Feh…"

"I'm sorry. I'll try to understand! It's just, I'm apologizing in advance if I have trouble with what you're saying."

"Nah, nah," Manny said. "I got an idea. Hang on." He shut his eyes, breathing deeply. For a split-second, Manny jostled where he sat as if he thought he was falling. Then, his eyes shot open. He stared at Owen, then at his paws, and then at Owen again. "Hello."

"…Hi." Owen knew this was someone different. "Did Manny just… switch places with one of his spirits? You can do that?"

"Mm, yes. My name is Yen. It takes a lot of energy to do this, but I suppose this would be easier for a lesson. I always was the better teacher, ironically."

"Ironically?"

Yen chuckled. "Ah, just thinking. You'd expect Manny, as Guardian, to be better than me. In any case, you wished for an explanation on Mysticism?"

"Just a little. I've been going through the motions, but I don't know what the motions are for. Does that make sense?"

Yen held his paw forward, creating a small Aura Sphere. Owen reflexively flinched and brought his arms in a cross, forming another Protect shield.

"Now, now, there's no need to worry," he assured him. "This is only for visual aid."

"O-oh, okay." He lowered his battle stance, but only halfway. His muscles twitched, ready for anything.

The Lucario resumed. He held the sphere forward, and then faced his paw upward, like a stage. "Now. Let's say this is the aura for the average inhabitant of Kilo. Not just Kilo Village—the whole world. Most Hearts reside in the crater, so that skews the average quite a bit."

"Okay," Owen said. It was about the size of a small apple, and about as bright as one of the mushrooms in his room, barely enough to illuminate it in the dark to see the walls. "Hey, is this like Nevren and Rhys' whole theory on aura efficiency?"

Yen stared at Owen with an odd look. "Aura efficiency?" he said. "You're aware of that?"

"What? Uh… I mean… kinda. Rhys is kinda pioneering the theory. And Nevren has this scanner that measures our… aura efficiency, or something, based on how much power we can dish out, and how fatigued we feel after. Last I was scanned, I scored—er—really high! For my species. Pretty high."

"Hm. How interesting. Very well. We shall call it that, aura efficiency." Yen continued with his explanation. "The more you use your techniques to fight others, or to simply train in other ways, the more you…" Yen watched Owen. "Your eyes are glossing over."

"H-huh? No!"

"Hm. A book-smart Charmander. How interesting."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Owen frowned.

"Well, I imagine Charmander would struggle to use books. The burning," Yen said evasively. "Er, well, Owen. Tell me what you know, first. I can build off of your understanding. Does that sound fine?"

"Oh! Y-yeah, Rhys taught us this!" Owen said. "Basically… every technique that we do is actually channeling from the aura's inner energy. The same energy that helps some Pokémon evolve, when our aura becomes strong enough. It's like… a little bit of power that helps us do what we want it to do. Breathing fire, or weakening the enemy, or even making it rain! It's all because of that power in our aura cores. We use that same power to resist what others are doing to us. So weaker Ember attacks, for example, hurt less… because our auras deflect a lot of it." Owen rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I guess that means I still have a long way to go, if your host is getting me in just a few hits. I can't deflect those attacks at all."

Yen nodded. "Very good," he said. "Efficiency is indeed how rapidly you can draw from that aura core." The aura in his paw glowed brighter. "So… how does Mysticism come in?" He nodded. "Everyone's core's output is fixed. Once at full efficiency, you can go no further."

"Yeah. That makes sense. Once you're fully efficient, you can't really draw more than everything!"

Yen's brow raised slightly.

"Y… you can't, right?"

"Well, yes," Yen said. "If you have ten apples, and your arms are large enough to carry twenty, you can only carry ten apples regardless."

"…Why big arms?" Owen asked.

Yen waved his paw dismissively. "But what if," he said, "you made more apples? Different apples?"

"Uh—"

Yen brought his second paw forward and created something else—it wasn't another sphere. It looked more like a blue, bright flame. It reminded him of the spirits in the aura sea that Hecto oversaw. "Hunters, Guardians, and the Creators all possess Mystic Energy. It's similar to what you know, but it provides so much more." He combined his two paws into a bowl-like shape, and the flare enveloped the sphere, creating something that Owen had to squint at to see. "Now, there's more to get."

"But it looks different," Owen said. "It's not just more power. There's… it doesn't…" Owen knew that much. The moment he had become a Guardian, he already did something that no ordinary Pokémon could do—become a Grassy Charmander, humiliating as it was. Not to mention drown and survive. And apparently, in a little while, he was going to learn how to fly, too, just like his mother. "That power doesn't feel… solid, like our aura powers normally."

"Mm. So, you mean it isn't defined?"

Owen nodded.

"That's because it isn't. Not quite. Normal energy is defined. You can only do certain things with it. Flamethrower… Aura Sphere… they're defined techniques, crafted by Star, I imagine, for mortals to access controlled versions of the divine power inherent in all Pokémon. But Mystic Energy? Quite broader. Yes, it may be easier to perform certain actions—for example, become an embodiment of your Orb's Type—but then… because it is not defined, you can get creative, with enough skill and power. Indeed, after enough time training, you practically become a spirit in the flesh."

"A spirit… in the flesh," Owen said, pinching his arm thoughtfully. The scales held their pinched shape slightly along his elbows. Owen made a mental note to drink some water later.

Yen nodded. "Guardians can bend reality just a slight bit more… dynamically, harnessing the same power that the Creators used to craft the world."

Owen gulped. "That's… not what my power feels like at all."

"You're still weak," Yen said. "And it's not as if we have any significant portion of that power on our own." He shrugged. "At most, you can easily change things about yourself, and perhaps the area immediately around you. With the little amount of undefined energy provided by a single Orb, you cannot go beyond that sphere of influence. Still, you can certainly hone its intensity…"

Owen blinked. "How?"

Yen went on. "As Star said, Mysticism is not strengthened the same way the traditional aura is. You must connect with your core directly by performing actions that affect your flare—powerful emotions, deep meditation, and, ah… almost dying."

"A-almost…?"

Yen chuckled. "Well. Once you reach a certain point, nearly dying does not become viable. Diminishing returns. Still, so long as we don't hit you too hard, it's a very effective method for weaker Mystics to become stronger. So, we can 'kill' you all we want," Yen smiled apologetically, "and you'll come back. Consider it… an at-death experience. Right up to Dusknoir's Door, hm? But then you turn around and return to the living. But every time that happens…"

Yen showed the flare dying down and rising up, dying down, rising up, stronger and stronger each time. "You tap into that power a little more. Make your arms bigger to grab hold of those apples."

"Again, with the arms… Do you guys have a thing for arms?"

Yen cleared his throat. "Once you have full access to your Mystic power through this method, you can meditate to hone the specifics and refine it. That is what most of the mid-level Mystics, like ADAM and Zena, are doing at this point. You are still catching up."

"So, at first, to get full access to my power as a Mystic, I need to… die. A lot. And after that, I can work on actually improving it?"

"Yes! Well, to get there the fastest," Yen said. "Still, I recommend you fight back. Mysticism is strongly tied to desires, and the desire to fight back can accelerate the process further."

"But why do I need to die for that? How come all of those things with emotions, and dying, and meditating—that's all with the aura, too, right?"

"There is a key difference," Yen said. "Normal training. That's how the body and the mind connect to the aura, which itself channels the defined power, provided by Star." Yen closed his eyes. "Mysticism, you can't rely on that defined connection. It is not your body to your aura. Mysticism is tied to something deeper than the aura—to the very source of your power. This training is for the connection between your aura and your spirit. Something normally untouchable. The body and the mind are the outermost layer. Then, there is the aura. And within the aura is your spirit. That is the true source of power. The aura is just a filter on what that power can do. Mysticism… weakens that filter."

"The… spirit," Owen said. He hadn't realized it until just then, but without any fighting in this part of Hot Spot Cave, everything was silent. He could hear his own little heart struggling to beat. He hadn't realized how broken his body still was. "Sorry," Owen said, realizing he'd been silent for too long. "Before all this Guardian stuff, I didn't even think Star was real, forget the soul, or the spirit, or whatever. I guess I'm still trying to wrap my head around it."

"I understand," Yen said. "Manny and I were the same way. Take your time."

Owen nodded, but then gathered his bearings. "What's… the difference? The aura and this… spirit thing."

"Ahh…" Yen's tail wagged twice in a slow, rhythmic motion. "How nostalgic, that question."

Owen waited patiently. His eyes were bright with curiosity—but, more importantly, the longer he could stall, the longer he could catch his breath.

"The spirit… it's an interesting concept. It's something that I learned about a long time ago. Old, old culture. Something you can't quite see. Something you can only feel." Yen looked up. "The inner aura. The source. Where you are. What stays when everything else goes. That… is the spirit."

"Isn't that just the brain?" Owen mumbled. "I read books on this. All that stuff is just the brain."

"Well, er, I suppose, physically," Yen said, his momentum completely interrupted. "But it isn't as if you're carrying your brain with you in the aura sea, hm?"

"…Good point," Owen mumbled. "What stays when everything else…" He thought about the aura sea. His body had dissolved there. In the spirit world, like the Grass Orb's realm, or the ethereal forest, he had been an aura—a spiritual form that looked like his body. But in that strange void, even that body had dissolved away. He had been nothing but his aura flare. Yet he had still been there.

Owen looked at his hands again, as if they weren't real. He sighed. He should have become an academic. Or maybe it wasn't too late to become a farmer as his father had suggested.

"The connection…" Owen said again. What could that mean? It didn't sound like Yen knew the full extent of this 'spirit' business. Perhaps Star did, but Yen just saw its effects. Still, one thing was clear: Yen, and by extension, Manny, were looking for results, and what he was doing supposedly made Owen's Mysticism stronger.

"So, you've been 'killing' me all this time to… make my aura closer to my spirit? Or to make my Mystic power connect to it better. So, by dying, and meditating, and having these emotions, that speaks to my spirit, which the power of the Orb can let me… harness?" He paused. "Wait. This sounds more like you're just making my aura unstable so more 'Mystic' leaks through!"

"Yessir."

Owen flinched. It was Manny again. Based on the smirk the Lucario gave him, Yen must have either lost hold of his control or relinquished it upon completing his explanation. Owen missed him already.

"…Couldn't you have told me that?!"

"Nah, bein' scared an' fightin' fer yer life? That builds th' spirit, too."

"That's…!"

"Well, enough talkin'," Manny said, cracking his neck. "Y'know what I'm doin'."

"W-wait, bring Yen back, please, I—"

"Nope!"

Manny fired the Aura Sphere he was preparing straight at Owen, and the helpless Charmander hit the wall once again.


Willow screamed in the blue flames that surrounded her. In an instant, they died down; the smoldering Joltik twitched and opened one eye. "What?" She coughed.

"Y-you were screaming," Amia said, shivering.

"And you stopped?!" Willow said, hobbling to her feet. The very tip of the fur on her tiny body was still on fire; she shook, ridding herself of most of the ash, and the flame went out.

"Yes!" Amia said. "Because it… it looked like it hurt!"

"Of course it hurt!" Willow screeched. "But we're training! Don't stop!"

"B-but, Willow, you're half-ash at this point!"

"But I didn't pass out, so let's keep going!"

"I—I can't do this," Amia said, voice hitching. "I'm sorry, I just—ow!"

Willow zapped Amia with a bolt of electricity. She sped toward her. "Don't you dare stop now! You're way stronger than me, and I want to get to that level, too!"

"B-but, I can't, Willow, I just…!"

"What kind of Fire user are you? You can't even go full-force!"

"I—I'm just… I'm just not a fighter, Willow. I'm strong, yes, but… But this is too much! It's torture! I can't—"

"Keep fighting!"

"B-but you'll die!"

"I won't die!" Willow shouted. "So… stop being so weak!"

"I—I…" Amia gulped.

"DO IT!"

The Gardevoir shut her eyes and blasted Willow with another flurry of flames. She tried to dodge, but the blast radius was simply too large. She screamed and collapsed on the ground, unconscious.

"I—I can't do that! I can't!" Amia covered her eyes.

"Wh-huh? Did I pass out?" Willow coughed a cloud of ash.

Amia was trembling and had to sit down. "It's too hard to hurt friends! This kind of training is… is too much!"

Willow shook away the soot from her body and skittered toward the Gardevoir. "Mnngh…! I can't believe you! All that power and you're afraid to use it!"

Amia couldn't look at her. "I know, I know…"

Frustrated, the Joltik shook her fur and started creating little sparks. Eventually, however, she settled down in a huff.

It was a quiet part of the cave. Manny was still beating Owen to a pulp a few corridors down. Owen was screaming for help. Manny just laughed.

"Scared of your own power," Willow repeated. "Maybe that's where he gets it from."

Amia watched Willow with concern; the Joltik could barely climb her dress, but she managed it. She sat atop her lap.

"If someone like you raised Owen…" She trailed off. "…and if he took on even the littlest fraction of how you are…. I see why you think he can overcome that battle instinct he's stuck in."

Amia flinched. She bit at her lower lip and tried to stay calm. At least this was giving Willow some time to look less charred. "Yes," she said. "I've shown Owen… a lot of love. And he's been so gentle… So, he'd surely be able to overcome it."

"I think he can, too," Willow said. "He's too nice."

"Y-you think so?"

Willow nodded. "…So… you aren't gonna beat me up?"

"I… I don't think I have it in me," she said, lowering her head. "I'm sorry,"

Disappointed, the Joltik turned around. "Then I guess I'll train with them, instead," she said, turning to look down the large cavern. In the open area, the group was locked in combat.

ADAM and Valle were sparring with one another. At similar strength, they grew together almost as rapidly as the weaker ones who were trying to catch up. While the Porygon-Z was not able to have much of an effect with his Normal attacks against Valle, the rocky Shiftry was not quite able to hit ADAM as easily due to his lack of movement.

"Well, um… okay," Amia said. "I'm sorry that I can't…"

"It's okay," Willow said. "At least we have someone who can tell us to not get so angry, right?"

Amia gently touched her chest. "Oh," she said softly. "…Thank you, Willow."

And with that, Willow dashed toward ADAM and Valle. She hopped in front of a Hyper Beam, blocking most of it, but screamed nonetheless.






27. A New Sighting


Chapter 25 – A New Sighting

For the next few days, the Mystics in Hot Spot cycled between training and resting to the point where they had lost track of time. In the caverns, there was no real way to tell if it was day or night, especially since Amia was usually the one to keep track of that with the glow of the mushrooms. With her preoccupied with training, they were only able to determine how many days passed based on how often Team Alloy—sans Owen, at least—came back from daily missions.

Owen asked time and time again to go on a mission with Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi, but it was always shot down with the fact that he still needed to train. Not only that, but after the strange encounter with Deca the time before, the other Guardians were hesitant to send him out again to be lost in town. After each trip into town, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all said they hadn't seen Deca.

One day, Owen trained with Zena; he was glad to finally get a break from Manny's method of training. This, however, was short-lived. For some reason, Zena wasn't able to fight at her best against Owen. The Grass Guardian figured it was because of his type advantage in his Mystic form that unnerved her, though Zena couldn't find the words or explanation on why this was the case herself. She did know, however, that it wasn't because of his type. Zena and Owen asked Star why they weren't able to hurt each other effectively; in reply, she rolled her eyes and floated away.

Therefore, Owen returned to reluctantly train against Manny, and Zena instead challenged Anam when he was available and not managing the Association with Nevren.

Zena was barely able to open her eyes after every strike that Anam delivered. She felt powerless against him. Her watery attacks weren't very useful against a Dragon type—let alone one that was so gooey like Anam.

Zena panted, her lungs burning. "Anam—are all of your kind like this!?"

"Like what?" Anam asked, holding his hand out to block most of her Hydro Pump attack. That simple gesture split the beam of water in two, missing the rest of him completely.

"So… immune to water!"

"No, but I'm a little different because I'm Mystic. I like being like this!"

"Extremely… slimy? You have the consistency of a Muk, Anam."

"Aww, thanks!" Anam giggled. "But I think I'm a little thicker than a Muk," he rubbed his cheeks. His fingers sank into his face, slime merging into slime.

Zena, seeing this as an opportunity, launched yet another Hydro Pump at Anam. The Goodra gasped, his head inflating several times in size when the water infiltrated his open maw. He spewed it back out and fell onto his tail. "Owowow…" he mumbled, rubbing his head. He squeezed the rest of the water out. "Good job! I didn't know you could use Flatter!"

"I—I can't," said Zena. "…Anam… are you taking this seriously?"

"Seriously?" Anam repeated. "Of course! I mean… I need to train you, right?"

"Of course," Zena said, "but I haven't seen you use your Mystic powers much at all. Your Ghostly abilities, that is. I've already exhausted my Water form against you…"

"B-but it's scary," Anam said, grabbing his horns and tugging. "It's not just spooky Ghost powers, it's—it's a lot of things, you know?"

"That's…" Zena shook her head. "Can't you just use a little bit of it, then? It can't be that bad."

Anam bit his lower lip helplessly. "Okay. I'll—"

A muffled voice echoed from Anam's thigh. "Hello?" the voice said. "Anam, are you there? I have a report!"

"Oh! Nevren!" Anam clapped his gooey fingers together, bouncing. "Um—Zena, hold on!" He plunged his hand into his thigh and pulled out one of their silver communicators. "Hi, Nevren! Do you mean there's a report about a possible Mystic sighting?"

"Yes," Nevren said. "At first, we believed that the Mystic that once lived in Nightshade Forest was relocated or otherwise… removed, but we found new sightings in the depths of it. It's very likely that the Electric Guardian is still there after all."

"Electric Guardian? That's cool!" Anam's green eyes brightened to the point of actual luminosity. "Okay! I'll go and gather the others right away! Um—any other sightings?"

"None yet," Nevren said. "I am still coordinating other scouting missions based on preliminary reports and rumors."

"Got it," Anam said. He nodded at Zena. "We'll train later?"

"Yes," Zena said. "…Perhaps I will train with someone else for now. I do not think I should go to this particular Mystic, considering my Type…"

Anam nodded and ran to get the team together.


"Nightshade Forest," Star said, shivering slightly. "Talk about bad vibes."

Everybody was gathered in the middle of Hot Spot. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were having a small snack in the middle of their training, all panting from whatever regimen Rhys was putting them through. The mushrooms of Hot Spot glowed only enough to keep things well-lit, but the brightness suggested it was more like afternoon outside. Mispy mumbled something to Demitri, and he replied back that they could get some sun later.

"Don't like Dark Types?" Owen asked, amused.

"Hey, it's not my fault! That's instinct! N-no offense to any Dark Types or anything, I just… you know. It's a little unnerving to go there, sometimes, since a lot of the wild Pokémon are Dark and they love defending their territory."

Anam nodded. "Star doesn't like my power, either," he said. "But it's okay! I don't have to use it yet. Um—I can go, though!"

"That's a good idea," Star said. "I'm going on guesswork, but the Electric Guardian… she can scare easily, last I checked on her. Really jumpy, so you can't have any scary people or sudden movements."

"Feh, guess I'm out," Manny said, shrugging.

"No sudden movements?" Owen repeated. "I mean… I can probably go, if I move carefully."

"You don't look that intimidating right now," Star agreed, which earned a small, irritated spark from Owen's tail. "As long as you keep calm, you'll be fine."

"How about us?" Demitri asked.

"Ehh… maybe not," Star said. "Let's stick to Mystics for this one. Enet, the Guardian, might be able to read auras—and I think she'll only trust Mystic auras."

Demitri deflated faster than Anam's head after one of Zena's Hydro Pumps. "Hmm, well, if that's the case, I guess we can't go…"

"There's no need to worry," Rhys said. "We can continue to train here."

Star surveyed the group. "So, we've got Owen and Anam, who else wants to go? Amia?"

"Oh! I can, definitely."

"Amia's definitely great if we need a friendly face!" Willow piped up from atop Valle's stone head.

"Three should be good enough. Four might be overwhelming for her," Star said. "So, that's the plan! Just make sure you guys have a communicator with you in case something goes wrong, either here or there, okay? Oh, and be careful. She's a Zoroark. Don't trust your eyes."

"How'd you know about all this?" Owen asked. "We were looking for a while!"

"Actually, Nevren pointed out the possibility. I personally thought this Electric Guardian didn't last, and Eon already took the Orb. She's totally silent to me. But I did some asking around in the spirit world, and it doesn't look like she died after all. So…" Star sighed. "I guess it could've gone faster, but we didn't want to send you guys out unless we were totally sure. This time, we are. I know she's in Nightshade Forest."

"Nightshade Forest," Owen mumbled, rubbing his head. "That sounds… really familiar…"

"Don't think too hard, Owen," Star said.

"Right," Amia said. "So!" She clapped her hands together. "Are we ready to go?"

"I guess so." Owen, stretched, but the fact that his arms barely went past anybody's knees was a reminder of how small he'd become again.

He was already recovered from his training with Manny—and he felt quite a bit stronger from it, too. How much stronger, he didn't know. He'd have to test it out—if this Electric Guardian happened to lash out at him, perhaps that would be his test.


Nightshade Forest was a place where, true to its name, barely any sunlight reached the forest floor. The trees were far apart, but the tops were filled with wide tops and leaves, high above their heads. If the wind blew hard enough, little flickering lights would illuminate the ground, but it was fleeting. There were simply too many leaves blotting out the sky. Owen and Amia relied on their fire to light the way.

"It's really spooky here," Anam said.

"Anam, please, you're the Ghost Guardian," Amia said. "Wouldn't you be right at home here?"

"I—I guess so, but… it's still a little spooky! What if there's a monster hiding in the bushes…?"

Amia, baffled, glanced at the invincible Goodra. "Anam, dear, aren't… you more likely to be the monster hiding away?" She motioned to the blackened tree trunks and deep-green grass. "From what Star told us, the strongest Pokémon here are about as strong as Owen was when he last became an Entry Heart."

"W-well, um…"

"Actually, yeah," Owen said. "Anam, we don't really know what your powers look like at all!"

Anam gulped. "Th-that's because… um…"

"Owen has a point," Amia said. "As the Ghost Guardian, don't you think you—"

"You should not press Anam with such things if it isn't necessary," Anam suddenly said, eyes closed. His voice had changed.

"…J… James?" Owen blinked.

"I don't like when they do things like Scary Face," Anam mumbled., voice back to normal. "It makes my heart go all thump-a-thump!"

Owen and Amia exchanged an uneasy glance. Owen figured now wasn't a good time to press the issue, but a new thought crossed his mind.

"Do you even have a heart anymore?" Owen said. "Zena mentioned you just got… stabbed while fighting ADAM, and you were just fine."

"I have a heart metaphorically!" Anam said. "But I guess so… Maybe I shouldn't be so afraid… Are we there yet?"

"Hmm…" Amia looked at their Badge. "We're supposed to make it through the halfway point of the Dungeon, followed by three segments of the next part. There, we should see a hidden passageway, invisible to all but the aura eye… That's what Nevren told us. And from there, we have to see if the Electric Guardian is still present. I certainly hope she is…"

"I hope so, too," Owen said. "I don't want to lose another one just because we couldn't find them fast enough."

After several more turns and a number of distortions later—most of the wild Pokémon fled at the very presence of Anam—Amia inspected the Badge; it flickered briefly. "We're in the Deepwoods," she announced.

Anam hummed, running his fingers over the wood that was even darker than when they had entered. A thick layer of moss covered large portions of each tree, absorbing some of Anam's wet form.

Anam glanced at Amia. "Can you tell Nevren and the others we're okay?"

Amia nodded and grabbed their communicator next, speaking into the badge. "Are you there? We're doing okay. We just made it into the Deepwoods. Does Star or Nevren happen to know where specifically we should be looking once we get to the third section?"

A pause. Then, Nevren said, "No, only to look for Mystic residuals. It shouldn't be hard to miss for your current Mystic powers, yes?"

"Okay, got it," Amia said. "Um—thank you. I'm going to stop talking to this now."

"Of course. Thank you."

Amia stared awkwardly at the device and placed it back into her bag. "That's still a strange… communication device. Where did Nevren even get the idea for something like this?"

"Nevren has a lot of crazy ideas," Anam said. "But they're really cool, too. Did you know that he's starting to make these special devices that can keep food cold for a long time? And you won't even need Ice types, either! I think it's with a modified Hail Orb…"

"Oh, wow," Amia said.

"Yeah, it's really cool," Anam said. "I wish I had his creativity, getting all those ideas…"

"Nevren's really like that, huh?" Owen said slowly, thinking about the Alakazam. "He must have been really creative to come up with me and the others, huh?"

"Yeah," Anam said. "I think you guys are really cool, too!"

"You do?" Owen said. "Even if I…"

"Well, once you guys are in control of yourselves… you'll be all-cool and not scary at all!"

"Maybe a little scary," Amia said with a titter. "Just like your powers, Anam. You can control it, but you're still scared of your Ghosts!"

"Th-that's not fair!"

For just a second, Owen saw little lights in the green orbs that lined the Goodra's neck and tail. It was as if the spirits within Anam were laughing. The Goodra blushed a deep purple and covered his eyes with his fat antennae.

A calm silence followed for some time until Anam suddenly stopped walking.

"Uh—are you okay?" Owen asked, looking back at the Heart of Hearts.

"Um—what's that?" Anam asked, pointing down the corridor.

To the normal eye, it was just a hallway. But to the aura eye there was something in the right wall that gave off a faint glow. "Hmm." Amia squinted, concentrating on the otherwise normal, twisted Dungeon wall. "So that's what Star meant. It must be a burrow of some kind."

Amia carefully stepped toward the wall and tried to move some of the rocks aside. Her hands passed through. "Wh—" Amia looked at the others. "It's… it's an illusion."

"An illusion?" Anam said.

"Well the Electric Guardian is a Zoroark," Owen theorized. "They're great at illusions, and maybe her Mystic aura is amplifying it. Her name's Enet, right?"

"Right, a Zoroark." Amia balled up her fist, forming a weak, pink aura, like she was debating on whether channeling Fairy energy would be better or worse when approaching. She must have decided worse, because the aura faded.

"We should be careful," Owen advised. "For all I know, she might be able to mess with more than just sight and sound. Maybe she can mess with all of our senses, right? …Guys?" The little Charmander turned around. They were gone. Alert, his tail-flame grew bright. "Oh… good. I hope they heard me."

Owen sighed and closed his eyes, trying to focus. It was incredibly dark. If it wasn't for his tail, he wouldn't be able to see more than a foot ahead of him, even with the dim, Mystic glow. Still, he had a vague recollection that he wouldn't need his eyes if he could just use his perception abilities to feel the world around him. It was a shame, then, that as a Charmander, those powers were almost completely sealed, no better than a basic Foresight technique.

The burrow was big enough for even Anam to step through, though he'd need to crouch down for it. That left a lot of room for Owen to walk through the tunnels; he decided, for now, that the best thing to do was go forward.

What could he do to counteract the illusions? He still didn't know the extent of her power, but he could at least try to navigate forward again. There was a wall. He tried to step through it—and it worked. Owen smirked; with new confidence, he approached another wall and walked toward it—and then, through it. "What, is it just a straight shot?" Owen said.

He kept walking. This time, he saw a pit ahead and no other way around. "So, it's a fake pit," he mumbled, and kept walking. He stepped on the air like it was solid ground. He felt soil beneath his feet. Another illusion.

He cleared the pit and advanced. It seemed like a straight line from then on, with a clear exit ahead of him. So, Owen stopped. He looked down at the ground and saw a stone nearby. Gently, he rolled it across the ground. It fell into the floor a few paces ahead.

"Figured," he mumbled. This time, it was a real pit, covered by a false ground.

Owen tried to hold his arms out to touch either side of the wall, but his tiny Charmander body didn't have the span. But he knew one of these walls were fake at some part of the hall. He couldn't risk going too far ahead for just one side, and alternating between the walls would take too long.

"C'mon, there has to be something I can use in here," Owen mumbled, rummaging through his bag. He spotted Nevren's Eviolite and lingered over it, admiring its gentle glint against his tail's fire. Then, he fiddled with a few seeds, wondering which one would be helpful. None. "Hm?" He pulled out a small bundle of sharp sticks. "Oh, these things," he said. He never really had to use them, but it didn't hurt to carry them around to scare off ferals. They doubled as short-lived torches if his tail wasn't enough. But now? He had an idea.

He grabbed two of the sticks, holding one in each hand. Then, he stretched his arms out as far as he could. It was just enough. Perfect! Owen dragged the ends of the stick along the right side of the wall, taking tentative steps until he couldn't feel a floor. He stopped and felt the left wall—and, indeed, the wall was false at a small portion of it, and he stepped through. All as planned.

Owen then tripped and, in a single misstep, fell forward and lost control of his surroundings. He yelped and helplessly grabbed for any purchase, but it was too late—he saw something down below. Spikes, even harder and pointier than the sticks that he had lost the second he fell down.

Desperate, he fell back to some Mystic improvisation; claws became vines and latched onto the soft walls, anchoring him in place on either side, dangling in the middle of the pit. He should have done that in the first place; forget those useless sticks!

The spikes below looked… quite sharp, yet also unused. "H-hello?" he called upward. "Anybody…?" The walls were soft and absorbed most of the sound. Without an echo, Owen figured his voice wouldn't carry very far. He was on his own.

Or, so he thought. Owen? Are you okay? Klent called.

O-oh! Klent! G-good to hear you! Um… no! I don't think I'm okay.

You seem to be… a bit stuck.

Yeah, I think there are a bunch of illusions here. I can barely see now that I'm Grassy. My tail doesn't glow as bright. But I can't turn back to normal without losing my vines—there are spikes down there. I'll get skewered if I fall!

Only spikes? Klent asked. Hmm… Well… you can try to climb up, he said. But if you fall, you should be okay.

Okay?! I'll look like an Aron's face if I fall down there!

Well, you've already been through worse with Manny, haven't you?

W-well… Owen didn't want to look down. He could already imagine the feeling of it piercing his tiny scales and through his chest, forcing poison through his heart. Wait, these spikes weren't poisonous; where did that thought come—

Just focus, said Klent. If you focus, you'll be able to take the spikes and then get out of here in one piece. It won't even hurt. Maybe. Okay? 

I, uh, if you say so, Owen said. It made sense. As a Mystic, injuries weren't as significant anymore, even if they were mortal wounds. Still, his physical-body instincts were telling him that spikes were bad. He had to push past those. He closed his eyes… slowly, his breathing steadied, and it felt a lot like his pace when he was meditating.

Now… drop.

Putting his faith in Klent, Owen released the vines and fell. Owen briefly wondered if Klent was just telling him this so he could feel what it was like to die. He tensed for only a moment. And then, he relaxed, in that split-second of falling.

If he had to feel that, he deserved it.

He fell for less than a second and hit the ground. "Uff—" He stopped and didn't move, hesitant to open his eyes. But he had to. His chest… no wounds. He checked the rest of him—nothing.

"Oh, come on!" Owen shouted.

It was just another illusion.

"Okay, now I'm a little irritated," Owen said, advancing. He felt something strange behind his head and rubbed it. "…That was weird," he mumbled. It felt like a tingling on his scales.

A loud crack—and Owen was pushed forward with a searing, powerful explosion. He yelped and tried to turn around, but he only saw a glimpse of what appeared to be a dark, furry creature rushing toward him. Red claws.

He knew to duck, narrowly avoiding the strike. "Wait!"

The creature hissed and turned around, fleeing. Owen turned back to his normal form; the light from his fire revealed that it was indeed a Zoroark. It could have been another illusion, but it was his only lead. He chased after her, careful not to trip over anything along the way. The pit seemed to be a hidden floor of the burrow.

It was hard to tell what was what—but this Zoroark was still ahead of him. All he had to do was run a little faster, and—

The Zoroark vanished. "Uh—"

Then came a strike to the back of his head. Owen fell forward with a grunt, clutching at where he was certain a few scales had been scraped off.

"O-ow! D-don't do that!" he shouted. "I'm trying to help!"

Dizzy, he saw her running in the opposite direction.

"Wait!" Owen shouted, running along with her. He suddenly fell down and into a pit of false spikes again. Despite this, he crossed his arms for a Protect, but there was nothing to block. It only wasted more time. The golden shield illuminated the entire hallway, reminding Owen once again that he had failed to utilize his own powers for this trek. He was getting sloppy.

Scrambling to his feet, Owen decided to improvise with another utility. He plunged them into the soft walls, extending through the soil. "Yes!" Owen said. He felt his arms extend like vines into the walls and out on the opposite side of the hall where Enet had run, blocking her path.

Good—that meant she wouldn't be able to advance, and he could try to—

Enet sliced her claws through the vines, breaking them cleanly apart.

"AAAAAAAAA!"

Owen retracted his vines into his arms, only to see that a few of his fingers were missing. "Ohhh, that hurts," Owen mumbled, holding them under his pits.

You probably shouldn't have put pain receptors in those, Klent said.

I can take those away?! Owen said. Tell me next time!

Well, I guess it's natural to have them…

Owen whimpered, turning one of his fingers into a vine to grab an Oran from his bag. He popped it in and let the healing aura rush through him—and thankfully, into his fingers, where the tiny things quickly grew back.

"Thank Anam's blessings," Owen mumbled, staring ahead. Enet ran off… How was he supposed to catch up to her now? A Charmander's stubby legs would never be able to catch up to a Zoroark. All he could do was yell and hope she heard, even in the soft, sound-absorbing walls of her den.

"ENET!" Owen yelled. "WAIT!"

Owen rubbed his throat. "I need to get used to yelling more," he mumbled, coughing.

You know, you don't need to talk out loud. We can hear your thoughts.

He walked briskly down the hall and over the vines that Enet had sliced through. He turned the corner and saw Enet running right toward him. "Eep—!" He didn't expect it to be that quick. "Enet, I—"

Enet pounced on him and bit him on the shoulder. Owen roared in some strange mixture of pain, fear, and annoyance. Reflexively, he brought his arms together before she could do any further damage, sending a shield of light out to push her away. The Zoroark jumped off of him with a rude kick to the barrier and bounded in the opposite direction again.

"Ugh—she can't get away," Owen mumbled. "Enet!"

But then—to Owen's surprise—the Zoroark stopped. For a few seconds, she didn't do anything. Didn't turn around, didn't keep running.

The bite mark Enet left on his ill-defined shoulder simultaneously massive and shallow. It'd heal on its own.

"Th-that's your name, right?" Owen said, tentatively prodding at where Enet bit. Bruised, but that was all. Despite being a Charmander, he was becoming quite durable! He wondered if he should be worried at how he was becoming accustomed to the regular maiming. "Star told me about you, Enet. You're… you're the Electric Guardian, right?"

Finally, she faced the Charmander. The Zoroark stared at Owen with wide, fearful eyes. She was crouched, ready to flee, powerful muscles tense for immediate action.

Owen stood awkwardly. "Um… so, I don't want to hurt you, okay? The other two who were with me—Anam and Amia? We, um, we wanted to take you someplace safe. It's okay. And… it's rude to bite people."

Enet stared at Owen without even an ounce of recognition or realization.

"Um… Enet?"

Her ears flicked at her name. Owen, in the dim light, was able to get a better look at her body language. She was panting, anxious, and she couldn't understand anything beyond her name, based on how her ears twitched at it and nothing else. He saw that sort of stance for her body type often. But it couldn't be… could it?

"Enet… are… are you… are you a wild Pokémon?" he said. Was that even possible?

But the more he looked, in the silence of her complex burrow, the more it made sense. The Electric Guardian was feral.






28. Special Episode 2: What You Deserve


Special Episode 2 – What You Deserve

The clear, blue sky taunted his blurry, tear-warped vision. Claws dug into the dirt. A little voice echoed in his mind.

"Hey, Ra, listen. I'm really sorry you're feeling lonely, and I get it. Can't you just meditate for a while longer?"

Meditate. It's what she always asked for. And for what? For what purpose? He was already strong enough. There was no point… "I have been meditating for centuries, Star. Please… I just… I just need somebody to talk to."

"What about your spirits?"

Ra shook his head, rubbing at one of the giant scales that covered his arms. "It's not the same… it's… it's like I'm…"

"Okay, okay," she said delicately. "I'll think of something, Ra. Just for you."

Lightning shattered the sky.

Thunder deafened all of Nightshade Forest's inhabitants. Wild Pokémon fled in all directions, all but one. The lightning struck the ground around this lone feral, the strongest of Nightshade. The one that he had been watching grow since it was just a little, talented hatchling. It kicked up dead leaves and splintered wood with each bolt that redirected her.

"Ra! STOP!" Star cried, her misty form clutching onto his arm.

"Your words are MEANINGLESS!" Ra roared back, shoving her away. He slammed his scaly arms against his chest, causing another thunderous boom; at the same time, the sky shattered, sending bolt after bolt into the ground. Rain covered the Kommo-o's scales. Electricity danced at the end of his tail and sparks flew across every large plate of his body.

He vanished into electricity, surging upward and into the sky. The inky darkness gave way to white, blinding bolts.

From above, disembodied and one with the clouds, the Electric Guardian watched the scattering forms of the forest. The fire grew where he wanted. The ferals fled. The rescuers went in for the weakling stragglers. It was all just a dance of struggle. A dance he had long since overcome—an existence that he wanted nothing more than to abandon.

Memories echoed in his mind. They were words that cut him more than any claw.

"Hey, Ra! Look at that little lady, eh? She's a little uggo, but I think she's your type. Eh? Eh?"

Ra wasn't sure what 'uggo' meant. Apparently, Star found someone of his 'type.' What exactly did that mean? Another Dragon-Fighter?

"You understand why I am skeptical."

"Ugh, just go in the clouds. Check it out. I bet you'll like what you see."

Ra humored her, looking below—an Aggron? That was his type? That wasn't anything like a Dragon! But… now that she mentioned it, there was something more. What was it? Ra looked closer. "Star… her aura…" For some reason, it felt like he had seen her for so long already.

"See, I knew you'd like her! Now go warm her icy heart."

The world trembled. A Charmander struggled through the rain with a Bulbasaur over his shoulder, meeting with a Delphox and his team. After an exchange, they separated, the Salazzle of that team advancing with the Charmander.

Where was the feral? He sent another bolt of lightning down. He ignored Star's protests and watched his home burn.

"Ouch!" Aggron put her claw in her mouth as if it would help. "You sparked me! How rude—are you not able to control your Electricity at all?!"

Ra shrugged indifferently. "I warned you. You should have been more careful."

Frost surrounded the plants near her. "Insolence! What kind of potential mate do you consider yourself?!"

The ice did not make Ra flinch, even as it crawled over his scales. "A very strong one."

The ice stopped. Aggron glared at him, crossing her arms. "Incredible."

Oh, and who was that? Yes, yes. He saw someone. But what was it? It was too difficult to tell from this far up. Should he come closer? No. He saw it now. He saw the little flame on his tail. That flame seemed to appear out of nowhere. Charmander! Another one! He seemed to be helping with a Jolteon after he'd caught up with the Salazzle-Charmander duo. Yet his aura was quite strange. Their auras—both of theirs—felt suppressed, but in different ways.

Where was that feral? There she is. Yes, keep coming. Closer, closer. She was just what Star deserved.

They nearly had the Jolteon awake. They were too close to Ra, though. If they got too far into the forest, they would certainly find him. And then what? Star might even get a proper minion out of them. That wouldn't do.

Static formed in the clouds, ready to shoot down and into the trees. This time, he wouldn't miss. The Charmander. That same Charmander that carried the Bulbasaur to safety. That light in his eyes. How irritating to see. He'd snuff out his aura first.

Ra took aim. A bolt of lightning went straight for the little thing—but, midway through, it diverted and gravitated for the Jolteon instead. The Salazzle was fried right through her back. Perhaps Jolteon attracted the electricity. How inconvenient.

His power was fading—he had to land to recover. He took a few fleeting seconds to check on the feral. Closer, closer. She was still going blindly in the right direction, right to him.

Ra landed back in the forest with a rough grunt. "Perfect."

"Ra, stop this!" Star bumped weakly against him; she felt like a breeze. "Why?! What did I do?! I'm just trying to—"

"You know what you did."

"I don't!" Star said. Her tiny, transparent hands grabbed the Kommo-o's giant scale on his left shoulder. "Please! Just tell me what to do, and I'll do it! Okay? I'll fix it! I can, I promise!"

Ra stared at Star, glaring a hole through her head. Thunder boomed above—whether that was from a latent surge of his power or the natural momentum of the weather, he did not know or care. The rain drowned out the sound, splashing over his shoulders and dripping down his forehead. He could barely hear Star. The rain, too, passed through her body, only briefly slowed by her presence.

"Please, Ra," Star said. "You know I can't read your mind from here. Is this about Step?"

Ra and the Aggron sat next to each other at the edge of the forest in a rare moment of serenity. The Hunters seemed to have calmed their activities lately, and he sensed no odd auras in Nightshade Forest. The sunlight was welcome.

"I have to comment, Ra," she said, "For someone who follows Mew, you're quite Arceus-like."

Ra squinted at her. "And that means?"

"Hmm…" She crossed her arms, making a deep, metallic boom when they hit one another. "Why do you like Her more than Him?"

Ra twisted his face into one of concentration and uncertainty. "That's… a difficult question, Step."

Step's frozen face expressed her skepticism through her eyes. "Oh? More difficult than 'Do you love me?'"

Ra looked to the ground instantly.

If Step's metallic face was capable of smirking, Ra was sure she would have. Instead, he felt it in her voice. "Indeed," she said. "You said I should be more direct. I am granting that wish."

Ra taunted Step with his own smirk. "Hmph. How silly. That's an easy one to answer."

"Oh?"

Ra reached out and grabbed Star's tiny, transparent body by the chest. His massive claws easily wrapped around her. He pulled her close, staring into her eyes with a gaze so piercing, he was certain it was giving her a headache.

"Your incessant need to fix things," he said, "is itself what must be fixed."

He slammed Star's body into the ground. She cried out in surprise when his claws pierced her gut, cleaving through her ethereal form like pudding. With another swipe, the Kommo-o sliced her aura in half. She evaporated away, returning to Ra as nothing but a blue ember.

He didn't spend too long relishing the feeling of finally making Star disappear, if only for a few seconds. Every moment counted. Ra closed his eyes, ready to become the clouds for the last time. He could feel his power fading. Everything that kept him alive… fading. It wouldn't be long now. A sick smirk spread across Ra's face.

It was time for someone more appropriate to take on Guardianship.

With another crackle, electrical arcs danced over his scales. He shot into the clouds. She was coming right into his abode. He had to act fast. The two Charmander, meanwhile, were running toward the Nightshade Forest Dungeon. Now, why would they bother with that? They must have been trying to save the doomed in there.

He felt the smallest ounce of hope that those two would be successful. Two Charmander, saving those that got trapped in the Dungeon? They may survive the fire, but those trapped would burn. But maybe, just maybe… Ra grunted, shoving the thoughts away.

Ra fell to the ground one last time and spread his arms wide. Five blue embers shot out in all directions, manifesting themselves into similarly crackling spirits.

"Bring her here!" Ra shouted.

They all nodded and bolted into the shadows. Ra watched them for a few seconds, listening to the thunder boom. He closed his eyes again, ignoring Star's pleas to stop. It was too late for that. His power was already waning, and he was surely attracting the Hunters here at the same time.

Step twirled on her feet with newfound grace. She wasn't an Aggron, but instead a fellow Kommo-o. Star had apparently taught her the technique, based off of those strange Orbs invented in a faraway city. While the transformation was temporary, it was long, and it would last for what they wanted. 

"Ra… Are you sure?"

Ra nodded. "I've never felt so sure about something in my life."

Step raised a paw to her chin in concern. "Star warned—"

"Star has been wrong before," Ra said quickly. "About a lot of things, apparently. So, I am sure. There is no need to concern yourself with a dead god's warning."

She stared at Ra, sighing. "Very well. If you're so sure… we shall try, just once."

"Twice."

Step widened her eyes and then smirked. Ra liked her smile in this form. "Twice? How eager. Am I that desirable?"

"I want two."

"Ra, did your Dragon culture never teach you how to speak to a lady?"

Ra pondered this. He realized his error. "I would like to have two, please, Lady Step."

Step's expression did not change. "You… are hopeless." Yet she approached him, wrapping her arms around his neck. Their muzzles touched, and shortly after they were cheek to cheek, chest to chest, tails entwined.

"She's coming," Ra said. "It's time… it's time, it's time…" Despite how long he'd thought about this moment, his heart still pounded. Something primal, he imagined. Self-preservation. A Dragon's pride to live through any struggle. But he was past that. He had ascended into being Star's little demigod long ago. But now, after conjuring a single freak storm, he felt mortal again.

It was wonderful.

And now, he was ready to take full advantage of his mortality. A charge formed in the skies above him and the world flashed. Lightning struck him: straight through his spine and into the ground. He collapsed instantly, and his vision and hearing were gone completely. But he could still feel. He felt the pain of the electricity rocketing through him, the charred scales and flesh of his mortal body, the tense muscles spasming.

He grunted and convulsed—somehow, his hearing returned, though not his sight. Or perhaps it was simply too dark to see. And his own breathing was raspy. He tasted something metallic. Something was partly missing in his mouth. What was it? Oh, it was probably his tongue. He must have bitten it when he had been struck. No matter. He was still alive, and that was irritating.

Even with his ringing ears, Star's pleading was the loudest of all. He refused to listen. He couldn't believe how durable his mortal body was. Could he stand?

He knew physical pain. He knew all sorts of physical pain in his long life. But in his isolation, the few mental wounds he sustained cut deeper than any battle. His immortal body healed from those.

Regrets lasted much longer.

"This way!" Ra shouted.

"Pops!"

"Daddy!"

Ra scooped the two Jangmo-o just in time to evade an incoming blast of Fairy energy. The explosion grazed him and boiled his aura, but he refused to stumble. He ran faster, his two daughters fixated on something behind him. Step, the Aggron, was still holding them off. He didn't even get a look at what it had been, only the blast that had rendered his tail nothing but a numb lump that dragged behind him.

Step roared, slamming her tail on the ground, as a flurry of ice obscured everything around her. Something else screeched; the mutant fell in a frozen heap, but two more took its place, and Step had to retreat.

Ra couldn't shout for her. They'd know his location. His kids were still too weak to fight back. They could only thank the stars that it wasn't an actual Hunter that had found them and only a rogue squad of mutants. But even if they killed them, they'd somehow find out about their presence; they'd have to relocate yet again.

"Mom…" Cent said, shivering. "Is she okay?"

Ra rubbed the back of Cent's head and tapped the great scale on her forehead. "Your mother is too strong to fall to them," he lied. He then set them down.

Kana knew immediately. "Dad, wait—"

"Stay here," Ra said. "Don't move."

"Wait!" Cent shouted.

"Shh."

"We want to fight, too!"

The fire in their eyes made him proud. He'd have to do something to comply with their requests, but now was not the time.

"You're too weak." It stung for Ra to say that, and he knew it'd hurt them even more, but it was true. "Stay here."

They watched helplessly, but they obeyed, and Ra ran through the forest just in time to see Step's icy arm shatter into pieces.

The Kommo-o was still alive. He slowly stood up, trembling, as his claws dug into the dirt. That Mystic power was almost completely gone. All that was left was the residual power of his spirits. They were persisting enough to guide the wild Pokémon his way. But if he was alive when she arrived, the whole plan would be pointless. He'd have nothing to give her.

There was something in his chest. He realized only seconds later that it was his heart, struggling to beat. But it would last too long. His Dragon pride refused to let him die, even now. "Cursed power… even as a mortal, I'm too strong for myself…" he wheezed. "No matter… I only need… to…" He raised his right hand up, claws clenching. "Star," he said, barely able to hear her begging cries. "This is for you."

His claws lit up with blue, dragon fire. For just one second, he hesitated, his mind envisioning those long, indigo flames carving into him. But that was all he spared for himself. He took one last breath.

"It's my turn." Step glared at Ra, her one hand squeezed tight. The other one was nothing but a slowly regenerating, icy nub.

At least she wasn't totally armless by now, but those attacks by the mutants had harmed her so badly that not even Orans could heal them properly. It had been a moon.

"Nonsense, Step," Ra said. "I will hunt. I know a patch of berries, too. You can rest with—"

"It's my turn," Step said, slamming her tail on the ground. Cent and Kana flinched, neither one wanting to interfere, yet they watched from the side in their little, dark cavern of leaves and twisted Dungeon walls.

"W-we'll be fine. There's still some food left," Cent said. "You guys don't need to eat anyway! We'll… um…"

Step was already walking away, leaving Ra no choice but to stay behind with them. He could only pray to Star that she would return safely.

The crestfallen faces of his daughters haunted him. Cooped up in the cave without a chance to leave; the spirits helped teach them how to live normally, and perhaps one day they would be able to, but…

They were still hiding from the mutants and the Hunters. They were too weak to fight back, but he could see the Dragon fire within their hearts.

"Cent," Ra said. "Kana."

They looked up, helpless.

"If you want to fight with us," he said, "we need to train."

At first, they were confused, but then their eyes lit up. Ra's expression mirrored theirs.

Claws plunged into his chest.

"GHHAAAAAAAAUUUU—"

Ra couldn't scream after half of a second. The pain was immeasurable. He forgot what it was like to feel that mortal sort of pain. As a Guardian, he always dulled it. No such luxury blessed him this time.

That meant it was working.

Ra pulled his claws out, convulsing. His mouth tasted nothing but metal. It was too dark to tell what he had pulled out, but it felt very important. He tossed it aside. He wanted to go again. He wasn't dead yet. Had to keep going. Star's voice had fallen silent. In fact, everything was silent. It was odd. That pounding in his ears had been so persistent seconds ago.

In that last, fleeting moment, Ra felt something new and warm—no, hot —inside his chest. And it was one of the few things that lit up the stormy night. He recognized that cursed glow. The dim, yellow glow, like his soul—but it was anything but. If anything, it had been his soul's prison. The Electric Orb. It had returned, no longer finding any use in its host.

With the very last of his strength, Ra brought his hand into his chest and pulled it out; blood fell away from its smooth surface easily. He gave it a weak toss forward—it was all he could manage—and fell backward with a smile on his face.

Cent lay crumpled on the ground with labored breathing and an open wound on her side. The little Dragon tried to move, but one of her legs was bent at an odd angle.

Ra watched with cold indifference. "You're still weak. Try harder. Stand." He cleaned the blood off of his claws with a flick.

Step—her arm was fully healed, now—watched with an open mouth. She shook her head, stepping toward him. "Ra, you're going too hard on them!"

Kana stood trembling next to Cent. She nuzzled her side desperately, but she only whimpered in reply. She stared up at Ra. "Dad! Stop! Cent's bleeding!"

"Pops… it hurts," Cent said weakly.

Ra narrowed his eyes. This was the way that his kind trained. Nothing more, nothing less. He wasn't going to break from tradition. They were Dragons. Such injuries were trivial. They had asked to become stronger; they had been showing so much progress already! It had simply been time to increase the difficulty.

He could sense it in their auras; the light of evolution would bless them today.

"I shall not repeat myself."

Cent gasped for air.

Ra shook his head. They had to evolve; it would surely give them the edge they needed against the Hunters. Otherwise, they would have to stay behind again.

Ra raised his arm to scratch his cheek, wondering if a break was warranted anyway.

"Ra, love, STOP!" She grabbed Ra's arm, holding him firmly.

Ra stared at Step, baffled, and then looked at his two daughters. Barely, his eyes softened. But what burned into his memory the most was her cold glare. He'd never forget it.

First, there was pain. Then, numbness. And after a while, he wasn't sure what he was feeling. His mind wasn't working as it should have. With so little blood, he was starting to hallucinate. Strange figures filled his unseeing eyes. He thought he saw Star with her arms outstretched, golden wings waiting to greet him. But he knew those were hallucinations. They weren't really Star. Because he knew Star. She was not going to greet him with such a smile.

And then that, too, faded to black. For a few fleeting, precious moments, Ra didn't think. He was only there, or perhaps not there, with his final, vague thought being that he had succeeded. And then, like being disturbed from a great slumber, he opened his eyes.

"Bother me, will you?" Ra mumbled to the world. He lifted his arm. He felt weak all over. Every movement felt like a chore and—in a brief moment of panic—he thought he was alive again. He felt his chest—it was intact, but it felt unreal at the same time. And then he looked down.

It was his body, still bleeding a bit, though most of it had drained away or pooled in the great hole he had left behind. His body spasmed a few times, flexing the claws. The tail twitched randomly. One arm even made an odd motion toward the chest, pressing down. Ra smirked. Even when he was dead, he still persisted. Or perhaps it was some quirk of the body that he did not understand. There was no point in learning; he was dead, after all. Instead, he looked at his fading claws. Yes. Without a body, his aura was rapidly dissolving. His time was fleeting. But he had to persist. He wanted to see it happen. He had to.

And so, the bodiless aura waited. He was sure that his solid spirits would be fading soon, too, now that their source of power was gone.

There she was. Ahh, it was wonderful to see her up close. He never had the opportunity. It was ironic he had to be dead to see her, but that didn't matter. The Electric Orb glowed faintly a few paces away from his body. He saw the fading spirits chasing her down.

Ra stood in the small den that they called their home. Yet another new one, because they had to keep changing locations to throw off the Hunters, just in case. A humble burrow in Nightshade, lit only by Mystic power. Step was opposite to him, by the entrance. Behind her, where Ra could not see but could only sense, were Cent and Kana.

Ra gulped. "I'm… sorry."

Step's intense glare didn't let up. "She's never going to fight again, Ra. You traumatized her. They aren't like you."

"I'm sorry."

Step shook her head. "You cannot forget about mortals, Ra. This Guardian business… your silly Dragon traditions… you've lost touch with how reality is for them. They aren't like us, Ra. They aren't. We are from another era. We need to acknowledge that."

"I'm… I'm sorry." His voice trembled. There was nothing more that he knew to say. What more was there to say?

Step sighed. She turned around. "Ra… I need to go. They can't see you right now."

Kana peeked in from the side to look at him. Ra made eye contact. She quickly flinched and hid away.

Ra stared at her metal back. "Please… Step…"

"No, Ra."

"Please…"

Step's head lowered but she didn't turn around. "I'll… visit."

Zoroark were such clever creatures. They made illusions that could fool entire populations, should they become skilled enough. Quite a few precautions were needed just to not be fooled by one. This particular Zoroark was the most talented of all of Nightshade Forest, able to shift whole clearings into her personal darkness.

But she was also feral. And that was perfect for Star. A well-deserved Guardian indeed. The five spirits were closing in, wise to her illusions. No matter how talented she was, she was still feral, following instincts and easy patterns. He and his spirits knew her habits like the back of their claws.

Dead claws! Ra felt another swell of spiteful joy at the thought. But he had little time to celebrate again; she was finally here. The spirits drew her straight into the middle of the clearing, and she was running toward the Orb. Her eyes flashed with interest, and by some intense curiosity, she went right to it and picked it up.

She promptly collapsed, tumbling into the dirt. Ra blinked. He thought it would be a lot harder to coax the feral to touch the thing. Still, that made the rest of their job all the easier.

"Ra!" one of his spirits said. "You did it?!"

"Yes!" Ra grinned. "I am finally finished. You may return to the Orb if you wish… but…" He stared at his claws. "But I believe I am ready to leave."

"Shouldn't we help her to the Core?" asked one spirit.

"What's there to help?"

"Star will try to stop her."

"And leave the Orb exposed?"

"There is no telling."

Ra growled, thoughtful. Yes. She might try that. "Very well."

And while his aura was barely able to hold its form, he floated to the orb and plunged his cloudy arm into it. The rest of him followed.

"Pops?"

Ra jolted out of his meditation. His head swiveled around until he saw the Hakamo-o. His chest rose and he eagerly stepped toward her.

"Kana! Oh—hello, Kana. How is your mother?"

He looked to the right for the berries that he'd been saving for when they visited, but then realized, just by the look, that they were rotten. It had been so long… He hoped that Kana didn't notice. But he followed her eyes. She glanced at it, but then looked away. How polite of her, ignoring it for his sake. How embarrassing. He should have remembered to replenish it. It was polite to give mortals food, right?

Kana shifted awkwardly. "Mom's the same as always… Can't visit her as much since it's so cold, but… The occasional Heart mission goes to that part of the world, and I always grab it."

Ra nodded, clasping his claws together in thought. He nervously picked at his claws, hesitant to ask the next question. So, he substituted it with another. "You've become so strong, Kana," he said. "And Cent, how's she doing with her hospital work?"

"Good," Kana replied simply, though she did smile.

"That's good, that's good." His throat felt dry. "Will… they be visiting soon?"

Ra gasped for air that he did not need. He stared into the black heavens. There was no light from that starless sky, but he could still see his arms. They weren't lit by any Mystic glow. The ground itself was aglow with sparks of white electricity coursing through damp, puffy clouds, somehow solid enough to walk on.

He knew that clouds did not normally operate this way. Yet by Star's whimsical magic, they behaved as such in this place—the Electric Realm, Thundercloud Temple. Another surge of electricity danced harmlessly past him, lighting up his massive, plate-sized scales from below.

He watched the surge move across the clouds and toward a great cluster in the center of a lumpy, gray field. White sparks coursed through the strange structure like blood, revealing its building-like architecture. It had five spires—four corners and a tall center—connected at the bottom by walls that formed a square. The Core was in the center of the lower floors.

"Ra!" a spirit called.

The ex-Guardian—the very thought thrilled him—spun around, grinning. But it wavered when he saw the huge, shelled Pokémon's urgent look.

"What?" Ra asked the Turtonator.

His shell was an electric blue with sparks dancing across the edges. "We have to help the Zoroark! Star's trying to stop her!"

"Oh, perfect," Ra hissed.

The Turtonator struggled to keep up, but Ra understood that he'd just have to race ahead. As a reflex, he tried to sink into the clouds as electricity. Then the reality hit him—as he was no longer a Guardian, he could no longer Electrify. He was a foreign entity in this Orb, just like Zoroark. He had to go on foot.

"Why can't you Electrify?" Ra shouted back to Turtonator.

"Star's aura is disrupting it, or something," he said. "Keep trying! It'll distract her!"

"Ngh, so she truly intends to kill her, just to keep her from becoming the new Guardian?" Ra said. "Doesn't she realize that if the Orb is unguarded, anybody could get it? I at least gave her the charity of picking the forest's strongest feral."

Turtonator puffed a few times, his entire shell wobbling with each step. He struggled over the soft clouds, tripping over himself. "Ungh—go on ahead, Ra! You're much faster! You—"

Ra wasn't even listening. He just kept running.

"Y-yes, well… don't worry about me or anything…"

Ra heard someone stumble toward his hidden abode. He sensed her aura before and used little pulses of electricity to guide her closer. But she was so slow… and her aura, so weak. He stood up with concern when he realized her pace was at half the speed it usually was.

"Cent… what happened? You look so different!"

Indeed, half of the Kommo-o's scales were missing. Large plates, gone. What remained looked faded and ready to fall like autumn leaves.

"What're you talking about? It's called aging, Dad. You should try it some time. Actually, no. Don't. It's pretty rough." She shifted her weight uncertainly. "I guess you were right after all, though. A Dragon that doesn't fight wastes away faster."

That one tore his heart in half. "Cent, you know that's not true," he said. During all her visits, he'd said so many times how strong Cent was—stronger than he'd ever be—for her tireless efforts at healing other Pokémon. She'd even helped Kana when her missions with the Hearts went awry.

"Well," Cent said, looking off. "I just wish I wasn't weak."

From halves to quarters. "Don't be silly," Ra said, easing her onto a seat. It had been specially made—extra soft—just for when they visited. It was supposed to be easy on stiff joints.

She complied, though not without a creaky groan. When Ra pulled away, his palms felt dusty. After inspecting them…

"But your scales… They're falling away!"

"I, uh, look, I'm getting it checked, alright? Don't worry about it."

Up close, Thundercloud Temple towered over Ra. The door's entrance alone was as thick as his body and went across seven of his full arm spans. The entrance also rippled with distorted light—within, it was going to be the Orb's Dungeon. But it was nothing he wasn't familiar with. Without stopping, Ra went straight into the temple. The moment he did, the doorway behind him snapped into a wall. Clouds shifted and softened in some places and materialized and hardened in others instantly. His entire surroundings had changed.

And Ra stopped. "…No," he said. "What is this? What happened? What—"

The ground below him swelled. Solid clouds liquefied into some strange, cold mush, electricity coursing through his body. He jumped away, body trembling on its own from the surge. He wasn't an Electric Guardian anymore—and as much as he liked that, it meant he would be vulnerable. He didn't have time to acclimate to its atmosphere. He was just a normal Kommo-o spirit. He had to be careful. He wasn't sure what happened to unacclimated spirits that perished within an Orb. Normally, Electric spirits returned to the Core to recover. But he wasn't Electric yet. Where would he go?

Still, it was too late to turn back. He was within the Dungeon. The only way through now was the Core. But what happened to it?

Thundercloud Temple used to be a blessed Dungeon, like all the others in the world, physical or spiritual. Benevolent Mystic energy coursed through it, providing useful boons to travelers such as blessed berries and trinkets. Even in the Orb, such things existed within Dungeons to assist in safe travel. It also helped to stabilize the Dungeon's architecture in and of itself. Hallways and rooms, connected to one another, leading from one segment to the next.

But now?

Ra saw the wall behind him collapse, revealing another room. In it, a great fissure in the clouds revealed a black void below. Ra did not want to imagine the fate of someone who fell into it.

He sank partly into the ground. The clouds below him softened. He had to move before his fate to the void became a reality. He spun around and ran, realizing that the Zoroark must be in here somewhere, too.

Thundercloud Temple was a single-segment Dungeon. Apparently, that was how the spiritual Dungeons operated. Intuitively, the Core was near the middle. He looked up. Could the Core be above? Or is it on the first floor? Where were the stairs? The Temple had stairs leading up and down in a multi-floor labyrinth. The path was never the same. He often went into it to clear his head, as the monotony of walking combined with the thought of remembering his path helped distract him from his troubles.

The ground shook again. He just needed a sign. He closed his eyes, but then realized he had no means of sensing aura anymore. It was as if a part of his vision was forever lost. How was he dead, and yet still felt mortal?

Ra didn't know what to think of his new surroundings. It was a miracle that he was able to navigate his way to the mountain at all. Waypoints were such a strange, disorienting technology.

An Aggron glared at him. "You shouldn't have come to Kilo Village, Ra."

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

She shook her head. "Love… why would—"

Ra jumped. "L-love? You called me…?"

Step answered Ra with a long silence. She avoided his eyes, glaring at the walls of the hospital. "A slip of the tongue."

Ra deflated, looking at the opposite wall. "…I just wanted to see her."

"And risk your life?" Step asked, glancing out the window as if she'd see a Hunter right there. None came.

"Her life is worth more."

Step grunted, gently knocking her fist against the wall. It left a fist-shaped dent. She quietly scooted her body so it'd block anybody from seeing it.

Step sighed slowly, her breath whistling past her metallic jaws. "…You… foolish idiot. You… foolish…"

"You came, too, you know."

"I detest our similarities."

Despite everything, Ra gathered enough courage to touch her shoulder. She didn't resist, so he squeezed a little so it would register against her steel hide.

"Enough," Step said, jerking away. "Ra, we… can't be together. Two auras together are too easy for the mutants to detect."

He knew that. He didn't want to care anymore. If the mutants got them, so be it—it felt like he'd known Step for far longer than the decades they'd spent. It felt more like they had known each other for lifetimes, ages! To forcibly split themselves apart—he could see how bitter it was turning her. How desperate and broken their spirits were becoming.

"Please," Ra said.

Step's claws left little dents in her own arms. "Star was wrong to unite us."

After some wandering, being careful to avoid the voids in the clouds and the ground that looked questionably soft, he saw his first sign of life. A Manectric dashed past him, skidding to a stop. His paws tossed up hazy vapor.

"Ra!" he said.

"Where is the Zoroark?"

"Further in—or further out? I don't know—the temple, it keeps shuffling. It's in total chaos!"

"Why?!"

"I think Star revoked all of the blessings. It's not a blessed Dungeon anymore—it's—it's just pure chaos! I don't think it's even an untamed Dungeon. I think it's cursed, not blessed! I—"

The clouds between them shot up, straight through Manectric's abdomen. It was so quick and violent that it went straight through him, and his front half was separated from his back half. Cyan embers poured from his body.

He gasped in surprise, but then stared up at Ra. "I last saw her running that way!" He pointed his paw to Ra's left. "Star's trying to kill her!" And that was all he could say. The embers overtook him and his body evaporated. The remaining puff of existence flew at high speeds further into the Dungeon.

He had to follow it—his spirit was being drawn to the Core. If he followed Manectric, he could at least get closer—at least until he was too far to see. Ra sprinted as fast as he could, tripping over softer lumps on the ground.

Bolts of electricity surged through his legs with every step. He wasn't sure how he was able to keep walking through it, but perhaps some residual part of his Electric past helped him through the pain. He saw another aura ember move past him and used that as another lead, jumping over a forming fissure before it became too wide to cross.

"The Dungeon is falling apart," Ra muttered. He looked back. "No. It's already fallen. Now, it's just… shifting…"

He heard a yelp and knew immediately who it was—the feral. He finally made it. And he saw someone else there, too—an unmistakable, pink figure flying across the distorted halls. The walls parted ways for her easily, and Ra suspected Manectric's theories were correct. Star had cursed the Dungeon, all to prevent Zoroark from getting to the Core.

"STAR!" Ra shouted.

The Mew jumped. "R-Ra?!"

Ra slammed his fists against his chest. The reverberations weakened his stance—he knew that he'd be more vulnerable to her—but he was going to do it anyway. He was dead. What more did he have to lose? He slammed his fists against his scales again, sending dragon-enhanced, sonic waves straight for Star.

She shrieked and covered her ears. Ra didn't stop. He readied another Clanging Scales strike, knowing that this would be the best way to slow her down.

It did not last. A Psychic blast twisted the air around him and he couldn't dodge in time. He roared when the ground was taken from his feet, spun all the way around until he was on his side. He was lucky that most of the attack had missed, or his spirit would have been torn apart.

Star floated up and flew away.

"How dare you… run away…" Ra staggered up and slammed his fists against his scales again, sending another wave of sound toward Star. It hit right where he wanted and she shrieked, faltering where she stood.

She turned her tiny head around with wide, angry eyes. The Dungeon walls collapsed around them, becoming nothing more than clouds and fog as the entire floor shifted and shuffled. Ra weakly jumped to a part of the ground that felt solid, even while electricity danced around every part of the cloudy floor. But he didn't step wisely. He sank through the ground instantly and saw a glimpse of the void below.

For just a moment, Ra felt fear.

"Hey, Ra."

Ra was lying in the middle of the clearing in total silence. He could only hear Star's voice, but he knew she was somewhere inside his Orb.

"Star."

"So… I figure you heard the news."

Ra's claws strangled the air. Despite this, he spoke calmly. "With life comes death. It means nothing to me."

"Well… okay."

Ra grunted. "It's just fine. I'll be fine."

"Mhm. Sure. So, anyway, Hecto spotted her along the aura sea… so… if you want, I can—"

"No," Ra said, no matter how much it pained him to say it. "Send her to Step, first."

"You can always just visit her in her realm…"

But Ra knew he couldn't. He couldn't face her again. He understood, now, why she visited so rarely. It had nothing to do with their two auras being too much for the mutants to detect. That attack was a fluke and he had overreacted. He had played it over and over in his head for decades. And only once or twice did such an encounter happen again. All that harsh training, all that senseless bloodshed of his own daughters, for nothing.

He did not adapt. His Dragon pride, his Fighting spirit—it was too much for her, and he was too foolish to not compromise for her sake, and for their kids' sake. This was his punishment.

"Grab him!"

A huge hand grabbed Ra by the arm, stopping his fall. The edge of his tail and the large scales attached to them grazed the blackness below. It evaporated instantly. He jerked his tail up and stared at his savior—an Electivire. The hulking Pokémon smirked and pulled him out of the pit. Just then, a Zebstrika and Vikavolt crackled past them, tackling Star simultaneously.

"What do you think you're doing?!" Star shouted. "Do you realize that if she takes the Core, you'll all—"

Twin Thunders struck Star; her scream was deafened by the boom.

Ra stared dumbly at the display. He only broke his gaze when he heard a crowd of shouts behind him. That's when he realized—his Clanging Scales were so loud that they drew all of the spirits his way. They were all coming to him—all of them.

Electivire held Ra by the shoulders, shaking the sense back into him. "Find Zoroark. Bring her to the Core."

"But you'll—"

"Go!" Electivire threw Ra into the air with a single thrust. Something held the Kommo-o in place after that.

"What—?" He looked back to see a southern Raichu, balanced on her own tail for levitation, holding her tiny paws toward him.

"Get her, Ra!" the southern Raichu said.

He accelerated rapidly over Star and the others. Star glared and held her paw up. Ra felt something squeezing at the inside of his chest, but only for an instant. Seconds later, an Electrode slammed into Star's back, held in place by a Heliolisk.

"Run! NOW!" Electrode said and then shut his eyes tight.

"Nooo, no, NO!" Star said, but Electrode's body was already a bright white. He exploded, evaporating the spirits nearest to Star, but not Star herself. Ra knew this only because of the pink sphere that enveloped her, protecting her from the blast, though she still couldn't see through the smoke.

He smashed through one of the cloudy walls and flew over another void. He tried to get some sort of leverage, but he was helpless in the air. He saw another creature ahead, flying over the fissure. Its ugly face was a relief.

The Eelektross wrapped around him and pulled him over the fissure with what momentum he had, finally letting go when they reached solid ground.

"The Core is just ahead. Zoroark is nearby. See her? There!" He pointed a claw toward a black blur rushing past the collapsing halls to their right. "I don't know how she did it, but she made it through the Dungeon. She's a smart feral, that's for sure."

Ra nodded. "Thank you," he said. "Stop Star for me."

"You got it."

Near the Core, the ground felt a lot more stable. Perhaps even the shifting portions of this cursed Dungeon was unable to split apart the Core's general area. He sighed in relief, realizing this, and focused entirely on chasing after Zoroark.

A few spirits were still trailing her. It seemed like she was trying to flee but inadvertently wound up going straight to the Core as they wanted. All she had to do was grab it. They'd force the Core to accept her if they had to, even if Star wasn't going to allow it. That was easy enough. They just needed time.

He heard it again. Shuffling. Weak, slow shuffling, from a fading aura. "Dad…"

He rushed to the entrance. "Kana… How did you make it here?"

"Not sure myself, heh…"

Her voice was softer than ever. Shaking, even. Her scales were faded, and a few had come off in small patches that never quite grew back. It wasn't as fast as Cent. No, this was simply age. It happened to the best mortal—death claimed them all in time. All except for Ra.

"Please, sit down. Don't strain yourself," Ra said softly. He helped her to the wall, where she gratefully sank down, breathing heavily to recover.

"I just wanted to see you. You know, in person. Before I… can't make the trip anymore, heh. You wouldn't understand." Kana rubbed the back of her head. Her arm trembled when it did. It always trembled—it had been that way for three years, now.

"Kana…"

Kana shook her head. "Pops… I don't remember where Mom lives."

He remembered how she had gotten lost before. She had wandered all the way to Nightshade as if it was an old part of her memory coming back, forgetting everything else. Ra had asked Kana about her mate—he had died long ago, too—and Kana didn't know what he was talking about. 

"Can you write down where she lives?" Kana asked. "So I don't forget."

The Core's chamber of Thundercloud Temple was as it always had been. Clouds formed a great dome within the center of the building. Jittering strings sizzled across the fluffy interior, all converging toward the center, where lightning whipped at everything nearby.

He remembered touching this Core long ago. He never knew what happened to the last Guardian. Or was he the first? He had been one for so long, he wouldn't doubt if that was the case. This world felt so young.

Zoroark entered the chamber. She spun back upon realizing that she was trapped. Ra caught up with the two Pokémon that had chased her inside. First, he looked to the left at a Pachirisu. Then, he looked to the right at an Electric Typhlosion, lightning erupting where flames usually rose.

"Good work," Ra grunted. "Now we just need to keep her inside this chamber."

Zoroark hissed at the three of them.

"H-how do we do that?" Pachirisu asked. "We can't attack her! If we kill her here—"

"Her spirit is strong," Ra said. "Don't think she will fall so easily." He held his arms forward and upward, ready for anything she had for them.

"Stay behind," Ra said. "Keep an eye out for Star. I will test Zoroark's strength myself."

"D-don't you die, either," Pachirisu said. "You aren't tied to the Core!"

"I will be fine."

Suddenly, countless blue embers flew over Ra and Zoroark's heads, entering the Core like embers from an exploding fire in reverse. Ra knew that this meant Star just finished dispatching all of the spirits in the Electric Orb. She'd be coming here soon, perhaps even teleporting right inside. Wait. Why hadn't she done that before?

Was it the chaotic Dungeon? Was that the cause? Why? Did she make it that way herself? No… Perhaps not.

Perhaps Ra himself had done it when he died. Perhaps this realm was in chaos because of his own spirit's state upon death.

But the reason no longer mattered.

"Zoroark!" Ra shouted, pointing at her. "I challenge you to a—"

Something sharp sliced right through Ra's back. He roared and stumbled forward, staring at the Zoroark before him. The illusion evaporated. He spun around and swung his arm at the true Zoroark, miraculously connecting.

She responded by crunching down on his scaly arm, breaking through one of the plates. He, in kind, responded by slamming her against the ground, pinning her down. He didn't have to hurt her too badly. Just keep her steady. He stared up at the Core, too bright to look at directly. He brought his arm up, ran three paces, and slammed Zoroark against the bright light. Electricity and heat surged through them both. She shrieked and flailed, trying to push Ra as far away as she could, but even though her spirit was strong, Ra's was stronger.

Hands began to emerge from the core—countless paws, tendrils, and limbs wrapping around Enet's body, digging into her fur and into her spiritual flesh. She screamed, breaking away from it with one final jolt. Ra reached out one last time, but Enet snapped down on his arm instantly—and that was the last his spirit could handle. She crunched straight through it, blue fire pouring out of the wound. He staggered back, clutching at the arm. It didn't hurt—nothing hurt anymore—but he felt his body evaporating. He felt… fleeting.

No. Not yet. He wasn't done yet. He focused, and his arm returned to normal. The blue embers faded away, sealed back inside.

The Core glowed brightly. Two embers rushed past him and into it. That only meant—

"Nice try."

Ra suddenly couldn't feel his lower body. He fell forward, flat on his face, and used his arms to roll onto his back. He saw his lower half still standing, spewing blue fire. It evaporated in seconds, revealing Star at the entrance, her paw still glowing from the aftereffect of a Psycho Cut. How could she use such a technique? Oh, of course. She wasn't just a Mew. She was the Mew—designer of all techniques.

Ra knew he was outmatched, but that didn't matter.

"It's too late, Star," Ra said, using his left hand to point at the Core. "It's too much to stop, now. They already touched her."

Star's tiny paws trembled, clenched like fists. Ra just laughed. Sliced in half, lying helplessly on the ground before his Creator. Ra never felt so free.

Zoroark hissed at Ra, rushing toward Star. The Mew flinched but then realized that she was hiding behind her for safety.

"What will you do, Star?" Ra asked. "Will you kill her? Your own child?"

"Don't use that line on me," Star hissed. "Practically everybody's my child!"

"And look at how you treat them," Ra said, holding his chest mockingly. "I'm so hurt, mother."

"Oh, like you're one to talk," Star said. "As if you can tell me you never beat up your kids."

Ra's smile was obliterated.

Star looked down at Zoroark. The feral looked up at Mew with wide, ignorant eyes. She pointed at Ra commandingly.

Star raised her paw. Pure fighting energy collected at the tip—a Focus Blast. At the same time, countless white filaments of light emerged from her back like wings.

"You're really going to do it," Ra said. "I suppose you're showing your true colors, now, aren't you?" he said. "Pathetic. Truly pathetic. Just to keep your precious Orb safe, you'll obliterate an innocent feral."

"One that you tricked into coming here," Star said, but the energy in her paw flickered.

Zoroark stared at Star for a while longer, clearly not realizing that Star intended to destroy her.

"And then what?" Ra said. "The Orb has nobody. A Hunter will get it. Then what? I did you a favor. I gave you a strong replacement."

"She's hardly strong," Star shouted. "She can't even talk! What good is that?!" She winced. "I'll just have to find someone else. I'll draw in a new hero. I'll make them a Guardian instead, and we can start from scratch. Easy."

Ra laughed weakly. "But didn't you forget, Star?" he said, pointing at her. "It's already too late."

The Core flashed. Countless wads of electricity and light exploded out from the chamber, surrounding Star from all sides. Zoroark screamed and ran away, but one of the beams of light latched onto her, piercing her through her back. She wailed and tried to slice it off, but it was already a part of her soul. It dragged her to the Core, even as her claws dug into the clouds. She shook her whole body, flailing.

"STOP!" Star roared.

Electric spirits solidified around her. Countless Pokémon. Ra knew the name of every single one. He knew their Electric spirits, and he knew the bodies they used to be long before. Some never abandoned it completely. He saw the Electric Typhlosion again, blasting Star with balls of white sparks. He saw a Luxray—long ago, he had been a Nidoking, but had since chosen a different form to take, after so many centuries of being dead.

All of them barraged Star, attack after attack. Her tendrils of light exploded out, piercing through some of the spirits. The air spun with every Psychic blast. Blue embers poured back into the Core, only to be replaced by new spirits ready to fight.

Zoroark was pinned against the Core by her own link to it. She was sinking, still screaming. Limbs of spirits in the Core grabbed onto her, stroking her fur. Whispers of calm. But she didn't understand their language. Finally, the light enveloped her completely, and the Core briefly—absorbed into Zoroark, the new Electric Guardian.

"Good," Ra said, closing his eyes.

Zoroark fell to the ground with a thud, unconscious.

"And now what… Star?" Ra said.

The world trembled as if heaving a sigh at new stability. Zoroark's wild heart, while terrified and confused, was not in pain like Ra's was. And, indeed, the Kommo-o could sense Thundercloud Temple slowly ease its way back into stability.

Star stopped fighting the spirits to glare at Ra through the many bodies that blocked her view. The spirits, too, stopped, knowing that their part of the job was over.

One final Psychic blast eliminated them, leaving only Ra behind. The rest watched from the new Core that grew in the old one's place. At this point, only his upper chest, arms, neck, and head remained.

"I'll just… kill her now," Star said. "She's… she's asleep. She won't even know it."

"And what then?" Ra asked.

"I already told you."

"No, Star," Ra said. "You're just telling yourself that. You're just upset that I'm leaving… that I'm finally free."

"It isn't like that, Ra," Star said. "I'm just trying to help!"

"Oh, and what a wonderful help you've been!" Ra said, waving his right arm. "Centuries of isolation and suffering for all! Yes! A fantastic existence!" He let his arm drop. "My lovely Step was right to abandon you."

"Just like she abandoned you," Star said.

Thundercloud Temple was silenced.

"…I'm sorry," Star said, lowering her head. "That… that was uncalled for."

"It's just like you, though," Ra said, but he couldn't hide the tremble in his voice. He steadied himself. "Doing something you think would be good right now… not realizing the consequences later. For a Psychic, you have surprisingly little foresight."

Ra grunted, realizing that his arms were too weak to hold him up. They were evaporating. Now all he could do was stare at Star with what little strength he had left. He wondered what would happen to him afterward. Still, after everything, he wondered if the peace of oblivion would be preferential. Was that his destination?

"Star, if you kill this feral," Ra said, "you're no better than Arceus. Remember that."

Star flinched. The temple let out a final sigh.

"I have one more thing that I want to ask you, Star," Ra said, knowing that he'd won. "Something that… you never answered. That you always evade when I ask. The memory is so… faded. But seeing as I'm about to go… I want you to answer for me. Finally, you can be honest. Why I can't remember. Why this person… is so faded from my mind… and yet… feels so important. Perhaps as important as Step. Yet by what I imagine is a Divine Decree… I am not allowed to remember."

Star said nothing, but he had her attention.

"Where," Ra said, "is Yveltal?"

Based on how Star didn't react, Ra knew she was expecting this question. His vision was fading. He felt oddly tired. His mission complete, he actually felt rested. At some point, his eyes had closed, ready for an eternal nap.

"Ra," Star said.

One last annoyance, he figured. He opened his eyes and glared at Star. "What? Will you answer?"

Star looked down, flicking her tail. Ra sensed that this bothered her more than it should have, but had no time to ask why. She finally answered, "…I can't."

Ra snorted. "Of course." And with that, his spirit evaporated completely.

Ra stood in Thundercloud Temple. Only moments ago, his heart had been filled with more joy than he'd ever felt in decades. Both of his daughters had returned to him, and they looked as youthful as ever. In their prime, even, like a proud Dragon should.

Cent shook her head. "Like, Pops, my mate is waiting for me across the aura sea. I can't stay. I just came here because… I know you can't really follow."

Ra shook his head in disbelief. Then, he turned to the other daughter. "Kana…"

But she, too, shook her head. "Dad, I… I can't just stay here forever. The other spirits might be happy, but I don't want to lose myself here. I have to go."

Both his daughters turned away. They couldn't bear to look at him, but Ra just wanted to see their eyes one last time.

"Mom already said bye," Kana said. "She's glad that we can move on. But, Dad…"

"Please… there has to be some way," Ra said. "What—what about your children? My grandchildren? Can't—can't I see them?"

But Ra knew the answer. He was never allowed to see them—not him, nor Step. And he shouldn't. They shouldn't know about this Guardian conspiracy. They should live normal lives. They should never know he exists…

Cent sighed tiredly. Ra thought, for a moment, that they would actually stay. But then she said the one thing he didn't want to hear—the same words that he'd heard so many decades ago. The empty promise.

"We'll visit."

Where was this?

Ra recognized it, vaguely. He couldn't move. He lacked a body to move. All around Ra was a great, endless expanse of darkness, populated only by the gentle glow of countless auras, all moving in one direction toward a great, dim light.

The aura sea, Ra realized. So… that's where we go. Even if a spirit dies… we still can't rest. We go right here. We all go… right here.

The faint glow of the outer spirit world beckoned him. He let the flow take him, for he knew his daughters would be waiting.

But then the flow changed, just for him. He bumped past a few spirits, falling through their fire. He heard their thoughts. Terrified thoughts, confused thoughts. One was whimpering that it still burned. The other one was nothing but a series of hisses and growls.

A great, gray figure stood above the sea, staring at Ra with his one eye.

"Hello, Ra," the Dusknoir greeted.

Hecto…

"I am fortunate to find you in the sea. Star warned me that you would flow here soon."

Then perhaps I should have stopped thinking.

"Perhaps, yes," Hecto said, "if your desire was to evade my eye."

Hecto held out his massive hand, grasping Ra's flickering soul within it.

Where are you going to take me, then?

"Star requested I send you somewhere specific," Hecto said. "The typical afterlife is not a location suited for one such as yourself."

This was the second time that Ra felt fear that night. That fear was snuffed out by spite and anger. So that's how it is? he said. Such a place truly exists after all? When Hecto did not reply, Ra continued to speak. Know that she'll never be happy with what she's done to me. I'll never give her the satisfaction that I'll suffer. I'll take whatever eternity you give me, and I'll take it with nothing but eternal hate. When I'm free, I will do more than kill her, Hecto. I'll do everything in my power to ruin her, the same way she did for us. To all Guardians. To this whole world. The world you claim to watch over. You are a blight. You and that despicable Creator.

Still, Hecto said nothing.

I should have sided with Arceus and the Divine Dragons.

Hecto's one eye did not blink, but Ra was out of words to say. The Dusknoir turned, pointing Ra toward some black void in the sea.

"Farewell, Ra."

Hecto pressed his hand forward. Ra flew through the sea, far, far away from the flow of the many spirits that made their transitions into the next world. He was away, now.

Ra cursed Star all throughout the void.

Ra stood outside of his den, walking deep into the clearing. The once clear sky darkened with lumpy clouds. The world roared. "You did this to me."

"No—Ra, that's not what happened!" Star said. "I wasn't trying to—"

"You… RUINED my life!"

"I—I had no choice! I was just trying to help! I—"

Ra shook his head. "I'm done."

"D-done? R-Ra! Wait! What are you doing?"

Ra held his arms out. The lightning crackled along his scales and between his claws. "The forest will burn… and with the last of my power… I'll lay the Orb bare."

"Gnnkk—!" Ra gasped his first breath. A horrible coldness pierced his throat. He struggled to his feet. All he could see was a gray darkness. Hard snow and heavy winds slammed against his scales, freezing him to the bones. A single step was too much.

"S-so this is my eternity, is it… S-Star…" Ra looked at the black sky. He wandered through the snow even as his scales became coated in a thick layer of ice. His limbs froze in place any time he decided to stop. Every step chipped away at the ice layered upon his cold form. "I will… for all of my existence… devote every second… to…"

He collapsed. The snow billowed over him, covering his body. His spirit wanted nothing more than to move, but his energy was gone. Everything was fading again. Step… Kana… Cent, Ra thought. I'm… sorry.

It all faded…


"I found him!"

Ra's eyes shot open.

"Oops. I think he's frozen already."

"Don't just stare at him—help out, Sis!"

"R-right, sorry. MOM! We found Dad!"

Icy hands wrapped around both of his arms.

"Okay, one, two—three!"

They lifted him up. By some miracle, he could still see. Tears froze painfully against his eyes. He couldn't speak.

Two Kommo-o tilted their heads at him. They were see-through, like glass. Closer inspection indicated that it wasn't glass—it was ice, like living sculptures.

"I think he's out of it," said the left one.

"Where is he?" a booming voice called.

Ra knew the voice, but he also knew the sound of her heavy, slow steps. He saw an Aggron in the same style as his daughters, see-through and glimmering in the dark. Her steps pierced through many feet of snow without effort. Her solid eyes softened upon seeing the helpless, frozen Dragon.

"Unbelievable," Step said, putting a hand to her forehead, making a dull tok noise. "Star told me that I should be expecting you. I didn't think she meant it like this."

"St… ar…"

"Yes, Star," Step said, crossing her arms irritably. "I thought she meant you were going to try to visit at the same time as Kana and Cent." When Ra didn't reply, she went on. "This is more than a visit, I imagine."

"Uh, Mom, I think he's an icicle," Kana said.

Cent tapped her claws on Ra's cheek. Solid. "Yeah, he's frozen."

Step sighed, this time using both of her hands to cover her face. "What a fool… what a mess…" She groaned. "You're helpless without me."

The statue of Ra did not reply.

"Come. Let's take him to the Core so he can acclimate." Step turned around, walking through the snow of the Ice Realm.

Kana took the front, while Cent took the rear, making sure they didn't accidentally break some part of their father's frozen spirit along the way. He was so stiff that it actually was much like transporting a statue.

"Mom?" Cent said. "I guess we can visit a little more often, but… are you gonna talk to Dad more, now?"

"I doubt I have a choice," Step replied.

"Yeah, but," Kana interrupted, "we mean more like… are you two… gonna be together again?"

"Again," Step said, "it is not like I have a choice."

"But you do," Cent said. "You can just tell him to go. But… you aren't."

Step pressed on without a change in expression. "We'll talk," she said. "If he chooses, I will allow him to… stay. Perhaps… it is time we reconnected." She looked down. "After all, there is… nothing separating us now, is there?"

Step looked back at Ra's desperate expression, frozen in time. She sighed. "You look disgusting when you're weak," the Ice Guardian said. "When you attach to my Core, I expect you to be stronger. Like you used to be."

They climbed a small hill and slid down. Snow collected over Ra's eyes, blinding him. He only heard the howl of the wind and the sound of her voice. But that was enough.

"Star came here only moments ago to tell me about your arrival," Step said. "I've never seen her so shaken."

Despite being unable to see, Ra could feel her smile.

"I liked that."






29. Isolation


Chapter 26 – Isolation

"Enet… that's your name. Right?" Owen said, careful to not speak too loudly. The Electric Guardian, feral? A wild Pokémon? How was he supposed to work with that?!

The Zoroark stared uneasily at Owen. The Charmander was never good at reading wild expressions. Was she afraid? Happy? Defensive? Angry? It could be anything. Their culture was entirely alien to him, if he could call it a culture… Maybe it was just instincts. Oh, if only his perception wasn't so dulled as a Charmander. Maybe he'd get a better clue. He just had to guess. How would wild Pokémon normally behave?

Owen took a careful step forward. Perhaps not the best move, Owen considered. He saw the Zoroark tense and he reversed. "Sorry," he said. "Enet?"

Her ears flicked.

"I'm… I'm a friend. Oh, um…" Owen carefully moved his arms. Enet watched every movement, especially when he put them into his pouch. Slowly, making sure he made no sudden movements, he pulled out an apple. Enet lost her tension when she saw the red fruit, but still stared uneasily.

"Here." Gently, he rolled the apple toward her. It stopped a few inches from her feet. Without taking her eyes off of him, she reached down and held the apple, tentatively sniffing it. She took a bite and lost sight of Owen for only a split second. Immediately, she looked back at him; Owen sensed her aura flare with panic at just that moment. When Owen didn't do anything, Enet's tension faded, but not as much as before.

He took another step back, trying to look as nonthreatening as possible. But what would she be afraid of? She was at least thrice his size… Maybe it was his flame. But if he transformed now, it would just startle her.

"I—I'm not gonna hurt you," he said. "I'm here to help. Okay? Enet?"

"Enet," the Zoroark finally repeated.

Oh, thank goodness, she can actually talk! Owen tried not to look too excited.

"Yeah, Enet," Owen said. "Do… do you know that's your name? Enet—if you know that, and you can say your name—does that mean you can actually talk?" It wasn't so helpless after all. Still, she was definitely wild to an extent…

The Zoroark took a long time to answer. She was halfway done with the apple. "Talk," she said. "No."

"I—I mean, you can kinda talk," Owen said.

Enet growled.

"S-sorry, I didn't want to patronize or anything…"

Enet growled more.

"What?" Owen squeaked. "I—I'm sorry!"

Enet chomped on the last of the apple and turned around in a huff. She started to walk away.

"Enet?"

She wasn't watching him anymore—did she feel safer?

"Wait!" he called, walking after her, just fast enough to keep up, but not get closer.

The walk was surprisingly long. The Zoroark made specific turns; they seemed random, but Owen had a feeling she knew where she was going. Every so often, Owen spoke up, but Enet would usually only reply with a huff or a growl. It wasn't until at least several turns that he actually got a meaningful response.

"Um… so you're the Guardian? Electric?"

Enet huffed and flicked her tail. Little sparks flew from her fur.

"Wow! Yeah, that's it alright… Cool… I'm the Grass Guardian," Owen said. "See?" He waved his hand, turning it green.

Enet wasn't even watching, and more silence ensued between them.

"Um… do you like apples?"

"…Apples. Good."

Owen thought he'd hallucinated the response. It took him a few seconds to come up with his own. "Okay, that's good. Apples are good."

"Good."

Owen nodded. "Um… how… much do you know? How to talk?"

"Words."

"Yes, you know words."

Enet growled at him again.

"What?"

"Not stupid," she said.

"Oh!" After that, Owen nearly said, 'So, you know that word,' but managed to save his own life by refraining. Instead, he said, "Sorry."

They made a few more turns. The cave was getting even darker. How deep did this burrow get? The ground was starting to feel compact, like rocks…

"Do, um… are you… wild? Always wild?"

Enet took a bit of time again, but then she shook her head. "No."

"Oh, so you used to be… not wild?"

"No," Enet said.

"Um…" Owen hesitated. "So… you're wild?"

"Yes."

"Always wild?"

"No."

"But you used to be wild… wait… um…"

Enet snorted, impatient. "I know words."

"Oh, yeah. Yeah, you do." It took a few seconds for him to realize what Enet meant. "Actually, about that—who taught you…"

Enet waved her arms around, briefly shifting her appearance until she resembled a Mew. Then, she reverted back to normal. Owen made a mental note that this Zoroark's illusions were well above average.

"Oh! Okay, okay, I get that," Owen said. "Star taught—wait… s-so you really were wild when you got the Orb! That's… that's crazy! How did they accept—"

Enet was growling again. Owen recognized this as her way of saying he was talking too much, or speaking in a way that she didn't understand.

"Sorry. Um… so… when you got the Orb… they let you?"

"No."

"Oh. How did you?"

"I fought."

"Oh." Owen supposed he should have expected that response. "You fought off… the Electric spirits? Or… the old Guardian? Or…"

Enet shrugged. "Fought. Scary."

How strong was Enet? Owen hesitated, wondering why she was afraid at all. Or was it just her spirit that was powerful? "So, you took the Orb by force? From who? Who had it before?"

"Who?"

Owen paused. So, the Orb was abandoned, or otherwise alone, and Enet found it. It seemed like when she touched it, the spirits tried to drive her away, but she was too strong. That seemed like a reasonable story. A powerful, wild Zoroark.

"Why… follow?" Enet asked.

"F-follow? Oh, sorry, I… I wanted you to come with me."

"To?"

"My home," Owen said.

Enet scoffed. She flicked her hair against the Charmander—the sheer force and weight of just that brush and the odd, teal bangle that kept it all together nearly knocked the tiny reptile over.

"No," she said.

"Why?" Owen asked. He briefly wondered if offering more apples would appease her. Infinite apples for the feral? They were very food-driven, after all. But given how she had reacted when he insinuated she wasn't smart, she'd probably take it the wrong way if he offered her food. He tried a different strategy. "Isn't it… lonely?"

Enet flinched.

Owen saw that as progress. If she wanted companionship, they had lots of that. He could only imagine what it would be like to be isolated like that, just like all the Guardians. He saw hints of that damage from Zena. But for Enet—even if it didn't look like she was Guardian for very long—she didn't even understand why. She was just a feral. Didn't she want to be with a pack?

"No," Enet said. "Not lonely."

But it wasn't going to be easy, it seemed. She was stubborn. Leave it to a feral Guardian to be that way. "Enet…"

"No!" Enet growled. She spun around and pointed at Owen in an accusatory fashion, eyes narrowed dangerously.

Owen let out a small "Eep—!" and stopped when her claw poked at his scales.

"You're… small!"

Owen's eyes maximized. Despite the claw only brushing his chest, it felt like he'd been stabbed in the heart. "I… I'm small?"

"Too small!" She stuck her nose in the air, crossed her arms, and turned around. "Want better."

The confidence drained from Owen like blood. Flustered, he tried to salvage what he had left. "I… I mean… I mean, why… My home is… big! Lots of friends!"

"Bigger friends?" Enet asked.

Owen stared down. "Y-yes. Bigger friends. Wait. Um—Enet?" Owen looked up. "Did you see… a Gardevoir and a Goodra?"

Based on the blank look she returned, Enet didn't know what those species were.

"Um, big, purple, slimy. And another one, blue, with a fin, here…" Owen held a hand to his chest to mimic Amia's chest-fin.

"Oh," Enet said, nodding.

"Are they okay?"

Enet shrugged. "Ran."

"Oh," Owen said. "So, they're still somewhere in here. But it's so complex, I dunno if…" He sighed. They were stronger than he was—they'd be okay. Hopefully they'll find their way out. "How come you can't come with me because I'm small? To my home?"

Enet glanced back, staring at Owen like he was stupid.

"What?" Owen said. "Our home is nice. You'll be safe."

"Need better father," Enet said.

Owen blinked twice. "What?"

"Need big, strong dad."

Owen's arms dropped from their fin-pose on his chest. His heart skipped a beat. The flame on his tail flashed white. "W-wait! N-n-n-no, no, no—no! I wasn't—that's not—NO!" Wild Pokémon—why didn't he realize it before? "I don't want to be your mate! I want to be your friend! In… your… pack!"

"Pack?" Enet said, flicking her ears again. "Still too small."

"Oh, come on!" Owen begged. What ego he had left was now smaller than he was. "Others in the—uh, pack are a lot bigger, though! And stronger! We're Guardians, you know?"

Enet looked contemplative, but then stopped walking. They reached what appeared to be a dead end, but the cave had opened up into a small cavern. Owen recognized it as her home, though there wasn't much to it. A few fruits and berries, a nest, a small collection of water in a hollowed-out Aspear berry, and mysterious bones. Owen eyed one of them, praying to Mew that those weren't Charmander bones. It was hard to tell. No, don't be silly—they couldn't be! Charmander didn't live in Nightshade. The darkness was just getting to him. Something about a Zoroark's den made his flame's glow a lot less impactful on the walls.

"Stronger?" Enet said, breaking Owen out of his trance.

"Yeah. And Star's our friend, too," Owen said.

"Star," Enet said softly. "I miss Star…"

A full sentence! Owen thought. "She's really nice, huh?" he said. "Actually… would you like me to try to summon her?"

Enet growled slightly.

"T-to… see her? Want to see her?"

Enet watched.

"I can bring her right here. Now."

"You can?" Recollection flashed in her eyes. The Zoroark made a motion with her claws. To her chest, and then pushing her hands outward in a spreading motion. "Like…?"

"Y-yeah! I think! A summon!"

"Call… summon," Enet said, nodding. "Yes. Summon."

"Okay. Give me a second, yeah?" Owen sat down, crossed his legs, and closed his eyes. He channeled his aura and went inward, feeling for his Grass Orb. There. Star…? Star, are you there?

A few seconds passed.

She's coming, Klent replied. She must be in another part of the realm.

Oh, okay. Thanks, Klent.

How are you doing, Owen? Klent went on. Feeling… small?

Not funny.

Don't worry! Amelia chimed in. When you evolve, you'll only be half her size!

You're enjoying this, aren't you?

The Jumpluff and Lilligant laughed to one another. Owen heard the chuckles from the other spirits, too, and his tail flashed white from embarrassment again. Despite this, the Charmander's mouth twitched to a small smile. He never heard Amelia laugh like that before. Fine, fine. You win.

Eventually—Enet was running her claws through her hair to pass the time at this point—Owen heard Star's voice. Yo. Found her?

Yeah. Enet wants to see you. She's… a little… wild.

Yeah, she is, Star giggled. She's got a wild personality, huh?

N-no, I mean, she's literally a wild Pokémon. She can barely talk!

What? Star said. Again? …Hm… well… okay. You want me to come over?

Yeah.

Okay.

A pinkish mist blew from Owen's chest, forming into a cloud that was barely discernable as a Mew-shaped nebula.

"I guess it'll do," Star said, looking at her paws. "Not bad, Owen. Manny must've boosted your power a lot."

"Thanks," Owen tittered. "Anyway, um… Enet, you—"

Enet swatted at Star, passing right through her.

"Hey!" Star said, swatting back. The mist made a small gust of wind that barely moved the Zoroark's fur. "Stop that! I'm not something to smack around!"

Enet flinched and looked down.

The nebula floated in silence, spinning around the Zoroark to get a better look. "It's been a while, huh?"

Enet nodded. "Long time…"

"You were isolated for so long, you must've… forgotten a lot that I taught you, huh?"

"Forgot?" Enet said.

Star sighed, but then looked at Owen. "A long time ago, the old Electric Guardian… kinda got sick of being Guardian. He just… gave up and withdrew into the Orb, leaving for the spirit world. In other words, uh, died. Enet came over after a while, and… touched the Orb, and then we met."

"Yeah, I figured out that much," Owen said. "But what happened after? You… taught her how to talk?"

"Pretty much," Star said. "Taught a lot of things. I'm good with wild Pokémon. And sapient Pokémon. I mean, I'm good with pretty much all life. Y'know, comes with the position."

"Yeah, right, right. But… Enet forgot?"

"Something must've happened to scare Enet off. She wasn't the most experienced Mystic, and she must not've been able to meditate her way back into the spirit world. And then… I mean, time washes away quite a bit, y'know. She must've… regressed."

Enet growled. "Big words."

"I know, I know." Star sighed. She looked to Owen. "Believe it or not, Enet never liked big words."

"I… I believe it."

Enet nodded.

"But I guess now we're back together. Hey, Enet" Star said gently. "Do you want to come with us? It's safer, and it's a lot better than living here, I promise."

"But…" Enet paused. "You said… to stay away."

Star winced. "Y-yeah, I did," she said. "But we had a change in plans. Now we can stay together. How about that, huh?" The misty Mew held out an incorporeal paw.

Enet stared at it, but then stood up. "Okay," she said. She swatted at Star's paw and turned around. "I need… time."

"Oh, to get your things?"

"…She has things?" Owen blinked and leaned ti the left.

Enet circled around her little alcove and picked up two items. The first was a fresh-looking Sitrus Berry. The second was a shiny rock with flecks of something turquoise—some kind of lucky stone. However, Owen's extensive knowledge of Dungeon texts recognized that it had no use in a Dungeon or in battle. It was just pretty.

Owen paused, thinking. That stone reminded him of something, but what was it?

"Hey, Enet," he suddenly said. "I have a pretty stone, too."

"You do?!" Enet said. "Show me!"

Owen giggled and dug through his bag. "Look!" he said, pulling out Nevren's gift. "It's a raw Eviolite for Pokémon like me. Apparently, it taps into the latent evolutionary energy that's stored inside of us, and makes us stronger using that! It's awesome! At least, that's what I read about how it works." Seeing that she didn't understand what he said, he added, "It makes small Pokémon stronger!"

"Wow!" Enet said. "Then, you… super strong!"

"Aha ha… ha…"

"Uh," Star pointed, "that's not an Eviolite."

"…It isn't?" Owen said. "But I felt so much stronger…" And he read Dungeon texts. He knew what they looked like, and he certainly could feel the effects on his suppressed aura.

Star shook her head. "That's an Everstone-Eviolite amalgam… thing."

"Wh—But it doesn't look like an Everstone at all!" Owen said. "Wait—Everstone…. But isn't that what keeps me from evolving!?"

"Yeah, and yet you still evolved," Star said. "…But then again, both times you evolved, you didn't have your bag with you, right? You dropped it when you were running off in a fit the first time, and then the next time, you were fighting Azu unequipped. Huh."

Owen stared at the stone, then at Star. She was right. But if that was the case, did that mean—

"S-so… so this is what's keeping me from evolving?"

"Your aura must be getting to that point where even a reset won't keep you down," Star hummed.

Enet growled.

"Sorry, Enet. Owen goes crazy if he evolves. So, we keep him like a Charmander. But that might not last, looks like…"

"W-well, I'll just… hang onto this," he said, clutching the bag close. "I don't wanna…"

Star smiled sadly. "Hey, don't stress," she said. "You're still a Charmander. And you're fine as a Charmeleon. And… I dunno. Maybe next time you'll make it."

Owen felt less sure.

"Well, anyway," Star shrugged. "Let's go back. I can sense Anam panicking at a dead end, and Amia is still lost. Let's find them and head back, alright?"

"R-right." Owen looked down at the Everstone-Eviolite. As he followed the Mew and Zoroark, he kept the bag clutched a little bit tighter to his chest.


"Aw, hello there. Welcome to Sugar 'n Spice."

The Salazzle leaned over the counter, eying her new customer. Sugar tilted her head at her odd silence.

It was an Espurr with three large, brown bags filled with fruits, meats, and other groceries and treats. Since her arms were so tiny, the bags merely floated behind her, leaving her tiny paws free to point and gesture. Not that she did. She instead stared at the air.

"Um… are you okay, Espurr?" Sugar asked. "Are you looking for Spice? She's out doing Heart business today. Just me."

Rim's huge eyes stared at the wall behind Sugar.

The Salazzle shifted uncomfortably, but kept up her smile anyway. She couldn't hide the nervousness.

Rim's eyes glowed bright. Sugar flinched, readying for some sort of Psychic blast—oh, she knew it was rude, but Psychics always got her on edge.

Rim pointed a paw at the wall.

"Y—yes?" She nervously looked back. "Oh."

The wall was the display of all the menu items they had—all the little sweets and snacks that made Sugar 'n Spice one of the most popular treat stops in all of Kilo. Little symbols of light appeared on many of these menu items in units of five. Others went as high as twenty.

"Wow, talk about a big haul," Sugar said. "You got it. Just give me some time to gather them all up!" She slipped inside the back room, memorizing the order.

Rim stood in place, closing her eyes. Her paws trembled against each other. She breathed slowly. In, out. Sigh. Breathe.

"Okay!"

The Espurr jolted and nodded at Sugar.

"Aw, hey, no need to be shy. I don't bite, much." She winked. "Anyway, that'll be fifteen thousand. A bit pricey, but you ordered a lot. At least it's a nice, even number."

Six coins appeared in front of her—one black and shiny like obsidian, and five white, shimmering coins. "Ten, eleven, twelve… yep," Sugar nodded. "That'll be all. Thanks for your business!"

The boxes of treats floated over to Rim and slipped neatly inside the least full bag. She left; once she rounded the corner, Sugar deflated.

"Ugh…" She clutched her chest. It felt as if the wind had been taken out of her. "Creepy little thing."

Just then, Spice entered the store, looking worse for wear, covered in small cuts and bruises.

"Oh, Spice," Sugar said. "How're you doing? Oof, you look rough. Why don't you rest up in the back room?"

"I'll do that," Spice mumbled, tossing her bag behind the counter. It was quite light. Sugar knew that meant her team had to use quite a bit of their equipment during their mission—or they outright got ejected from a Dungeon. "That's the last time I do anything down south. That place is savage. And creepy."

"Creepy, huh? Sounds like you got near the Abyss."

"Don't even say the name," Spice shivered. "I think I saw a demon. And even worse, it actually started off near Void Basin! We weren't even given the right directions and got sent to the west, not east!" She tossed herself into the back room, moaning out a frustrated sigh into the pillows. "Stupid little outlaw… Should've known he'd misdirect into restricted territory."

"Outlaw?" Sugar said.

Spice clawed her way back to the front room, sliding on a set of pillows across the marble flooring. She rolled onto her back. "Sugar, look at my chest. Do you see anything?"

"Aside from the usual?" Sugar asked, pointing to the awful lightning scar.

"Yes, do you see any slashes or gashes? I don't know if scars can get scars, but that Aerodactyl did me in good."

"Wait, Aerodactyl?" Sugar said. "You mean—"

"Yeah, him," Spice growled. "With Anam and James gone doing who-knows-what, we're getting a little careless. Nevren's doing what he can, but we're a little short staffed on leadership. Maybe we just weren't as organized as we could've been, but the guy ran off. Our team was sent to chase him down, but you know what? He's too clever! Wore us out by making false tracks east, and after warping to Void Basin and nearly going crazy, we retraced our steps and found his real tracks to the Chasm instead. Then, once we finally caught up with him, he tossed poor Leo straight into the crater."

"Into the crater?" Sugar said. "Is he okay!?"

"Somehow," Spice said. "We found him dazed and confused in a cloud of darkness further west. No clue how he got there. It's a demon, I tell you! They tampered with his—something. He's getting checked at the hospital now, just in case, but he says he just remembers falling, and then… not falling. And then whispers. And then… apparently a warm, fuzzy hug." Spice shivered. "Ooh, just the thought is creepy." She paused. "And speaking of creepy! That Espurr! Did you just sell her a bunch of chocolate?"

"Oh, Mew, she was so weird. Not a peep! She just pointed and put little numbers on each item she wanted. Gave me coins and left, but… I don't want to discriminate, but that Psychic was… not settling well with my Poison half."

Spice sighed. "I just don't want to think about it," she said. "It's all back to my sensitivity. That Espurr, the Abyss… even those two Charmander that came in. Something was up with them."

"What? You felt something from them, too? Wait—is this that same vibe you keep saying you feel from the Heart of Hearts? I mean, Anam is strange, but you always…"

"Yeah, that slimy purple wad, too," Spice said. "They all feel… weird. I don't like it. And I dunno if it was one or both of them, but those Charmander—cute, sure—gave me an odd feeling, too."

"Weren't those the same two you met back during the Nightshade inferno a year ago?" Sugar asked.

"Yeah, but… I don't think I felt anything back then. Or maybe I was just too stressed to feel it." She shook her head. "Whatever. I'm just gonna nap. That alright? I'll help out when I'm rested."

"Sure, Spice. Rest all you want."

"Mn." Spice pushed herself and her pillow-bed back to the back room. Her nightmares were filled with whispers and slime.


"Hey there, welcome to—oh, hey, Rim!"

A Smeargle waved his brush of a tail, tipped with black paint, at the Espurr, who gave him a little smile in return.

"Hello," she whispered.

"Here you go," Smeargle said, flashing a paper toward Rim, about as large as her head. "Look good to you?" he asked.

It was a realistic, colored painting of a blue Gardevoir. Rim nodded.

"You know, this one brings up some old legends down south. They say that there was once a Gardevoir whose talent for fire became so strong that her hair became the same color as blue embers. The hottest kind! Well, except for purple… and clear… erm…" Smeargle rubbed his brush under his chin thoughtfully, accidentally painting it blue. "Oh, right, sorry. Anyway, I'll take the other half of your—oh." The coins appeared in front of him. "Alright. Here you go." He handed the paper over; it floated toward Rim and into her bag, slipped in neatly and carefully.

Another paper floated toward Smeargle—a handwritten note. "Oh, your next order? Same style, I take it."

"Mm."

"Right, right… huh… okay. Okay, yeah, I think I can do this one, easy. If you want it to be realistic, I think you'll have to wait until tomorrow morning, though. Getting a little late."

"Mm."

"Okay, so, let me just reiterate. Looks like this time you want me to draw a Joltik… with little pink wings?"

"Mm."

"How big? Like, as big as the Joltik? Or even bigger?"

Rim held her little paws out. "Joltik," she said. Then, she increased the distance between her paws by a little.

"Oh, okay. A little bigger?"

"Mm."

"You got it. Should be easy."

Just then, something buzzed inside Rim's bag—this one was wrapped around her neck, much smaller. A tiny, gray Badge slipped out.

"Rim," the Badge said.

Rim glanced at Smeargle and gave a little nod, stepping outside. Smeargle went back to work without a second thought. A small pile of coins appeared in front of Smeargle again—the first half of his commission.

"Eon?" Rim asked, rounding the corner.

"Come back home and drop off your things. We found one—the Electric Guardian. Turns out she was in Nightshade all along after all. Zoroark are really clever, huh?"

"Zoroark…"

"Make sure you ready yourself for Signal Beam," Eon said. "But… be careful. Owen's there, too. And the Goodra. You should do this one… alone."

"Owen…" Rim frowned. "Okay." She slipped the communicator back into her bag. In a flash of light, she disappeared for home.






30. Lakeside Chat


Chapter 27 – Lakeside Chat

Owen located his mother and boss without incident. They found Amia at a dead end; she had been running her hands along the walls in an effort to find hidden pathways. She just happened to not find the one that Owen found to get to Enet. The same could be said for Anam, who, while lost, was much easier to track down. He left a trail of slime wherever he went, likely because he was becoming progressively more frantic at being unable to find anybody. He was usually cleaner—though it wasn't a very high bar.

Then, during their search, they ran across a patch of black fog running through the walls. It was like smoke, but it had no scent, and it was too dark to be simple fire smoke of the forest. It was ominous, in a way—looking at it gave a chill down Owen's spine.

Enet hissed.

"Whoa, whoa, it's okay, Enet," Owen said, patting her thigh—he was too short to hold much else. "That's just James! He's one of the spirits for Anam, the Ghost Guardian."

"Yeah, it's fine," Star said, floating ahead.

The Decidueye appeared from the shadows with a nod. "I apologize for frightening you."

Enet growled.

"Use easy words, James," Star said.

"…I beg your pardon?"

Enet snorted.

"Enet's wild and isn't exactly good with words," Star explained. "So… talk with… small words."

"Small words," James repeated. "Hm. Okay. I will… try."

"Where's Anam?"

James turned around. "Ahead," he said. "He is…" It looked as if James was struggling to find simple descriptors for his status. "…Lost. This place is… easy to get lost in."

Enet stuck her nose up proudly.

"Guess she's good at making this place confusing," Owen said. "Right, Enet?"

The Zoroark nodded. "Very good. Lost easy."

They continued through until they found fresher trails of slime. Owen grimaced slightly. "Does he always get like this when he's lost?" he mumbled.

"When Anam panics… he does… become less tidy with himself," James said.

"He's gross?" Enet said.

"Not gross," James said, puffing out his feathers slightly. "He's a Goodra. He can't help it."

Owen slipped barely caught himself from getting a mouthful of Anam. The slime was definitely fresh.

"He is more goo than dra," Amia giggled, gingerly stepping over the trail of goo.

"H-hello?! Is that you guys?" the helpless Goodra called.

"Oh! That's him!" Amia said.

Curious, Enet picked up the pace and ran along the hall—but then slipped on some of the slime puddles in the dirt, tumbling to the ground.

"Enet!" Owen rushed to help, and the Zoroark growled at the floor.

"Gross," she muttered.

"Yeah, a little gross, you…" Owen pulled his hand away from her. The slime was warm in the underground cave. A thick strand of connected his hand to her fur. "Ugh… Anam, seriously?"

"Oh, Arceus, I missed you guys!" Anam wailed. The messy thing ran toward them. Before they had time to protest, Anam picked Owen up, squishing the Charmander's body against his chest. "It was so scary! You just vanished and I couldn't see your auras!"

"Please… Mom… hebb…"

"Anam! Can you calm down?! Look what you're doing to Owen!"

"Wh-what?!" Anam looked down. Owen's head and shoulders were lodged inside his chest. The Charmander screamed panicked bubbles out through the base of Anam's neck. "Oh, sorry!" Anam said, tugging him out by the torso.

Owen gasped for air. "Why are you like this!?"

"I—I just like it like that! I, um…" Anam looked down. He was dripping all over Enet, who irritably got up and tried to brush herself off.

"Stupid," Enet muttered. "I'm gross."

"I think it's gonna take days to get this stuff out of my scales," Owen mumbled, running a claw through the ridges of his arm. Each line gave a little glob of slime that dripped to the ground.

"Sorry…" Anam hid behind his antennae.

Amia sighed. "Why don't we just take a visit to the river first and wash off?"

"River?" Owen said worriedly.

"Oh, Owen, just go to your Grass form and it won't be so bad, hm?" Amia offered.

The though still startled him, even after what felt like a moon or two of dealing with his Grassy form. He nodded, and they set off.


It took a while. Eventually, they emerged from the cavern. They walked through the dark forest with their designated native leading the way. Enet sniffed the air, flicking her ears. "…Smell," she said. "Water."

"Water, huh?" Owen said. "So, a river? Is it… moving?"

"Mm…" Enet nodded. "Yes."

"Cool!" Anam said. "Let's go! Race you to—"

"Wait!" Amia shouted, almost a shriek. "C-can you let us wash up first? So… so the water doesn't… get…"

"Oh," Anam shrank back again. "Yeah… okay. Sorry…!"

"Oh, it's okay," Amia sighed, patting the Goodra's shoulder. She winced when each pat left a trail of slime between her hand and his body. She tittered. "I—I'm going to head in!"

The water was hard to see in the darkness of Nightshade's trees, their tops so thick and crowded that it indeed always looked like nighttime. If it wasn't for Owen's tail or their natural, Mystic glow, they would've been almost completely blind. Amia gently waved her hands in a forward motion, creating a sun-like orb above them, shining down. The river was clear and calm, perfect for washing off—though it was also bitterly cold.

"O-ohh…" Amia shivered. "I—I s-suppose if there isn't m-much light… it would be quite cold!"

Owen dipped his foot in. Even as Grass, he could barely handle it. "C-can't we… w-we use our Mystic power to stop feeling cold?"

"Oh! G-good idea," Amia said. "Just f-focus, and…" She closed her eyes and breathed slowly, dulling her sense of temperature. "Uhn… that's better." She sighed. "But I do miss the cold, now, in a weird way."

"I don't," Owen said, slipping into the water next. "Ahh… feeling clean again. Y'know, this water isn't so bad now that I'm a Grass Type, compared to having my tail get doused. It reminds me of taking a bath with Passho Powder so the water doesn't make me want to die."

He gently lowered the flower inside and pulled his tail forward, inspecting the petals. He supposed they were quite pretty, even if the Fire in him didn't like it. Perhaps it was beautiful in its own way. He wondered how he would fare if he was in Zena's position, as the Water Guardian. What would his tail look like then?

What would Zena look like as a Grass Guardian? Distracted, Owen's head filled with images of what he and the other Guardians would look like if they had different Orbs in them. Owen wouldn't have minded the Dragon Orb. The Dark Orb also sounded interesting. What would he look like as a Dark Type? He glanced at Enet. Dark Types were always so cool—imagine, a Dark Charizard! Mm… Nightmander… no… that won't work… how about… Gloomander? Twilizard! Owen's mouth spread into a grin. "That'd be awesome…"

"What was that, dear?" Amia said.

Owen flinched. "Did I say something out loud?"

Amia giggled. "What were you thinking about?"

"Uh—nothing. Just what I'd look like as a Charizard and Grassy. Maybe my flower would get bigger?"

"Oh, that'd be so pretty," Amia said, grinning.

She knows you're lying, Star said from within Owen's spirit realm.

Then I'm glad she isn't pressing, Owen replied back.

C'mon, what're you really thinking? I'm curious! What's so awesome?

Nothing, nothing! Just, uh, you know. What I might look like if I had an Orb that wasn't Grass. Like… Dragon, or Dark.

Star scoffed. What, the Types you think are cool?

N-no.

You're a bad liar.

Enet jumped into the lake, splashing water in all directions. She shook out her fur underwater, and a little tingling ran across Owen and Amia's bodies.

Owen couldn't feel anything but a numbing, tingling pain. "E-Enet! W-w-watch o-out f-for y-your E-Electricity!"

"Huh?" Enet asked, shaking out her fur again. She ran her claws through the matted clumps, heaps of mud and grime sinking to the bottom of the river. Brown streaks trailed from any part of her that made contact with the water's surface. She dunked her head in again, electrifying the other occupants once again.

"E-Enet!" Owen begged.

"O-oh, le-let her w-wash up, O-Owen," Amia said. "Th-think of it a-as a little—th-therapy!"

"Bad—th-therapy!" Owen shook his head.

Anam giggled and plopped down a few feet downstream, sighing. Thankfully, the electricity faded after the third wave of shaking by Enet. The furry Pokémon tended to her mane with her claws next to get the rest of the mud and slime out of her. She pulled at the little bangle; Owen watched curiously. With a little squeeze, it snapped open, sending Enet's fur in all directions behind her. She dipped into the water, freeing all the dirt from her deep mane, holding the bangle in her claws while she bathed.

Amia sat and enjoyed the river's gentle current, not making an effort to wash. After all, she just bathed in intense fire or lava most of the time. Meanwhile, Anam rotated his body left and right, sending little ripples around him, giggling. Owen was positive that his body was swelling slightly from all the water he was absorbing.

Behind Anam, out of the water, James watched with a little, happy glint in his eye.

Owen relaxed and looked at the sky next. "It's a little spooky," he said, admiring the black forest. "But I kinda like it here, in a way, too, y'know? In… in a… it's a cozy kind of darkness, I think. Uh…"

"You don't have to force it, dear," Amia said, giggling.

Enet surfaced again, looking significantly smaller now that the water weighed down her fur. Her eyes were covered and she giggled, trying to brush it away.

"You're right at home in the dark, aren't you, Enet?" Amia asked.

"Dark!" Enet kicked her legs until she was at the river's edge.

Anam finally dipped his body further into the water, near the deeper center of the small river. He stopped once only his head was above the surface, enjoying the cool feeling that seeped into his slime. He sighed, looking a bit less solid, lounging. Owen briefly worried if Anam would wash away completely into the river.

"Anam," Amia said, "I was chatting with Zena a few days ago. She told me that you reminded her of an old friend of hers. Did you know that?"

"Huh? She knew another Goodra?"

"No, no. Actually, she didn't tell me what species she was—but it was an old friend from a long time ago," Amia said. "Unfortunately, I don't think she's around anymore…"

"Oh… that's too bad," Anam said. "Oh! But what if her friend paid visits to the Water Orb?"

"Oh, that's true!" Amia said. "You know, maybe that's it! We could ask her," she said.

"A-ask about a dead friend?" Owen said. "Isn't that a little…?"

"Well, it isn't as bad if they could've been visiting, right?" Amia said. "If they were friends, they definitely would have!"

"Oh, I guess so." Owen wondered what sort of friend Zena would have known in the ocean. What sort of Pokémon was a water-dwelling, gooey creature, but not a Goodra?

Enet tilted her head.

"Oh, um," Owen nodded at Enet. "One of our friends, Zena. She's really pretty, um, a Milotic, and she was really lonely."

"Lonely?" Enet repeated. "Guardian?"

"Yeah! The Water Guardian."

Enet nodded. "I was… lonely," she admitted. "A little…"

"I'd bet," Owen said. He felt a presence calling on him from within; he focused and summoned Star as a pink cloud again.

"Yeah," Star said. "Enet might've gone a little crazy for a while from the isolation. But I still don't know why she… Enet," Star said. "How come you forgot to meditate?"

Enet shook her head. "Got… scared."

"Scared?" Star said. "That was a long time ago. You got scared and just couldn't remember how to meditate? What scared you?"

Enet glanced away. "…Monster…"

Owen and Amia glanced at each other, then to Anam, and then at Star. The Ghost Guardian stopped his playful twirling to listen.

"Monster?" Star repeated. "You mean…"

"Someone with… weird… strong…" Enet made vague motions. "Chasing me…"

"Sounds like a mutant," Owen said, glancing at his claws. "…So, they were around that far back? How long ago?"

"Enet went silent seasons ago," Star said. "Enet, did they ever show up after that first time?"

Enet nodded.

"When was the last time?"

"Few days…"

"A few days ago? Okay, and before that?"

"Few days…"

"And… before that?"

Enet paused. Then, she shrugged.

"Ten days? Twenty?"

"Mnn… forty," Enet said.

"Forty, huh," Star said, nodding. "That's kinda a weird gap, but then again…"

Suspicious, Owen said, "How much is forty, Enet?"

Enet held up seven claws—the six on her paws, and then lifted one of her feet for the seventh. "Ten," she said.

Owen hummed, nodding. "So, seventy.".

Enet flinched and went back to tending to her fur, mumbling something incomprehensible to herself.

Owen went on. "Sounds like they were quiet for a while, but then suddenly they started getting active again. D'you think the others have a story like that?"

"No, none of them do," Star said. "But Enet wasn't exactly well-hidden. She could've been wandering around her burrow being wild, and then she got spotted."

"Hmm…" Owen sighed. "Well, Enet? Who is it that keeps scaring you, then? Do you remember anyone specifically? …Enet?" The Charmander turned back. Enet, despite being drenched, looked puffy, sparking with small arcs of electricity. Owen kicked his legs to slowly drift away, hoping he hadn't upset her too much by correcting her math.

But then he followed her gaze, which was locked right onto something. She had the look of a wild Pokémon that was about to get into a fight.

"YOU!"

The voice came from behind Owen, right where Anam had been sitting. The location combined with the harsh tone was so startling that the Charmander could only stare with wide eyes to verify the source.

It was Anam. His eyes were fierce, staring in the same direction that Enet had faced. No. Those weren't Anam's eyes. And that wasn't Anam's voice. It was deeper and feminine. Where did James go? Owen's eyes darted around—curse his lack of perception as a Charmander—and he spotted a black cloud in the trees behind them. It transformed back to James a split-second later. Motion in his peripheral vision drew his attention back to Anam—or whoever it was that now had control over his body.

A close inspection—now that she was moving to the shallower part of the river—revealed a slightly thinner Goodra. And solid. Her eyes and expression… The fierce hatred was something that Owen thought was physically impossible in Anam's body. But that wasn't Anam anymore, was it?

Black smoke enveloped Goodra's right hand.

Owen followed the arm's direction. There, just beyond the river's edge, Owen saw a pair of huge, glowing, purple eyes in the trees.

Goodra fired a black sphere of mist from her hand into the trees, right toward those purple eyes. They vanished in a blink, but the black sphere detonated anyway. A sound—a combination of a deep, deep boom, a whistle like wind through a cave, and the shriek of some ethereal creature—shook Owen's chest.

The tree that the wad of darkness hit exploded violently in a cloud of splinters and blackened leaves. The plume of pitch-dark smoke that followed seeped into adjacent trees, rotting them instantly. They collapsed under their own weight with thunderous creaks.

Amia was out of the water by now, head alight with fire, and with even more blue embers around her fists. Enet was nowhere to be seen.

"What?" Owen mumbled. "Where's—"

Rim appeared behind them. Goodra immediately blasted a smaller, half-charged sphere of rot toward the Hunter. She disappeared in another flash. Amia jumped away, floating a few feet above the river. Standing on an invisible platform of her own Mystic power, but Owen was too slow—and too inexperienced—to think to do the same thing. He got caught up in the blast and shouted in surprise. The shockwave made his feet skid backward. Despite this, he could still stand.

He grunted, trying to bring his arms up to remain guarded, but something felt odd when he tried. Owen looked down out of reflex and gasped.

His hands were black. Scales fell off like dust, revealing dark, coagulated blood underneath. He didn't feel anything. The flesh died so quickly that his body didn't even realize what had happened.

"What—" Owen said, but then he was hit with an intense, yet dull pain in his wrists. His breathing quickened; desperately, he searched for his bag near the riverside before that pain became all he could think about.

Goodra searched for Rim, but she had vanished again, just like Enet had. Then, the Ghost Guardian caught a glimpse of Owen and his rotting hands. Her eyes flashed green. Suddenly, she clutched at her face, grunting.

"No—no, stop—I hurt Owen—stop—" It was Anam's voice again. Then, it became feminine. "No! We have to find the Hunter! Owen will live!" Back to Anam. "Please—I can't kill the forest—I can't hurt them—stop—STOP!" He flailed his head. His horns thrashed, cutting the air.

"Here, Owen," Amia said quickly, pulling out an Oran Berry for him. Owen reached out but then worried that if he tried to hold anything, his fingers might give way. Amia nodded and brought it to his mouth directly. With a chomp, he took down half of it and then bit at the remainder. He jerked his head back and opened wider, managing to toss the rest of the berry into his throat by some bestial nature deep in his mind.

Owen puffed a small ember toward Amia in thanks. The pain had clouded his mind so much that he was focused only on making it better. At least some small part of him still recognized the Oran as the key to healing. Warmth spread from his throat to his chest, and then into his hands. The dull pain gave way to a numbing tingling; color returned to his remaining scales, but it wasn't enough to completely heal it. His hands trembled when the healing faded. It still felt bruised, and the scales were paler than the rest of him, like some sort of scar.

He looked back. "Anam?"

The Goodra was shaking, too, clutching at his chest with his arms, hugging himself. Eyes shut tight, black smoke swam beneath the surface of his skin like underwater currents. Slowly, the black underflow through his body died down, and Anam was back to his normal, lavender color.

"Thank you," Anam said quietly to himself.

Owen sighed, but his hands were still trembling with a dull pain. What was that power?

A hissing crackle split the air further upstream. Something shrieked within the forest from that same direction.

"Enet!" Owen yelled. Without thinking, he ran toward the noise. Amia and Anam struggled to follow, but the thick forestry slowed them down. They couldn't risk burning the forest away—it had barely recovered from the last one in another region—and Anam likely didn't want to risk letting whatever it was that had possessed him before take control again.

That left Owen, transitioning into his Grassy form, to rescue Enet on his own.






31. Evolution Gambit


Chapter 28 – Evolution Gambit

Owen passed by a tree that had been so badly twisted that the top was touching the ground. Light shined through the gap it left in the canopy, revealing the colorful, fungus-plagued ground he stepped over. His hands, still partly rotten from Anam's strange death fog, felt like they were being constantly prodded with tiny Poison Stings.

"Enet!" Owen yelled.

Amia ran after him, followed by Anam, sluggishly squeezing through the forestry.

Another Psychic blast came his way and he rolled; a rock behind him twisted into rubble. "She means business, huh—?"

"Enet better be careful—where'd she run off to?!" Amia said. "Enet!" She tripped over a vine. "Oh, sh—sugar lumps—" She closed her eyes, scanning for Enet's aura while she tried to stand.

"Wait! But why is she even using Psychic on Enet?" Owen said. "She's Dark, soPsychic won't exactly do all that much!"

James emerged from Anam's body in a black cloud and followed Owen, leaving Anam and Amia behind. "She is trying to disrupt Enet's illusions," he said. "The light is something that Enet isn't used to. It's very likely that if this forest becomes too bright, she won't be able to hide. Rim will likely then use another attack. We must hurry before—"

And just then, Rim sent a strange light directly at something in the shadows. Enet yelped in pain and scrambled into another bush. It must have missed because she wasn't dead yet.

"Ngh—that's not good," James hissed, nearly a hoot. "That was Signal Beam—Enet isn't going to handle a strike like that!" He spotted the Espurr in the trees. James immediately brought a wing forward and made a motion as if drawing from a string; a feather formed from black smoke, and he tugged on a string that appeared from the aether. A second later, he fired. It went straight for Rim. She vanished before it could connect, the feather piercing through the tree behind her.

"Ngh, it's never that easy, is it?" James muttered. "We must hurry!"

"Okay," Anam said, falling over another boulder. Countless forest mushrooms floated throughout Anam's body from his constant tumbles.

More trees fell. Rim was locked onto Enet, no matter how much the wild Guardian tried to maneuver through the darkness.

"Help!" Enet finally cried.

That gave her away. Rim fired another Signal Beam.

"No!" Owen thought fast. His Ember wouldn't block it, nor would any of his projectile strikes. They were all energy-based, and signal-beam might go right through it. But what if—

Owen opened his mouth and launched a vine from his throat. It extended out and he felt his stomach drain as foot after foot of the vine spilled from him, but then realized by some instinct that he was reaching the end of how far he'd be able to extend it. It wasn't going to be enough.

And in that moment, Owen's teeth burst with fire. With wits, instinct, and just a touch of desperate insanity, he chomped down on his own vine, simultaneously searing and cutting it while it was still being launched. It was fast enough that it kept some of its momentum, but the horrible, searing pain that surged through Owen made his vision fade halfway. His blood tasted like grass.

The tip narrowly intercepted the blast, and thankfully, the vine neutralized the attack completely. Owen, feeling significantly lighter, rushed toward where the blast had been aimed and found Enet cowering under a bush.

"Are you okay?" Owen asked.

Enet whimpered, holding her arm. It looked like she had been grazed by the previous attack. Fur was missing the skin beneath was partially charred.

"Just stay by me, okay?" he said. The Charmander immediately stared up at Rim, clenching his fist. His mind was racing with possible ideas on how to take her down—any way at all that could break through those defenses of hers, but she seemed so insurmountable. He couldn't even get a scratch on her before, and Rhys didn't stand a chance, either.

If he struggled against Rhys, then what chance did he have against Rim? At some point, strategy could only take him so far…. Her barrier was the first problem. He could feel it, even from where he was standing. If he got too close, he'd run into that bubble of force; projectiles of any kind would be affected the same way.

"I'm small, but I'm strong," he said to Enet. "I promise." Owen then looked up at Rim, waiting for her next move. He didn't spot a single mutant yet—Rim must be going on her own this time. Perhaps she realized that sending her soldiers wasn't going to do the trick for someone clever like Enet.

Rim's lack of action unnerved Owen.

The Zoroark sniffed, but then nodded. "F-fight!"

"Yeah, I'll try that," Owen muttered. He straightened and stared at Rim. "…H-hey! You better… leave us alone!" he shouted.

He knew that Rim was calculating her next move. She had the luxury of time—she could wait as much as she wanted, and they wouldn't be able to escape. But something just wasn't right about this. There was that inkling in the back of his head again. That this wasn't just some coincidence that Rim found them, no—that there was something else going on. None of this felt right. She could have blasted them by now. Why did she stop?

That didn't matter. She also wasn't leaving. He had to scare her off somehow. He needed a boost—and he really only knew one way to get that. He glanced worriedly at Enet, but then at Rim.

Two lines of thought clashed in Owen's mind in the frantic silence. How did Rim find them now, of all times? And now, why was she stopping, after she was one blast away from killing Enet? What changed?

Something clicked in Owen's mind. A haphazard answer to both questions.

He glanced down at his bag for a split second and then looked at Rim again. "Hey! You know what?!" He dug through his bag; Rim leaned forward curiously. Owen pulled out his Eviolite-Everstone amalgam. That was when Owen saw it—her eyes, those huge eyes, bulging out a tiny bit more.

Owen threw the stone behind him. It hit the ground softly and rolled on the grass, landing a few feet behind Enet.

"Now what?!" Owen shouted at the Espurr.

For several agonizing seconds, they were completely silent. Enet had her eyes locked on Rim. Unstable power coursed through Enet—if he moved too much, he might evolve right then. Amia and Anam were slowly catching up, struggling through the thick underbrush. Anam struggled the most and was far behind the Gardevoir; he tried flying over, but that just spattered him against a tree trunk that blended in perfectly with the darkness.

"Mn…" Rim finally hummed. She looked up, and then closed her eyes. A swirl of light enveloped her, and then she disappeared.

"Teleport," Owen muttered. She was gone, but the tension didn't fade. It was a hot, tight feeling in his chest. "Oh—" He held his head and a bright light surrounded him. "Oh, w-wait!" he said, but then felt the power of evolution take hold. It was too familiar for him. No Pokémon should have to experience more than two of these, and how many times had he gone through it? At least a hundred… This time, he was aware enough of the process to feel his body shift and change, bones lengthening, scales softening and hardening. It wasn't painful, but the fear that accompanied the transformation made it much worse.

He saw black sparks fly out of his body. He never understood what those were. Normal evolutionary light had no such darkness. It always felt like a part of him was being unchained, like a weight lifted from his spirit. He didn't like what he felt when that weight lifted. He focused—he had to stay calm. Stay calm. Don't let it take over. He was Owen. He will remain as "Owen."

When the light faded, he sighed softly and stared at his claws. Charmeleon again… But he still felt that power rushing through him. It was flowing, building, ready to burst. The tension just didn't stop!

"H-help!" Owen shouted. "I—I think I'm—"

A light enveloped Owen again; Owen's fear tripled. Would this be all he could remember? His last memory?

Amia readied a special aura strike. That's when Owen realized what his choice would be. Lose his memories all over again, or lose himself forever.

Owen was trying to resist it—but it was just too strong. What if he just didn't evolve? That would be so much easier. Just so he could be himself for a little while longer. But it was a futile battle. He couldn't keep it bottled up.

Would this be it? Would he even be able to revert back with the help of others? His Mysticism was a lot stronger, after all. What if he didn't go back? What if Amia's seal didn't work? What if he was crazy forever?

Blackness danced around his arms and chest. The last of whatever energy it was that sealed him away was rapidly fading.

Forgetting everything, Owen's eyes squeezed shut and he screamed. His mind became a muddled mess of wordless fear. His very spirit struggled to hang on to what sense of identity it had left, some primal fear that he would disappear taking over. That "Owen" would—

The light suddenly stopped. Vanished. No black, no white. Just his red scales. Owen felt the energy sink away. Down. Deep down, sealed within.

And for some reason, he felt something hard and cold on his back. His heart threatened to burst from his chest. His legs felt like they'd give way at any moment. His arms trembled. Breathe, breathe, Owen thought, trying to steady himself. He thought back to his meditation.

The object on his back followed his spine and touched his right shoulder. He finally had enough composure to figure out what it was and brought his hand back to grab it. He found Enet's paw instead.

The unexpected feeling startled him enough to shout, "Enet!"

Enet shoved the thing back against Owen. He finally grabbed it. Heavy and round, and a bit rough against his claws. He stared dumbly at the Eviolite-Everstone. His fire—which had been a fearful white—slowly settled down to its warm orange and red.

"You… need this?" Enet asked curiously, looking down at him. The Zoroark was still much larger.

"I… yeah," Owen said. "I do need this. I… I guess it scared Rim off, though, so that's good."

Owen's legs finally gave out. He collapsed to a kneel, putting his free hand to the ground.

Amia finally breathed. She rushed to his side to keep him from collapsing completely. "Oh, thank goodness," she said. "Owen! Don't do something so reckless! What if…"

"We would've died if… I mean…" Owen took a second to gather himself. "I'm just glad that I'm not crazy."

"Yeah!" Anam said. "But… don't throw it away again! You evolved so fast!"

"Mhm," Owen said. "I think… if I ever throw that stone away again, I'll evolve," he said. "I'm… am I really that unstable?"

"Unstable isn't the right… word," Amia lied. "Maybe you're… just…"

"It's too much power to contain," Star said, summoned by Anam this time—and therefore, she was only slightly transparent. "I… don't really know what'll happen if you…" she trailed off. "Owen, what did it feel like when you were evolving? Were you… angry? Or…"

"No," Owen said. "When I was evolving… I just kept feeling afraid. I kept trying to remember who I was, and who was important to me… but…" Owen trembled. "I—I was just s-so…"

Something huge and warm wrapped around his body. He abruptly looked up and saw a Magmortar holding him firmly, pulling him close.

"Dad…"

"It's okay, Owen," Alex said. "It's okay. It's okay…"

"I thought I'd forget you…"

Star, still a pink nebula, spoke delicately. "…And did you?"

Owen shook his head. "I—I don't know, Enet got to me before that happened." He moved to a sitting position, still too mentally weak to stand. He rubbed his eyes with the back of the hand that held the stone. "So, I didn't forget anything. I was just…" Owen's voice caught in his throat. "I—c-can I talk later? I n-need a second. I'm f-fine. I just…"

"Hey, take all the time you need, buddy," Star said, looking up. "I don't think Rim's gonna bother us for a while."

Owen took the time to contain himself. During that silence, Anam settled next to a rock with James. The two of them helped pluck out mushrooms and other forest debris from Anam's body, tossing them into a pile for the ferals to enjoy when they left.

Alex refused to let Owen go. He had his cannons wrapped in an X over Owen's chest, and the Charmeleon happily sat in his lap without protest, occasionally leaning against the left one. Amia sat nearby, rubbing Owen's shoulders. Every so often, the Charmeleon let out little whimpers, wiping his eyes. He refused to acknowledge that he was crying.

Enet prodded at Owen's other shoulder. He glanced at the Zoroark. "Enet?"

"Gift."

Enet had an Oran Berry in her paws—how she got it, Owen had no idea. She was so lithe and silent that he didn't even realize she had left. The thought surprised him—he was usually so aware of his surroundings as a Charmeleon. Perhaps the shock, the distractions, and the fact that he had just evolved dulled it more than usual. His breathing eased at the theorizing.

She bumped the berry against his snout, narrowing her eyes. "Gift," she repeated impatiently.

"Oh—sorry." He took the berry, gulping to clear his throat of some invisible obstruction. He finished it in two bites. The warmth was concentrated in his belly and radiated out through the rest of him.

"Better?" Enet asked.

He wasn't—he didn't feel particularly injured from the fight. This was a mental wound. But Enet perhaps didn't understand that, so he smiled. "A lot better."

Enet stared at Owen with an unsatisfied frown. She squeezed under Alex's arm—he protested weakly, but figured she didn't mean any harm. She squished herself between the Magmortar's right cannon and Owen's body, wrapping her arms around him until he sank into her fur.

"Not better," she said, snorting. "Hurt."

"Enet," Owen sputtered, "what're you—"

Enet made a strange sound between a growl and a purr, shoving the thick, red hair on her head into Owen's face. Owen winced—it was still a bit damp from the river and smelled of mud and mushrooms—but his position made it very difficult to fight against it.

"What's she doing?" Amia said.

"Aww," Star said, leaning forward in the air. "She's trying to hide him in her fur like a little hatchling."

"I'm—not a kid—" Owen protested, hand bursting out from the fur.

Enet growled and shoved Owen back inside. The Charmeleon relented in a huff, but after a few seconds in the darkness, he started to enjoy it. It insulated him like a warm blanket. His father's solid body behind him, and the thought of everyone else around him, felt better than even the most persistent Protect.

Owen wasn't sure how much time had passed, but at some point, Amia spoke up.

"Anam," she said. "What… happened back there? At the lake?"

"Huh?"

"Your… your voice changed. I don't know who it was, but it definitely wasn't James. It was… it almost sounded feminine! Did one of your spirits possess you?"

"Mm…" Anam held the side of his arm. "They wanted me to attack Rim… but I knew it might've hurt you if I did… m-my power is really, really scary."

A phantom pain dully prodded at Owen's hands. They always heard that Anam was the strongest Heart, but they never saw him attack. The most they saw was that 'fun' sparring match against Roh when climbing Manny's spire. And even then, that was just Anam's raw power—not his Ghostly powers. Even on missions, when he went on them when no other Heart could accomplish some task, he usually just hugged his enemies into submission, or otherwise found some nonviolent way to subdue them. He always said his actual fighting would hurt them too much.

Owen believed him. Even now, it felt like his hands were tingling from some strange rot, even though that pain was gone. His very aura was still healing from the blast.

"I'll be more careful," Anam said quietly. "Sorry, Owen…. Does it still hurt?"

"No," Owen lied. "But, uh, it goes away, right?"

Anam nodded. "You'll be okay. Um—actually, let me help."

He slowly stood up, picking out the last mushroom from his arm. Enet hissed and shrank away, wanting nothing to do with his slimy body. Owen moved forward and politely held out his hands.

Anam closed his eyes and waved a slimy finger over both, mumbling something under his breath. A little, golden light sparked from his finger toward Owen. His claws reflexively clenched from the burst of energy, but the pain went away instantly.

"There," Anam said. "I'm sorry…"

Owen shook his head. "It's okay," he said. "You were trying to help scare Rim away. But I guess that wasn't enough." He sighed, looking into his bag again where he had placed his sealing stone. "But Rim ran away when I threw this away. Why did she run? What if… I'm strong enough to…?"

"As a mutant Charizard?" Star said. "I think you'll beat her. Mmmaybe. That's why she ran. But to be honest, Anam could've, too. Again, maybe. To be honest, she's been getting stronger, too, with the whole Psychic Orb thing…" Star shook her head. "No telling. But one thing I'll say is that you'd be way more mobile than Anam. That's probably why she didn't run away."

"Hm." He somehow doubted that, looking at Star carefully.

"What?" Star asked.

"I don't think you're right." He looked down. "I'd just go crazy. I feel like there's more to it. If I evolved completely… I wouldn't be strong enough, would I? I'd just be undirected."

Star said nothing, like she was trying to find her words.

"Good thinking on stopping that," Alex spoke up, looking down at Owen with a wide grin.

"More like good thinking for Enet keeping me from going too far," Owen replied, smiling at the Zoroark.

"I did good?" Enet asked.

Owen giggled. "Yes!" Finally finding the energy to get out from his father's embrace, he stood up, tail burning as bright as the light in his eyes. He balled his claws into a fist. "Now—how about we go home? Wanna come with us, Enet?"

"Yeah!"

"Oh!" Anam said. "That's right! Um, actually—let me go and tell Nevren!"

Thoughts rushed back to Owen in an instant. The other answer to the questions he'd asked himself during that tense silence against Rim. Nevren.

Anam found the communicator. "He should know that we got Enet safe and—"

"Wait," Owen said. "Don't tell him."

"D… don't?" Anam's green eyes were wide. "Why?"

The Charmeleon hesitated.

"Owen?" Amia asked.

Owen looked at her. He saw recognition in her eyes. She understood. He was planning something or thinking about something troubling him. His incessant mental mapping must be playing in his favor. It was just a part of how he was created—how he was designed… but that was just for the surrounding area. It had nothing to do with logic. He didn't have a talent for that, did he? What if he was just mistaken? Paranoid?

"…Never mind," Owen said. "I just wanted to make sure Rim wasn't still around, but I can't sense her."

"Oh, okay." Anam nodded. "Good thing you did. That'd be bad if I told him we were fine and then she attacked!"

Owen glanced at Amia pleadingly. The Gardevoir nodded again, assuring him silently that she would ask for the real answer later.

"Nevren! We're okay!" Anam reported to the communicator. "Rim tried to attack us, but Owen scared her off!"

"O-Owen did? How? Did—is he okay?" Nevren asked.

"Yeah! He evolved to a Charmeleon, but that's it! He almost evolved into a Mutantzard, but then Enet stopped it! It was so cool!"

"Mutantzard…?" Owen grumbled. "Can we stop making combo-names of my species…? Grassmander, Charmelon, Florizard… isn't that enough?"

"Char… melon," Amia repeated. "Who told you that one?"

Owen's face flushed. Nobody had. "Uh—Mispy did. But she probably doesn't remember anymore."

"Ah," Nevren's voice came from the communicator. "Very good. Return with Enet so we can have another Guardian on our side, safely."

"Got it!" And with that, Anam shoved the communicator into his chest. "Let's go!"


All of Hot Spot Village was having dinner together in the square—it wasn't anything grand. Most of it was actually centered around those who had to eat—the three others that were part of Owen's set, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi. Owen, for the sake of nostalgia, got himself a small portion and excused himself to his room to unwind—nobody really protested, after what he went through. He made a glance at Zena and they briefly locked eyes. The Milotic nodded, quietly waiting in line to get a small portion for herself to enjoy. She'd follow him after.

In the square, with Valle as the glowing centerpiece as usual, Demitri hopped excitedly near Mispy.

"So, he scared off Rim by evolving, and threatening to evolve a second time?" Demitri said. "Now I really want to evolve! …But stay sane." He rubbed at the smooth edge of his left tusk.

"Mm." Mispy nodded, bobbing her leaf. "How much longer?" She nibbled on one of the mushrooms near Hot Spot. Amia had said they were edible, but not very tasty, but she didn't mind. It was something to chew on, and it made her tongue glow.

"I'm not really sure," Rhys said, crossing his arms. "Hrrmn… well. I suppose that—ngh!" Rhys abruptly turned around, feeling something brush against his back. Enet flinched and stepped away. "Ah—Enet, is it?"

The Zoroark stared at Rhys warily.

"I think she's nervous about your, you know, Fighting aura, Rhys," Amia said delicately.

"Ah, I see…" Rhys said. "I apologize, Enet. Would you like me to keep my distance?"

Enet nodded.

Rhys flinched. He usually got a polite 'no, it's okay' response, but Enet just wanted him gone. "A-am I truly that intimidating?"

"Don't use too many big words, Rhys," Amia said. "She isn't very good at speaking our language yet."

Enet growled.

"I—I see," Rhys said. "I'll… I'll just speak with my students." He shuffled off.

"Poor guy." Amia giggled. "Oh well. She'll warm up… won't you, Enet?"

Enet shrugged and eyed the food.

"Oh! D'you want to eat? Well—go, eat! You can!"

"I can?" Enet asked uncertainly. "But…"

"Oh, it's for everyone! Please, Enet, go eat! It looks like some of us went out to gather some food for everyone, so it should be just fine." Amia nodded. "Oh, that's right!" She slapped her hands together. "Zena!"

"Y-yes?" Zena said, jumping at the sudden attention. She had been only seconds away from leaving for Owen. She had slithered around Valle, who commented something about Zena to be at an admiration distance than so close.

"The friend you mentioned to me," Amia said. "The one that you said Anam reminded you of. What species was she?"

"Species," Zena repeated, distancing from Valle, who murmured a thanks, despite the fact that Willow was now crawling over the Shiftry's stone head. "Friend? What do you mean?" The Milotic blinked curiously, as if she didn't know what Amia was talking about at all.

Amia blinked. "What?"

"You said something," Zena said. "That Anam reminded me of someone?"

"…I did?"

Rhys, in the middle of walking away, stopped and glanced at the two. "Is something the matter?" he asked. "Amia, you were just asking Zena about a friend she mentioned—that Anam reminded her of."

Zena and Amia both looked at Rhys dumbly. "What do you mean, dear?"

"I…" Rhys blinked. "…What? Do you not remember? Zena?"

"I do remember someone that Anam reminds me of," Zena said. "But I can't remember what she looked like… Are you sure you asked me about her?"

"I think I did," Amia said.

Suddenly alarmed at the rapid forgetfulness of the two Guardians, Rhys said, "Are you two all right? Your memory problems are even more concerning than Team Alloy's."

Amia crossed her arms, pursing her lips. "Goodness, that's confusing. It was during dinner some time ago. Oh, that's right! You did tell me the species!" She said. "It was a Lugia!"

Rhys' paws barely flashed with the blue flame of aura, but he masked it before anybody noticed. "Ah, I see," he said. "That's—quite an extraordinary Pokémon to be friends with, Zena. How in the world would you forget that? Have you met her recently?"

"I haven't," Zena said. "You're right. I can't believe I forgot about her. She was such a wonderful friend…. But I didn't find her in the spirit world at all. Yes, now I remember."

"How long have you been away, Zena? Perhaps she's still around," Amia said. "Ohh, we should go searching for her! A Lugia! That'd be hard to miss!"

"Hrm," said Rhys. "Well, another time. It's late."

Amia nodded, but then spotted Enet scarfing down her meal. She giggled; seeing the wild Pokémon indulge warmed everyone's spirits. With the dinner get-together lively, Amia took the opportunity to slip away and find Owen. "Oh, Zena?" She realized they were going in the same direction.

"Oh, I'm sorry," Zena said, shrinking back. "I was going to eat with Owen. Is that a bother?"

"No, no, not at all! I'm glad he's making new friends," Amia said. "Please, come with me."

Once inside her home, she summoned Alex, and then gently knocked on the wall of Owen's room before stepping inside. He had already gotten the Charmeleon-ready bed from storage down the cavern hall. By his tableside was his meal, nearly finished, and in his hands was a comic from his personal collection. His tail helped to illuminate the pages.

"Owen, dear?"

"Oh, Mom, Dad," Owen said. "Hey, uh… Sorry, I was just thinking. The noise gets distracting. Oh—Zena. Yeah, hey." He placed the book on the side of his nest of leaves and grabbed his meal.

"Mm." Zena gave a polite nod. "Are you feeling well?"

"Not really," Owen said with a nervous titter. "I kinda almost died and also almost went crazy back there. I think I'm a little shaken up." Owen held out his right hand to demonstrate. It still trembled. The stew in the Aspear bowl in his left hand shook as well. "I'll be fine. To be honest… I don't think I was in any danger against Rim… but Enet was. And… and when I almost evolved again…"

"All the way to Charizard?" Zena said worriedly. "Why, you left as a Charmander!"

Owen tapped at the bag around his shoulder. "Nevren gave me an Eviolite, but it was actually also an Everstone. When I tossed it away, I…"

"Oh." Zena understood. "If you tossed it again…"

Owen nodded. "But… Rim barely tried to attack me. She was going after Enet, but not… me. I think that's something that was bothering me, too. Why…"

"It's okay," Amia said. "You were very strong, Owen. And you're safe now. I don't know why that Hunter is acting the way she is, either, but… you should just relax."

Owen relented, nodding. It was just going to get him more worked up.

Zena slithered closer to Owen and wrapped around his bed, holding her bowl of stew in her ribbons. She looked to the Charmeleon, then at his parents, almost as if asking for permission.

Without thinking, Owen leaned back, using Zena's coils as a rest. "I definitely need a break," he said. But he still seemed troubled, and he knew that the three with him would pick up on it.

"Owen, you wanted to say something before we headed back," Alex said. "What was it? I saw from Amia's eyes—it was like you…"

Owen nodded, but he stalled for time by finishing the last of his stew. "You can't tell anybody else, okay?" Owen finally said. "Not yet. I don't even know if I'm right or not, I just… it's kinda just this feeling I got when I pieced things together in my head. The way everything is starting to slide into place and all that."

"Slide into place," Zena repeated.

"How Rim is getting to these places so fast, and how she just follows us so easily," Owen said. "The way she reacted when I was evolving, and that stone that's keeping me from evolving completely. All of that, and everything before… I think… I know what it might be." He looked down at the stone in his hand—the gift he was given. "I don't… know if Nevren's being honest with us."






32. Honor and Loyalty


Chapter 29 – Honor and Loyalty

The more Owen thought about it, the stranger it all felt. Nevren's actions seemed friendly, but the peculiar things that he did from time to time, specifically with him, made him suspicious. The gift that he was given to suppress his evolution, right before he became Mystic? Right before the traditional suppression methods wouldn't have been enough? Then there was Nevren's entire past in creating them.

And then, most of all—and what made Owen still scratch his scaly head—what exactly was that vision he had on the mountain, during his trial to become a Heart? Nevren had tried to attack him back then, but it was all a dream. It was, right? He wasn't hurting at all when it was over, and he knew he'd dealt a horrible blow onto Nevren, too. So, what was that all about? Was it really the altitude? Or was it a Psychic vision that Nevren gave him, perhaps to test out his skills? That could have been it.

Owen tried to explain this to Zena, Amia, and Alex, and while Zena nodded at every word, Amia and Alex seemed less sure.

"Are you sure that you aren't just a little worn out?" Amia said. "To be honest, all I want to do is rest for the night. Don't you? Nevren may have not told you that the stone would keep you from evolving because then you'd try to evolve—and that's just not a good idea right now… right? Why don't you just rest?"

"But it seems suspicious, don't you think?" Zena pushed.

"Nevren's gift is the only reason Owen is still with us," Alex said with a frown. "For that alone, I think we owe him quite a bit."

"He could have been honest with Owen," Zena said, growling. "Star is still not telling us everything, and to be honest, if Star ever tells us to do something questionable, I won't follow."

"None of us will, dear," Amia said. "But think of it this way. If Nevren told Owen that it was an Everstone… and that he wasn't supposed to evolve… how do you suppose he would react? Owen, who wanted nothing more than to evolve?"

Both Zena and Owen flinched. The Charmeleon gulped, turning his head to focus on his stash of books in the back alcove of the room. "I guess I could be a little tired," Owen said. "But… I don't know. I still don't know."

"Just… just don't throw away that stone, okay?" Alex begged. "Getting too far away from it just might evolve you, and we can't have that. Not yet."

"Because I'll go crazy?"

"Well… yes?" Amia said delicately. "I think we all agree that we might not be ready for that. You still need some time to meditate."

Owen fiddled with his claws again. Then, he looked up at Zena, and then Amia and Alex. The first thing they'd asked him when he almost evolved was what he was thinking, and if he felt angry. Or perhaps if he felt violent? But he didn't feel either of those things. He felt afraid. He thought about nothing but those he knew. He didn't feel some sort of insanity creeping in on him, did he? Sure, there was a pressure, but that wasn't the same. Right?

"But do I?" he said. "What if I've been ready this whole time, and this stone is holding me back?"

"Now, Owen, let's not—"

"What if I got rid of it and evolved when I was calmer? I bet I'd be fine after that," Owen said. "Then I could take on Rim and the other Hunters, no problem. It'd all be over. I bet I'd even rescue all of the other Guardians that are lost and afraid… I could've saved Cara and Forrest."

Owen still remembered how terrified the Lopunny in particular had looked. That could've been any of them. That could've been Zena if the Hunters got to her first. With a fire in his chest, Owen glanced at the Milotic, then at his parents.

"So why don't I try it?"

"Because, dear," Amia said in a slow, yet frantic tone, "don't you think you're jumping to conclusions? The last time you evolved, you still went—"

"I went crazy, but I was stressed! Attacked by Azu! What happened after that? When I won? Was I still angry?"

"I… I mean." Amia stumbled over her words. "Not… not really, but… but you were shaking, and shivering—and I know that you were trying your hardest to keep it together. You weren't ready, even after the fight was over. I… it's just not good yet, okay? Even if Nevren might not be totally honest with us—maybe you evolving isn't good for either of us."

Owen flinched. "I… I mean…" He turned away. "I guess that's a possible answer…"

"I don't want to risk it yet," Amia said. "Can you just wait a little while longer? We—we'll try evolving you later. When we can be sure we'll turn you back… if it doesn't work out."

The Charmeleon huffed. "Okay," he relented. "…But I get to stay as a Charizard for a little while, okay? If I'm not attacking anybody, then it should be just fine, right?"

"Yes… okay, Owen… I know you want to do it, and we can't force you to not evolve, so… let's just schedule a time for it to happen, alright? Will that be okay?"

"…Two days," Owen said. "I want to try evolving in two days. And this counts as the first day."

Amia sighed, but Owen held firm. She really trapped herself with that one. "Not… three days?"

"Two days," Owen said, prodding at his remaining food. He dumped the rest into his mouth and stood up to put the bowl away.

Zena frowned. "Can't you wait a little longer, Owen?" the Water Guardian asked. "We still don't know for sure. And I don't want to lose you."

Some of the wind under Owen's nonexistent wings faded, but he didn't answer directly. Instead, he said, "If I feel like I can handle it, then I'm going to try."

Alex watched his son go, and then shook his head. "…He's certainly going through that rebellious phase… again… isn't he?"

Amia rubbed her head. "He's probably remembering all the other times he went through it," she said. "Ohh,, he trapped me in my own argument!"

"You could have just said three days," Alex said.

"Then he would have just tossed his stone today," Amia said, pouting. "But… I can't blame him. You have to look at it from his perspective—he doesn't even know who he really is, in a way. And now he wants to claim it."

Zena nodded. "I can't imagine what that must feel like," she told them. "Owen doesn't know if who he is right now is real. Can you imagine? The idea that who you are is just… false. That the real you is sealed inside." Zena tensed. "Owen… he's… he's not someone completely different, is he?"

"He might lose himself completely," Alex said.

"We'll fix it if that happens," Amia said, glancing at her hands. "Just like always…"

"…But… but will it work?" Alex tried not to look too nervous.

Amia hesitated. "…I'm going to train," she said. "Just that attack. Just the Suppression Aura. To make sure I can do it right, and do it strongly, to buy us some extra time."

"Strong," Alex said. "I think we're all going to have to be strong for this—including Owen."

Zena looked at Owen's collection of books. "Amia," she said. "Teach me the Suppression Aura, too."


Outside, Owen stepped through the caves again, admiring the mushroom light. He looked at his pouch, and then took the stone out of it. He stared for a while. Rolled it in his claws. Dug into a small imperfection in the amalgam. Eviolite… why was he so gullible? Why did he just accept what Nevren said as the truth? He always seemed so trustworthy to him.

Was that just part of his latent instincts? Did his instincts naturally trust him, his creator? Or was he built to be a follower?

Owen stared at the stone again, holding it in a crushing grip. It was too strong to destroy that way. Owen wondered, what would happen if he tossed it into the lava? If he headed down to the flaming river and… got rid of it? Would he evolve right there? Would he feel perfectly normal? Would he remember everything, and take down the Hunters, just like that? Was it that easy? Could Nevren be holding him back this entire time, just with this gift?

Cara and Forrest were dead because they were too weak and too slow. Rim ran away when he threatened to evolve. And Rim attacked Rhys before, but when the others of Team Alloy evolved, she ran away, too!

They could have beaten her!

Owen clutched the stone a bit harder. His arm muscles felt hot. Hotter than the lava he bathed in.

The sound of something metallic tumbling to the ground echoed out of the cave. It startled Owen so much that he nearly dropped the amalgam. He faltered with it in the air and slipped it into the bag out of reflex.

Rhys cursed from his room in the cavern to the right.

For the briefest moment, Owen eyed the home with suspicion. He was a Hunter, too. But then, Owen recalled that Rhys had made a Promise to Zena that he'd abandon that position. He couldn't kill another Guardian, let alone betray them. If anything… he could trust Rhys.

Hesitating, Owen walked into the ex-Hunter's home and tapped the back of his claw against the wall. He passed the kitchen, went through the familiar hall, and turned to the right on the first entryway.

"Ah, hello, Owen," Rhys said, a tinge of irritation in his voice, which Owen interpreted as toward the mess in front of him. It seemed that one of the shelves broke under the weight of another memento that Rhys had apparently found on the ground. A Dusk Stone from Nightshade Forest. What use would he ever have for that? Owen rolled his eyes. He probably thought it'd be 'useful someday.'

Even with his clouded memories, that phrase associated with Rhys was very familiar. He had thousands of those moments. Some of them seemed more useless than the others, like the odd, metallic bracelet near the corner of the fallen shelves. One of Nevren's prototype inventions. Nevren…

Owen dug through his bag and set down the Everstone-Eviolite. "Rhys?" he said. "Did you always know Nevren gave me this to keep me from evolving?"

Rhys dropped the Fire Stone he'd been holding.

Owen growled, tail flashing yellow. "You did."

Rhys sighed. "You were evolving very quickly, Owen. It was an emotional strain on your mother. That goes double after you wound up becoming the Grass Guardian. It makes suppressing your true form… difficult."

"Hm." That much made sense. He could only imagine how hard it was for Amia and Alex to keep up with him, constantly worrying that he'd evolve in the wrong place at the wrong time…

Owen rubbed his head. "The sooner my memories are totally back, the better." He paused, remembering why he'd approached in the first place. "Rhys, er—about Nevren, actually. I…" He hesitated, realizing that, if Rhys knew about it, and Rhys was no longer a Hunter, then the likelihood of Nevren still being a Hunter was slim to none.

He asked anyway, just to be sure. "Why do you trust Nevren? He's so… blank. I can never get a read from him. And he used to be a Hunter, just like you. What makes you trust him?"

Owen had reminded himself of yet another reason to be wary of the Alakazam. His unreadable expressions. His lack of muscle movement. The only thing that had ever phased him in a meaningful way was when Rhys made that Promise—and only then, because of how significant it was to make it. If Nevren lied to him, Owen's strange Perception ability would not work.

Another thought crossed his mind. What if it simply didn't work on Nevren, specifically? How deep did his instincts go? Paranoia creeping in, he refocused on Rhys. His pause didn't bode well.

Rhys looked at Owen, humming thoughtfully. Then, he sighed, and continued to arrange his items on the repaired shelf. "I promised Nevren that I would not tell you about the moment we shared."

"Uhh—" Owen blushed.

"Not in that way," Rhys hissed.

Owen waited for an alternative explanation.

Rhys sighed irritably. "A very long time ago, Nevren behaved as Anam's strategist. A tactician, so to speak, during… an event. He was working in a mutual interest between the Hunters and the Hearts to stabilize the world during a chaotic era, before the Thousand Hearts established its roots across all of Kilo."

Owen listened intently. A time when the Hearts weren't around? How long ago could that have been?

"One day," he said, "near the end of this chaos, Nevren approached me. And… he confessed to me that while he had been aligned with the Hunters for quite some time, something… changed in his worldview. It was when I was… gravely injured, resting in a hospital—this was before Anam's blessings were widespread—and Anam saved my life by bringing me there. Nevren approached me then, while I was resting, and told me that he had an epiphany."

"An epiphany?" Owen said. "Wait—so Nevren was still a Hunter?"

"We didn't necessarily call ourselves that at the time," Rhys admitted. "It was a different time. The Divine Dragons, we called ourselves. Frankly, I can't recall why…. None of us are Dragons. I believe Eon came up with the term because it sounded cool…" Rhys rolled his eyes.

Calling oneself a Dragon, despite not being one, was something Owen felt he could relate to all too strongly.

Rhys went on. "But yes. And it was on that day of his epiphany… that I saw Nevren as the most emotional Pokémon I'd ever seen him. Now, it was nothing dramatic. He did not cry. He did not shout. Frankly, he did not do much than he usually did. But his eyes, Owen." Rhys looked down at a small bag of marbles. "His eyes were alive with light. The light of a Heart. He said that the Hearts deserved the world." Rhys pulled out a marble from the bag. A blue one, with a single, green circle on one side. "Ever since that day, I noticed that, while working with Anam, he seemed… somehow happier. Content. That's the word. As if he knew what he wished to do with himself. Someone who knew his purpose." Rhys chuckled. "I envy a Pokémon who knows such peace."

Owen listened, but then hung his head in shame. He knew none of what Rhys was saying. Those memories were locked away so firmly that he knew it was tied to a point in time that Star had sealed for his own safety. Owen could feel it, even now. The blocks that Star put on his mind—the memories that were pressed up against them. It was a dull headache. But if Owen knew what Rhys had known, he wouldn't have been suspicious of Nevren at all.

"He really just wants to help," Owen said. "Oh, Mew. I feel bad just for thinking he was sabotaging us."

"Sabotaging?"

Owen nodded. "Rim's been catching up to us every time we talk with the communicators. Or, that's kinda how I noticed it."

"Rim is also the Psychic Guardian, unfortunately," Rhys said. "And while I doubt that grants her the ability to see into the future, I suspect it heightens her perceptive range—and aura senses—significantly. We also know that they likely have a means of tracking Guardians as well."

"Oh," Owen said. "Right… I… forgot about that."

The evidence fell apart. It was all circumstantial. Nevren was just trying to help with all of his inventions. He thought about how he had advanced the whole world with his technological marvels. Waypoints. Badges. Even those X-Ray Specs that Owen was grounded for life from using. He, along with James, managed almost everything to do with the Hearts' inner organization, keeping all of Kilo safe.

He gave his whole life to the Association. And just because he gave him an evolution-suppressing stone, he thought he was a liar. When in the end, it was just so he could stay sane, and to help his parents cope.

"Hey, Owen!" Gahi shouted.

This broke the Charmeleon's chain of thought. "Wh—what?"

"Let's train! I wanna evolve like yeh got to!"

The levity was just what he needed. "Oh—okay," Owen said. "Sure! Yeah…" He couldn't deny the joy in battles, even if it was an instinct that he was born with. Perhaps he could forget about that for at least a little while.

"Thanks, Rhys," Owen said.

Rhys smiled. "I would trust Nevren with my life, Owen. I'm sorry that we lied to you."

Owen shook his head. "I get it," he said, and then left.

In the hall, before meeting up with Gahi and the others, he looked down at the stone again. Carrying it around, hoping it would keep him sane, wasn't going to cut it after a while. Maybe Amia had a point. Maybe evolving should wait until he was definitely, totally ready for it. But how else would he be able to ensure he'd have it with him? A dull headache pulsed through him, and he recalled in a previous life, an Aerodactyl stealing his bag, including the stone. It seemed a lot more believable that he'd lose it when it was the least convenient.

But how was he supposed to keep that from happening again? Owen pondered, tail-fire dimming to his deep concentration. And then, an idea came.


"Please… leave me be," Valle said.

Enet tilted her head, sniffing at the feet of the stone Shiftry.

True to form, the Rock Guardian did not move.

"This is not something that I am used to," Valle said. "Enet, Guardian of Electricity, this is too close."

Enet tilted her head to the other side, pacing around Valle. "Not move?"

"I do not move. All is stillness."

"But… I move."

"I am the Guardian of Rock," Valle said. "It is not my place to do such…" He trailed off.

"Can't move?"

"I can, but I choose not to."

"Why?"

Valle was silent. "It… is simply something that I have grown accustomed to."

"But other Rock move," Enet said, using her claw to pull at her lower right lip. She reached down and picked up a pebble, tossing it from one paw to the other.

Valle rumbled.

Enet stopped. "Not you? Because you crazy?"

"I—did not go crazy, as you call it," Valle said. "I… built a tolerance to the solitude."

"Solitude?"

"…Being alone."

"Oh," Enet nodded, sitting down. "Being alone… hurts."

Valle took a few seconds to reply. "It… does. Yes. It did. But I grew used to it."

Enet frowned and made her way back to the front of Valle. "But… not alone! So… move again!"

"Move, again?"

By now, a few others passing by were listening in on the conversation, wondering what Enet was trying. Most just let Valle do as he wanted, but now…

ADAM buzzed curiously. "Valle, do you wish to change your protocol?"

"I… am unsure," Valle said. "I don't know if I know how to move."

"Move!" Enet waved her arms around. "Easy!"

"Easy," Valle repeated uncertainly.

A distant explosion shook the caves, though the walls were too strong to risk the area collapsing.

"That must be the modified Pokémon fighting," Valle said.

"Modi…?" Enet puffed out her cheeks. "Use easy words!"

"The Pokémon that become something strange when they evolve," Valle said.

"Strange?" Enet asked. "Oh! Owen! And the other four…"

"…Three," ADAM corrected.

Enet blinked and counted her claws, but then huffed and turned around. "Numbers dumb."

"Numbers are everything," ADAM replied.

Enet growled again. "Dumb."

Valle was still as always, but he appeared to be observing their movements carefully. The unmoving Guardian spoke, "Are you… sure?"

"Sure?" Enet asked. "Huh?"

"About… movement," Valle said. "Is it… safe to do?"

"Yes?" Enet asked, wiggling her arms. "Easy!"

Valle was silent again. "I can float… and I can slide," he said. "But… I have not moved in a mountain's age."

Enet tilted her head. She clearly didn't understand the analogy. "Age?"

"Do you plan to move, Valle? Are you certain that is the best choice?" ADAM asked.

"I don't know," Valle said. "…Stillness… I need stillness."

"How come?" Enet asked.

Valle couldn't answer.

"Move!" Enet encouraged, jumping once in the air. "Easy! Try… arm! Move arm!" She wiggled her right arm.

"My arm… yes. My arm. I could move my arm." Though Valle didn't move it yet. "That doesn't sound very hard. The stillness… doesn't need to be forever. Even other Rock Pokémon move. Mountains move, rarely… slowly… I can move. Can't I?"

"Yeah," Enet said. "I think so. Right?"

There was a long silence again. Enet shifted awkwardly, eventually losing interest, though ADAM remained, watching Valle closely.

"Do you intend to move?" ADAM asked.

"I… yes. I will." Slowly, almost imperceptibly, one of Valle's arms twitched. And then moved again, and then, by roughly a mere ten degrees, the arm changed its angle. And then it stopped. The nearby cavern walls trembled, like the skipping of a heartbeat. "That… is enough movement for a while."

"Huh?" Enet looked back. "Oh! You moved! I think…" Enet tilted her head at the rocky Guardian.

"I did," said Valle. "Thank you."

"Yeah!" Enet said. But then, the Zoroark addressed ADAM. "You. Talk weird."

ADAM buzzed in response. "Weird?"

"Yeah! Zzzz! What's that?"

Adam twitched. "Zzzz? I am processing."

"Processing?"

"Yes. I think. I must think. Sometimes things… puzzle me, and I require extra time to think."

"Thinking, you zzz?" Enet asked.

ADAM buzzed again.

"That! What's that?"

ADAM buzzed louder. "That is me thinking. I am annoyed."

"Are you broken?" Enet asked.

"Far from broken! I am—optimal!" ADAM twitched furiously.

Enet giggled. "Funny words!"

"Aaaaaaa." ADAM flew into a nearby building, perhaps to cool off his core units.

"Enet," Valle said. "Why do you think ADAM is broken?"

"Huh?" Enet asked. "Not broken?"

"Well… he is certainly odd," Valle replied. "But I attributed that to his species. Porygon-Z tend to behave… oddly. It is a wonder where they even came from. The rumor is they came from an ancient time of the mythical human."

"Oh." None of this meant anything to her. "He… smelled funny." She sniffed the air. "Smell … of his, this," she said, patting her chest.

"His… chest, had an odd smell." Valle repeated.

"No," Enet said. "The… this," she said, pressing her claws deeper into her fur.

"His heart? …Does he have one?" Valle asked. "Ohh." He recognized the frustrated look on her face. "You mean his aura. All of our auras are strange. I'm surprised that you perceive auras by smell, Enet."

"You don't?"

"No," said Valle. "I see it with sight."

This was foreign to the Zoroark.

"Well, in any case, perhaps he is just odd," said Valle. "Now… Enet. Why don't you see the others? I… must… be still, here."

"You won't move more?"

"Tch… I shall move in the future," Valle said. "I promise."

This was enough for the wild creature. "Okay." And so, she bounded off.


Nevren sat in the middle of Anam's office, sorting through records and papers. Anam was in another room of the Heart HQ, performing blessings on another batch of seeds, which required the withdrawal of all his spirits—including James—to perform with the most power and efficiency. That left the Alakazam alone to manage the paperwork.

"Hmm, interesting," he said. "There are quite a few false alarms… a good handful of sightings in the Southern Ocean, but that's likely due to the glowing moss that comes with the transition of summer to autumn. Still, perhaps it wouldn't hurt to investigate further…"

"More reports, Elite Nevren!"

"Ah, thank you, put it on the desk!" Nevren called back, not even looking up. He sorted through more of the papers. "Ahh, I simply don't have the time to look through every single one of these, do I? If only I could—hm, wait a moment. Why don't I just—" Nevren paused, looking at a small, silver badge next to him. Unlike the communicator, this one had a blue, glowing gem in the middle. He reached toward it, but then stopped when the blue gem abruptly dimmed to a dead gray. "…How long have you been there?"

"Eep—!"

Nevren sighed and turned around. "Rim, you know it's rude to eavesdrop. Come on, show yourself."

The Espurr appeared in a warping bend of light.

"Well, I take it you know where the next few Orbs are, do you? I imagine you'll be sending Elder to do his negotiating first. A futile effort, you know. They're very unlikely to agree to anything of the sort, simply giving up their power willingly like that…"

Rim glanced away.

"Yes, yes, I suppose you always have a bit of hope that you won't have to take it away violently, but, hrm…" Nevren sighed. "Well. I suppose I can't stop you. I've already tried convincing you quite a few times, after all." Nevren looked at the gray gem again. "Ah, speaking of which, could you vanish for a moment?"

Rim stared at Nevren curiously.

"Just for a moment."

Rim obeyed, disappearing. A few seconds later, a Golem stepped into the office. "We have another report," he said.

"Ah, good. You were sent to the Arachno Forest?"

"Yes, er—we were, but… we don't think anybody should go there anymore."

"Oh? Is it that dangerous?"

"Y-yes. Actually, about that, I'd… like to set up a mission for it."

Nevren tilted his head. "A rescue mission? …Where is the rest of your team?"

The Golem winced.

"I see. I will set one up immediately."

"Th-thank you."

He left. Rim appeared shortly after.

"Rim, if it's not a bother," he said, "are the mutants responsible for that?"

Rim shook her head immediately.

"But did we not send quite a few of them there in the past? None returned. But their spirits never went into the aura sea, either—so it wasn't as if they were killed. Hecto informed Eon as much, regardless of how uncooperative those Zygarde have been lately. Are you sure they don't simply get lost in their battle modes there?"

Rim shook her head. "But… I can't…"

"Hmm… well. Please, set up a team anyway in an attempt to rescue his Pokémon, Rim. Moderately strong mutants should do. Team of three? Be sure to set them to Scouting and not Battling."

Rim nodded.

"Ah, and Rim," Nevren said.

"Mm?"

"How many Orbs do you have at the moment? Which ones, between yourself and Eon?"

"…Psychic…" Rim said. "Flying, Ground…" She paused, but then nodded.

"Only three, hm?" he said. "You're falling behind. At this rate, Owen will have you beaten for sure."

Rim winced.

"No need to worry." Nevren sighed. "After all, he didn't align with Barky. Did you hear of that?"

"N-no…! What?"

"Yes! Quite surprising. Perhaps Rhys was right after all." Nevren nodded, almost beaming. "Incredible, really. I'd go easy on him for that. Well, in any case, Frozen Oceanside may be a bit dangerous for them to handle, so I'd recommend gathering that Orb next. Ice Type, so be wary of being frozen. The Pokémon there is quite hostile toward Hunters. And Star. And Barky. Frankly everyone, quite cold in spirit."

"Elder…"

"Elder?" Nevren said. "I'd honestly rather not. Regardless of his elemental attributes, he may become encased in ice immediately if he doesn't convince her to side with us or relinquish her power. It isn't as if that strategy worked before."

"Eon said to…"

"Yes, but Eon is far from logical," Nevren said. "It may be a gesture of good faith, but sending Elder is a waste of time and a risk to the poor Torkoal's life. Let him rest."

Rim stared with her big eyes.

Nevren shook his head.

Rim stared harder.

The Alakazam sighed. "Very well," he relented. "Elder first. Remember, I don't want to send Owen on risky missions. He isn't strong enough yet. He and his friends need to live. A shame he already befriended the Zoroark, but I suppose it cannot be helped. I was hoping you'd kill her before that happened, like with Cara or Forrest."

"Mm." Rim nodded, but then eyed the Alakazam carefully. "Owen…"

"Hm? Owen?"

"Tried… to evolve…"

"Evolve…" Nevren frowned. "Yes, I heard. Is he ready?"

Rim bit at her lower lip.

"Hmm… Perhaps I should talk to him."

"He might not… trust you…"

"Ah," Nevren nodded. "I suppose he would be the first to worry. Well, aside from Rhys. I don't think he fully trusts me, even now. He wouldn't understand. Just like Eon and his emotions, Rhys lets his honor get in the way. Time is running out, hm? Third war or not, we must keep going. Still. Regarding Owen. What do you recommend?"

Rim tensed, shaking her head.

"Ah, sorry, sorry," Nevren said. "I apologize. I'll think it over myself—no need to be put on the spot, hm? Just ask Elder to speak to the Ice Guardian, and we can proceed from there. I believe her name is Ladder, but you might want to double-check. It has been a while since I heard the name. I will send Owen's group to the Steel Guardian."

Rim flinched. "S-Steel? But that's…"

"I believe it is time," Nevren said. "They will fail, but I think now is a good time for them to know about the Trinity. Besides, he is the least dangerous of the three. I won't be sending them to Zero Isle, for one, or Dark Mist Swamp." Nevren sorted through the papers. "…Thank you, Rim. That will be all. Ah, but do send a team to Arachno Forest on a rescue. Perhaps we'll find another Guardian there."

Rim nodded and vanished. Nevren looked down at the papers. The Badge on his desk had become blue during the middle of their conversation.

He briefly thought about Owen and how quickly he had befriended Guardians for nearly half of the Orbs. Fast friends with even the unruliest of them. The Fighter, the Fairy, and the feral in particular. Perhaps it was charisma or perhaps it was his unintimidating disposition. Or perhaps it was, despite everything, the hidden strength he possessed. The potential that surpassed even Nevren's base design expectations. No, Nevren knew that this strength Owen possessed—perhaps not physical strength, but the strength of spirit, or the light he possessed. That wasn't his design. That was something much greater.

"Owen," Nevren said to himself, shaking his head. "You're just like your father."






33. Remnants


Chapter 30 – Remnants

The evening transitioned into the night. Owen felt like he didn't quite need to sleep. Perhaps he had finally become strong enough to no longer require it. Still, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi did. When their training ended, Owen wandered the caverns, enjoying the usual, dim blue glow from gleaming mushrooms speckled along the dark walls.

Zena was training with Amia. She seemed awkward about it, simply telling Owen that she wanted to get better with aura-based powers. It took very little pressing for her to reveal that she, too, was learning the Suppression Aura that reset Owen countless times.

Owen just smiled. "You know, better safe than sorry." Not like he intended to be reset again anyway if he could help it.

But that also meant Owen couldn't stay near them while they trained, and he had to wander the caverns again. Should he sleep? He could. But he was too restless. He couldn't get the look of Rim's eyes out of his head, and, in hindsight, the feeling he had when he saw her. How in the world did he become so bold as to risk his very sanity to scare off Rim? Was he even strong enough to take her on in that state? He somehow doubted it. Rim commanded mutants.

So why did she run?

"You are in motion far too much."

Owen, startled, looked to his right. He forgot about Valle. The Shiftry statue was right next to him, so still that he had mistaken it for part of the cave. "Sorry," Owen finally said. "Just restless."

Valle rumbled angrily. "Cease your movement. The night is when I can know peace."

"Okay. I'll just find somewhere else to rest. I should meditate."

"Yes. You should."

Owen sighed. He headed further along the giant cavern until he spotted more Guardians.

Earlier in the day, Willow and ADAM had assisted Enet in finding a home. She took a liking to the one a few homes down from Rhys' side. It was easy to spot Enet's abode because of the perpetual darkness that veiled the insides. Only her eyes—glowing—were visible when looking inside.

"Enet?" Owen whispered, but the glowing eyes said it all.

"Small," Enet greeted.

"M-my name's Owen."

"Owen… Small Owen." Enet said.

"Are you okay?" He could sense her tense muscles.

"Okay."

"You aren't scared or anything?" Owen asked.

Enet didn't answer.

"Hey, it's alright," Owen said. "Friends. All friends."

Enet let out a strange growl. It didn't sound aggressive, but it wasn't one of comfort, either.

Owen felt someone knocking inside his mind. Hello? Is someone calling me?

Yo, Star greeted. Are you checking on Enet?

Yeah. Is she alright?

She's just antsy. New den and all that, and it's not like it was totally up to her.

Oh, Owen said. Well, I guess I don't wanna bother her.

No, no, actually, I think she trusts you more than anyone else here. Since Amia's training Zena the Suppression Aura stuff, can you do me a favor and spend the night keeping her company? She's not all that strong, so she'll be asleep for most of it.

Owen nodded. It was better than irritating Valle, at least. Okay.

Great. While you do that, I'm gonna check up on some Guardians. I want to see if the Bug or Ice Guardians are up for anything. I think I know where the Ice Guardian is, but she's a little cold toward me. Sorta a long story.

Like all the others. Owen rolled his eyes. I bet the Electric Guardian didn't give up peacefully, either. I'm starting to think back, and there was a huge thunderstorm in Nightshade, like, a year or two ago. That wasn't a normal storm, was it?

A-anyway, I gotta head off! Star said. I'm gonna hang up now.

Hang… up?

But she didn't reply. So distracted by the conversation, Owen didn't realize that Enet was mere inches from his face. He stifled a gasp and fell backward; Enet lunged forward and grabbed him just in time. Her paws were almost as big as his head.

"Okay?" Enet asked.

"Y-yes. I'm okay," Owen said, pulling himself up. "Enet… would you like me to rest with you?"

Even in the dark, Owen was able to Perceive her muzzle scrunching up. "Better father."

Owen tried not to sound exasperated. "Not like that. As… a pack. Friend."

"Small pack."

Why me?

But despite this, Enet turned around and curled up in the darkness. Owen sighed, shifting his body into his Grassy state. He had a habit of fighting in his dreams, and that always made the ethereal flame on his tail heat up. At least as a plant, he wouldn't accidentally burn Enet.

While he didn't rest, Owen spent the rest of the night meditating and calming his aura.

Owen's thoughts returned to Star. Hey, Klent?

Hm? There was a pause, and then Klent answered, Oh, Owen. Are you feeling okay?

Star just left, if you're looking for her, Amelia spoke up. When are you gonna come visit again?

Owen grinned. Sorry, I'm looking after Enet tonight. I was just thinking about… everything.

That's quite a lot, Klent said. Owen… you know we're a bit in-tune with your feelings, right? Being within your spirit, that is. We understand. We've been trying to get Star to tell us more, but she's obviously bothered by it. And she knows if she tells us, we'll tell you. And I suppose we don't want to trigger anything.

I think I'll evolve just fine, Owen said. I bet I can handle it now. Last time, I almost had it. And this time, I didn't feel like I was going crazy at all. I was just scared. So… what if I—

You promised, two days, Klent said.

Owen rolled his eyes. Fine, fine, he relented. But when I evolve… and I'm normal… I want her to tell me what made me go crazy in the first place.

I'll hold her to it.


Gahi's kinda cute when he's a Trapinch, Owen thought to himself. He had Gahi ensnared in a simple vine around his torso where his tiny legs and massive head couldn't reach. He flailed and hissed and screamed in anger, but there was nothing the stubby Pokémon could do to break free from the relatively effortless hold.

"Lemme go!" Gahi shouted.

"Not until you say I win," Owen hummed.

"It ain't fair! Yer Mystic, yer evolved, nuh-uh!"

"To be fair, Gahi," Demitri said from the sidelines, "you were the one who wanted to fight Owen one on one."

Mispy nodded, nursing a cut on one of her vines. Demitri had clawed her pretty hard and her healing was taking extra time to repair the damage.

"I kinda remember always losing to you, Gahi," Owen said. "At least, that's sorta the feeling I get when I think about other times we've sparred. So, I dunno what to tell you. This feels like a great change. Are you gonna give up yet?"

"Not 'til I'm passed out an' broken!" Gahi replied defiantly.

The vines squeezed tighter around his body.

"Just give up," Mispy said, sighing.

"Yeah, Mispy's sick of healing you. Maybe this time she won't do it," Demitri teased. He tittered, glancing at Mispy. "Y-you'll still heal him, right?" he whispered.

Mispy shrugged. "Can't heal stupid."

"I ain't stupid! I'm determined! Rhys said so!"

"Hey, Rhys called me determined, too," Owen mumbled.

Mispy glanced at Demitri, who just shrugged.

"Yeah, if Owen's determined, then I'm not dumb!" Gahi said. "Now lemme down!"

"Not until you say you give up," Owen said. "The win doesn't even feel good if I knock you out, Gahi, You won't be able to dodge anything I throw at you."

"Mehh… fine."

Owen sighed, dropping Gahi to the ground.

He immediately rushed for Owen. "I never said I gav—"

A Vine Trap erupted beneath Gahi, tearing through rocks to ensnare him for a second time. The crush was so intense that Gahi squeaked and cracked like wood, tiny legs flailing weakly.

"I know," Owen said, smirking.

Gahi hissed but finally relented. "Okay, fine, fine… ya mrmff…"

"What was that?" Owen asked with a teasing lilt in his voice.

Mispy smacked Owen on the back of his head. He winced, expecting the blow, but still yelped at how hard she hit. "H-hey, I was just joking around!"

Owen helped free Gahi from the vines and Mispy patched him up with a gentle wave of healing energy. Demitri sighed and stretched, scratching at a nick in his tusks with a frown. "I messed up my tusk again," he said. "I need to be more careful. These things don't grow back, you know."

"They do with Orans," Owen said.

"I mean, yeah, but I don't wanna waste resources," Demitri said. "I'll just wait a while."

"Well, don't wait too long," Owen said. "If you let a wound settle in for too long, Orans don't heal it. There's this Salazzle, you know Spice? She got badly hurt during some outing and even though she took an Oran to heal the major stuff, it still left a scar behind because she didn't take a second one to heal it completely, or something. Guess they had run out since it was a rough mission… Why else would an Oran not work, y'know?"

"You mean from Sugar 'n Spice?" Demitri asked, unconsciously picking at the dent in his tusk again. Mispy wrapped a vine around his claw to pull it away, knowing he'd only make it worse.

"Yeah."

Demitri flinched. "W-well, I still don't want to waste it on a little chip. Maybe if we went on a Dungeon mission, I'll use one along the way? Then I won't feel so bad."

"Oh, sure," Owen said. "You guys can head on one if you like."

Demitri and Mispy exchanged looks. "Well," Demitri said, "we were actually thinking, and, um…"

"What?" Owen asked, returning to his Fiery form. He felt something in the back of his throat and coughed out a stray Bullet Seed.

"Can't you come with us?" Demitri asked.

Owen tilted his head. "With you guys?"

"Yeah. I mean—we're Team Alloy, right? And now that you know how you evolve, it should be totally safe for you to come with us. We're still in our lowest forms. No way we'll evolve all the way up on one mission."

"It's still dangerous to go out," he said, sighing. "Rim could try to kill me."

"What, like she did back in Nightshade?" Gahi said. "C'mon, she ran off when you just threatened ter evolve!"

"W-well, yeah, but—"

"It's safe," Mispy nodded.

"I'm still not sure, guys," Owen said apologetically. "Rhys and Mom would kill me. And Dad would probably explode again."

"Bah, he's a spirit, he'll come back," Gahi said. "We'll jus' say we kidnapped ya."

"Okay, first of all, I don't think I want you guys getting in that much trouble—and two, you didn't kidnap me!"

"How do you know?" Mispy asked.

As if on cue, Demitri and Gahi approached Owen on both sides. Mispy's vines emerged from behind her shoulders.

"W-wait, wait, wait, wait!" Owen said, raising his arms.

They all lunged at him. Owen crossed his arms, forming a shield of gold light that bumped them all away. He grunted when Demitri hit it particularly hard, and for just a moment, he feared that the Axew would somehow break his Protect barrier.

"Okay," Owen said, taking advantage of their brief dizziness. Mispy, who could have easily grabbed Owen after the barrier dropped, was patient enough to let him speak. "How about," he continued, "after I fully evolve—which will be tomorrow, by the way, that's when I plan to do this—we go out then. I bet if I can keep it together, we'll go on a mission. How about that? Huh?"

"So tomorrow, we're gonna go on a mission together," Demitri said.

"If, uh, if they let me."

"If yer a Charizard, they ain't gonna stop you." Gahi clicked his jaws confidently.

Owen twisted his mouth into a pensive frown. "I guess, but I'd feel kinda bad about taking advantage of my power like that," he said. "I guess as a last resort."

"We're sorta on the verge of evolving anyway," Demitri said. "I guess we should be careful, too."

"Mmh." Mispy nodded. "Fine."

Rhys emerged from his home. "Ah, Owen!" he called.

"Huh?" Owen spun around. "What? Something happen?"

"Nevren just called via the communicator," he said. "Come. I'm going to gather the others. Apparently, a Guardian has been found… but it is a strange location."


"So, what's so weird about it? Where on the map is it?" Owen asked.

Everybody had been gathered together in the center of Hot Spot to speak to Nevren through his communication badge.

"It's a factory far off the coast," Nevren said. "Far, far south, on an old island, in fact. Quite difficult to get to normally. Only Mystics can approach it—it's protected by a special barrier set up by the Guardian within. We only spotted it from a distance and some Zoom Lenses and a team of flying scouts."

"Factory," Amia said. "I've heard that term before, but—what is it, again?"

"A facility that is built for the purpose of mass-producing something," Nevren said. "We have something similar here, though not quite to the same level." The communication device was quiet for a while after that. "…Hello?"

"Oh! Sorry, I thought you would say something," Amia said. "I was just trying to figure out what this factory would be. But, um… What type is this Guardian?"

"Well, it's a factory, so, Steel," Nevren said. "He's quite at home there, from what I've gathered."

"How'd you gather that?" Owen asked suspiciously. "Did you visit there yourself?"

"I have," Nevren said. "Though, not to any success. It was quite a long time ago, though I feel now is an appropriate time as any to try our luck with this one. I recommend… someone with a more effective set of techniques, yes?"

"Steel," Owen repeated to himself, looking at the red scales on his arms.

"I can go." Gahi shrugged. "Ground, eh? That's real good against Steel."

"I can, too," Owen said. "Um… I guess Demitri and Mispy should stay back for this one, huh?"

The Axew and Chikorita wanted to protest, but they backed down shortly after. Owen figured they knew he had a point.

"Okay," Demitri said, "but what should we do while you're gone?"

"Spar!" Owen said, nodding. "Actually, y'know what? When I come back, I want to see you two as a Fraxure and Bayleef, okay?"

"D'you think we can get there so soon?" Demitri said, eyes brightening.

"Definitely," Owen nodded. "I can feel it. I'm a Charmeleon already, after all, right?"

"Yeah, but you're Mystic," Demitri said.

"Well… either way, I think you'll do it. Maybe spar with the other Mystics? The weaker ones, like Willow, or—"

"Weaker?!" Willow charged up for a Moonblast.

"I—I mean, th-th… the nicer ones! The nicer ones, who can go easy on them! R-right?"

"That's better," Willow huffed. The lunar sphere dissipated in a white-pink mist.

Owen sighed, holding his chest. At the very least, she was acting normally toward him. He thought she wouldn't talk back to him again after that incident with Azu…

"If you're going, Owen, then I should go, too," Amia said. "And as the Fire Guardian, maybe I can help in fighting, too? I may not be the best fighter, but I'm still strong…"

"Okay, so that's me, Mom, Gahi…" Owen frowned. "If I go crazy, d'you think that'll be enough, Mom? If you make me a Charmander again?"

Amia flinched. "Y-you're okay with that?"

Owen nodded. "I… I don't want it, but it's better than being crazy forever. But… if I evolve… can you make sure I'm crazy first?"

Amia nodded. "Of course! That's what we were building toward this whole time!"

Rhys hummed worriedly. "Just in case," he said, "I would like to accompany you as well. A team of four. My Fighting attacks will be effective."

"That should be enough," Nevren confirmed. "Now, hold out your maps. Do you see where Zero Isle Spiral is located?"

"No, um, is that…?" Amia unraveled their map.

"Start from Kilo Village, at the center of the map. Go south until you reach the ocean."

"Oh, I know that spot!" Owen said. "Zena and I washed up there after we, uh, you know."

"Hm, so we have a reference point," Rhys said. "What then, Nevren?"

"You have to fly from there and head further south until you can see the archipelago with Zero Isle at the center. From that direction, you should head diagonally to the left—that is, southeast. You should see another landmass. That will be your location; if you search by aura, you will sense a powerful barrier blocking the way. Anybody too weak in the spiritual sense will be turned around in the opposite direction without realizing it. Mystics, by default, should be strong enough to pass through."

"Eh, so what about me?" Gahi said, clicking his jaws. "I ain't spiritual Mystic sparkly."

"Your proximity should be enough. Perhaps ride on Owen's back."

"Wh-why me?" Owen said.

Gahi hummed. "I can do that."

Owen sighed. "Okay, fine," he said. "But, can I fly yet?"

"If you can't fly, you can ride on me, dear," Amia said.

"…Wait. Rhys? Can you fly for a long time?"

"To an extent," Rhys said. "It may deplete my stamina a bit after some time, but, ah… I'm sure I will have time to rest once we arrive."

"If you're tired, you can always ride on me, dear," Amia giggled. "I don't mind."

"I… shall… consider it." Rhys turned his head away. "Though I would prefer not. I am not used to riding on the backs of others. They're always too soft."

"Soft?" Amia said. "You prefer… hard backs?"

"Er—yes. I suppose I do."

"Yer weird," Gahi said.

Zena quickly slithered over to Owen and gave him a reassuring nod. "Good luck, Owen."

He smiled, returning the gesture. "Hey, how's the Suppression Aura going?"

Zena winced. "Er, well—I'm getting better at it," she said. "I'm sorry that I'm training at all for it…"

"I said it was fine," Owen assured, shaking his head. "Okay. You guys ready?" He looked at Amia, Gahi, and Rhys. When they all nodded, they set off toward the exit of Hot Spot Cave.


It was only a few quick warps and walks from Hot Spot to Kilo Village to the south. They wound up taking the Waypoint to Void Forest, though they were sure to steer clear of the Dungeon itself.

Void Forest seemed quite… normal, considering the name. Tall trees dotted the landscape, leaving ample room to walk around. While the ground was grayish, and it was mostly dirt and fungus, it wasn't something Owen would have labeled as void -like. Nothing like Void Basin to the southwest.

The lack of proper foliage was a bit unnerving, though.

"Usually don't like taking trips or missions to the south," Owen mumbled aloud.

"Don't worry, dear. We're flying right now," Amia said. "Oh, that's right. I suppose we should start giving you flying lessons. That shouldn't be too hard."

Owen's heart fluttered in some trick-of-the-mind instinct. "F-fly?" he said, his mind trying to flex wings he did not yet have.

"Aww, Owen, I'm sorry," Amia said, patting his shoulder. "I meant with your Mystic power. You remember us doing it before, right? Just try to mimic it. It's a lot easier than you think, once you get started."

"Okay, sure. Let me guess. It's sorta like when I think to switch from Fire to Grass, except this time for flying?"

"Kind of! I think? The way Star taught it to me was like this. You feel gravity pulling at you… feel your own weight. And then, well… defy it! Sort of." Amia levitated slightly in the air. "I suppose it's not too different from Psychic kinesis after that. Push yourself in the direction you want."

"I think I know how to describe that," Owen said. "I had a lot of dreams like this. Where I was flying as a Charmander, just going over town and looking down." A dumb smile spread across his face. "Uh—right. So, I guess like a dream, huh? Let me think…"

Owen felt weightless. He flailed his arms out of reflex; Rhys quickly held his back. "Now, now, hold still," he said.

"Whoa," Gahi said, churring. "His feet're off the ground!"

Owen looked down. He was a foot in the air. "I—I'm doing it!"

"I'm going to let go, now," Rhys said.

Once he did, Owen spun forward, upside-down after a few seconds. "Uh—wait—I've got this," Owen said, righting himself. He overcompensated, shooting several more feet in the air. "W-wait! Wait—oh—this is really—uh—sudden!" He kicked in the air, but he was laughing at the same time. "I—I'm actually flying! Mom! I'm flying!"

"Yes, you are, dear," Amia said, giggling. "Honestly, if I knew it'd make you this happy, I would've trained you with this earlier! But at least now you're strong enough it's not even hard to…Owen?"

He was flying in circles through the air, his ember a blazing blue.

"…Should we calm him down?" Rhys asked.

"Ohh, let him have his moment," Amia said.

Gahi watched enviously, grumbling to himself about his "stupid big-headed body."

Owen suddenly stopped his flying when he got high enough to see over the forest trees. He gulped, not realizing how close they were to the Chasm of the Void. It was always depicted as a big, black dot on the map, and was typically only restricted to Hearts to go near due to its ominous appearance. It was undoubtedly home to another Guardian, based on how anomalous it was, even by Dungeon standards. But it was also hard to approach, let alone enter.

It looked exactly as it did on the map. Black dot on the paper, a great, black crater in person. He couldn't even see the crater's walls. It was like a vat of pure, inky blackness. It vaguely reminded him of Enet's home the night before. Hidden in plain sight. The fact that it was still around suggested that not even the Hunters could approach easily.

Owen landed. "Sorry about that," he said, tittering. "Okay. Rhys, do you know how to fly?"

"Of course," Rhys said. "Though, not in the traditional sense, as I said before. Let me make sure I still have the technique in me, so to speak…" Rhys held his arms firmly to his side. Then from both paws, aura energy burst downward in a steady stream. Wind blew in all directions away from the Lucario and he flew into the air. "I seem to have it covered!" he shouted down, secondary blasts coming from his feet.

"Oh," Owen said, staring. "…He can do that."

"It's not very useful in Dungeons where you can't fly," Amia said, "and I imagine with his limbs occupied, he can't fight in that state, either. And with Waypoints for quick travel to most places, well…"

Owen shrugged. "Let's go."

"Oy! Don't go fergeting me!" Gahi chirped.


The horizon seemed to go on forever. It was an endless expanse of the blue ocean along a pale sky, speckled with white clouds. The only real detail they could see from this height was that of the clouds' shadows cascading along the water below. Gahi clicked his jaws worriedly. "If y'drop me, I'm gonna kill yeh," he said, clinging onto Owen's back with the help of a few vines.

"Not if the fall kills you first," Owen murmured, adjusting his arm-vines carefully. "Rhys, are you sure that isn't too hard for you?"

The steady stream of aura energy made Owen think about Golurk and their propulsive abilities.

"I should be fine for quite a while," Rhys said. "This aura energy is produced as quickly as I spend it with simple flight."

"Oh, don't lie, dear," Amia said. "I can feel it depleting a tiny bit. Otherwise, you'd be flying like this all the time!"

"Ngh—perhaps by a negligible amount," Rhys said.

Amia looked at their map, and then ahead. "I think that's Zero Isle."

Rhys nodded.

"Goodness…" Amia said. Their flying slowed down slightly, and they veered away from the archipelago—which appeared to be a spiral of beige sand and tiny, light trees in the middle of sky-colored saltwater. "Do you feel that?" she asked.

Owen felt a horrible tightness in his chest, like the sheer radiation of power was stopping his heart. "What is that? It's… coming from…"

"Feel what?" Gahi asked.

"I guess only Mystics can feel it," Amia said. "Rhys?"

"…We should keep clear of Zero Isle for a while," said Rhys. "A powerful Guardian is there, and we are simply not ready."

"Wait! A powerful Guardian? A friendly one?"

Rhys shook his head. "Not to us, no," he said. "…Frankly, I'm not sure if the Steel one will be friendly, either."

"How do you know?" Owen asked. "Did… did you try to attack the Zero Isle Guardian before? When you were a…"

Rhys shook his head. "No," he said. "But I fought her predecessor, who was…" he shivered slightly. "It's not something that I like to think about."

Owen nodded. "Okay. But, what Orb is it of? Do you know anything about her?"

"Dragon, and yes, she's very hostile. We'll talk about this later," Rhys said, pointing ahead. "That's the island we're looking for, is it not?"

At the horizon was a grayish structure sitting atop a black ground. The water nearby had a dark residue around it. Owen wasn't sure what to think about the odd color—he certainly wouldn't drink it.

"That's… a factory?" Owen said, gulping. Nevren didn't seem too concerned or alarmed when talking about this place, but now that he saw it with his own eyes, it seemed… ominous.

"Hm, it appears to be one, yes," Rhys said. They lowered their altitude, heading for a firm trajectory right for the shore of this island, just beyond the dark water.

"What's the weird… black stuff?"

"It may be remnants of decay," Rhys said. "Factories tend to produce waste products like trash quite a bit. If it's been here for such a long time, perhaps some of that product is simply leaking into the water…"

"That can't be good," Owen said.

"Well, it is a small factory in a large ocean. It shouldn't be too bad… I imagine," Rhys trailed off. "Hrm. Well, regardless, it doesn't seem to be spreading beyond this point. Perhaps we can look into cleaning it up later."

They landed in the sand. There was something that felt… dirty about it. Owen winced at the ground, lifting his foot. "That's a weird feeling. It's… heavy. No, not heavy, but…" He dug his toes into the dirt and lifted it up. The sand stuck together with some sort of tar. He didn't sense any strange properties from it, even with his Perceive. But it certainly wasn't sand he'd want to make a mini building out of.

"It feels like it's more than just dirt and rock," Amia nodded.

"We should wash in cleaner water when we return home," said Rhys. "Particularly you, Gahi, since you aren't Mystic."

Gahi tilted his head down. "Ehh, I'll stay on yer back fer now," he said.

"W-wait, what?" Owen was already lugging the giant Ground and bug-like Pokémon on his back, holding his hands behind him. "G-Gahi! You're a little bulky to be carried around like that!"

"I ain't walkin' on tainted ground! I got standards! Carry me!"

"Nngh… okay." Owen sighed. "But give me a second to…." He carefully pulled Gahi around his body until the bug was in front of him; Owen kept his arms around Gahi's abdomen, holding him gently against his chest.

Gahi leaned his head back, bumping it against the bottom of Owen's neck. "Don't squish me."

"I won't," Owen said. "Let's go. I'm gonna set you down once we're on that solid ground, the… that's a steel floor or something?"

"It appears to be a special kind of stone," Rhys said. "It's called concrete."

"Concrete…" Owen said. "I thought that was just a word that meant 'really solid'?"

"Yes. The word came from that material, I believe. Or the other way around… hmm. Now I'm not sure," he said. "We usually just use Protect insulation to reinforce buildings."

"Concrete… Like a Conkeldurr?"

"Somewhat, yes," said Rhys.

Owen breathed slowly, conscious of every sound they made. It was too quiet here. It wasn't a Dungeon. No labyrinthine environment set up around them, even upon entering the tall, gray, imposing structure. That somehow made it worse. The lifelessness left Owen searching for an inevitable specter in the walls or the ground. But then Owen remembered that the Ghost Guardian was Anam. His hands ached again.

Their steps began to have sound. Owen looked down, puzzled at the new noise. So familiar. The feeling of claws on concrete. He then looked up at the factory—less familiar. In fact, he'd never seen such a structure before. It was many stories high, taller than the giant heart in the southern point of Kilo Village. Owen nearly fell backward from craning his neck so far; eventually, he had to stop to look into the entrance.

It was too dark from the outside to tell what it was. There were only a few windows at the top of the large room, and they were small. He saw many strange structures inside of the factory; horizontal platforms that had little wheels and cylinders embedded into them, contraptions that looked like strange, new Steel Pokémon. It vaguely reminded him of Kilo Village's more advanced technology that Nevren made. Owen had a vague, blurry memory of once visiting a printing press. Perhaps that's what these contraptions reminded him of. Some of it looked quite shiny like it was being sustained and washed—not dusty. It must've been the Guardian.

The Guardian. Was he here? Where? He couldn't sense any imposing aura yet, and there was still the feeling of being watched. The lack of sensation got to him again. He needed to feel something. If he at least knew how threatening this Guardian was, he could put himself at ease. But an unknown power—an undetectable power?

Gahi bumped his head against Owen's chest. "Stop squeezin'."

"Sorry."

Amia hummed. "What… is this?"

On solid ground, Owen set Gahi down. The Trapinch tapped his head on the concrete. "This place ain't too bad," he said. "Good echo. I can tell where everything is here, heh…"

"Do you hear anybody else here?" Owen asked. "I can't—my sense of my surroundings isn't strong enough yet. I feel like if I was fully evolved, I'd be able to find the guy, but I can't."

A metallic clinking noise echoed in the depths of the factory. Owen felt a cold chill run up his spine. The first sound that didn't come from them. "Th-that m-might've been—" And then he felt it.

The Steel Guardian finally revealed himself by aura. And that little bit released felt like a punch in the lungs. Even Amia rubbed at her arms out of reflex.

"What're you guys freakin' out about?" Gahi asked.

"It's nothing to concern yourself with," Rhys said.

Owen didn't believe him.

"Guess that's the Guardian," Owen said. "But hey, on the bright side, w-we don't have to deal with crazy Mods anymore! Oh, wait." He felt another aura—it was weaker, but he also recognized it. "I think Hecto's here, too…" he mumbled.

"What was that, dear?" Amia asked.

"Do you guys know Hecto? Star's, uh…"

"Ah, yes, Hecto," Rhys nodded. "If he's here, then I imagine this will be a safer area, in a sense. Hecto is not very strong on his own. Perhaps we won't have to fight, either. Let's keep going."

It eased Owen's heart at least a little, but he still kept on his guard. Everything was foreign here. There could be traps, or any number of hostile spirits hidden away, even by aura. They walked through a narrower portion of the factory, next to some of the odd platforms nearby. Owen saw strange objects on top of these platforms, but he was too short to see what they were at a good angle. "What're those?" Owen asked.

"What are what, dear?" Amia asked. "Oh! Those… things?" she asked, reaching out.

"Don't touch them," Rhys said quickly.

"O-oh?" Amia asked, flinching her hand away. "Okay. Are they… traps, or volatile Dungeon Orbs?"

"Yes, in a sense," Rhys said. "Now, let's keep going. Don't touch anything that doesn't look familiar; this is a remnant from another realm, and we can't be sure how it will react to us."

"That's… a weird way of phrasing it, Rhys," Owen said. "But—okay."

"Eh?" Gahi looked up. "What're yeh all talking about anyway? Weird li'l…" He trailed off. "What's this orb yer talking? What's it look like?"

"It kinda looks… I dunno. It's kinda pretty, though. But it doesn't look natural." Owen shrugged.

"'Sup." This voice wasn't familiar.

Owen felt that shiver again and stared ahead. He saw a bipedal figure with muscled arms and a shiny body. Metallic, indicative of the Steel Orb's influence. His voice had a ringing tinge to it, too.

"H-hey, uh…" Owen wasn't really sure how to acknowledge it. He said without thinking, "A Machoke, the Steel Guardian?"

"Not as dumb as you being the Grass Guardian."

That one stung.

"A-ah, um," Amia quickly held up her hands, "H-hello! Um… what's your name? I'm Gardevoir Amia, this is Charmeleon Owen, that's Lu—"

"Brandon Rezz," the metal Machoke replied. "I know who you guys are. Don't worry."

Owen blinked as if he was trying to piece together something in his head. "Rezz?" he asked. "What Pokémon is a Rezz? I thought you were a Machoke. And you said your name backward."

"No, I'm a Machoke, sure," Brandon said. "But my last name is Rezz."

"…I don't get it," Owen said. "Brandon and Rezz both aren't a species."

"Where I'm from," Brandon said, "everyone that talked was the same species. …Mostly. So, kinda stupid if we all had the same first name. So instead, we had unique last names that followed our family line. So, the same way you guys take the first names of your mother, the same species, I got my last name from my dad."

"Oh," Amia said. "That's interesting! But—you came from a realm that was all Machoke? I don't know which part of your story I want to ask about first!"

Brandon gave off the smallest smirk. "No," he said. "Not Machoke." He turned around, staring at the dull ceiling. "I only have this form because it's close to what I used to be. I'm from the human world."

"Oh! So… a Machoke… wait…"

"While I gave it up a long time ago," Brandon said, "I used to be human."






34. Ancient Tradition


Chapter 31 – Ancient Tradition

Mispy tumbled through the air and slammed hard against the rocks. "Ugh!" She tumbled and rolled, eventually coming to a stop on her side. Her vines twitched weakly.

Demitri puffed, scratching his tusks with pride. "That's a win for me," he said, walking toward the fallen Chikorita. "Mispy? You alright?"

Mispy didn't move.

"Aw, c'mon, Mispy, it wasn't that bad." The powerful Axew gulped. "R-right? Mispy?"

Still no response.

He quickened his pace, clenching his fists. He didn't hit too hard, did he? "Mispy, I—"

She suddenly jumped to her feet, firing her pent-up Solar Beam. It was so fast and so sudden that Demitri had no time to dodge. He screamed in surprise and covered his face. The white, green-tinged light burned his scales and sent him flying several feet backwards, tumbling to the ground in the same way. The Axew coughed a plume of smoke when he finally stopped.

"That's enough, now!" Zena shouted, slithering toward the dueling pair. "Please—I don't want you two going all-out!"

"What're you talking about?" Demitri asked, staggering to his feet. "If anything goes wrong, our Tiny Reviver Seeds will activate…"

"That's—yes, but—that's quite wasteful!"

"Anam makes tons of them," Demitri said. "They're not like regular Revivers. All they do is help you get enough energy to move again and restore the body a little bit, you know?"

"Did one activate just now?"

"No. Which means we didn't push ourselves hard enough," Demitri said, frowning.

"I—I think you push yourselves just fine!"

Mispy wobbled toward Demitri and wrapped her vines around him, channeling healing energy. She then rubbed along his body, scraping the ash off, exposing new, fresh scales. He smiled and nuzzled her.

"It's just how we fight, Zena," Demitri said calmly. "It's okay. I think… that's just part of how we are, I guess. That's not so bad, right?" He tittered, but caught the Milotic's worried eyes.

Something about her size and shadow cast over them, blocking the dim glow of the mushrooms, made them look more intimidating than she may have intended.

"Look," Demitri went on, "if we can keep it under control, it's okay, right? But we haven't had a good fight in a while, and that sparring match we had with Owen left me feeling antsy."

"Me, too," Mispy lamented, prodding the ground with her right foreleg. She hesitated, but then looked up at Zena—her towering form compared to her Chikorita self was at least slightly intimidating. Her leaf bobbed to express her nervousness, pinned against the back of her neck.

Zena sighed, looking away. "Well, I suppose if you enjoy yourselves. Rhys told me to keep an eye on you two while the others trained, since I know the Suppression Aura, too, just in case…"

"Yeah…"

"Is something bothering you?" asked Zena.

Mispy prodded the rocks again, finding a loose pebble to toy with. "Are we… monsters?"

Zena hesitated for a second too long.

Mispy turned around.

"No, you aren't," Zena quickly amended. "You aren't. You aren't monsters, because creatures like those… wouldn't be worried about something like that in the first place, don't you think?"

Mispy wasn't convinced, but she sighed, conceding. "I guess."

"Hey," Demitri said, patting her on the back. He huddled closer. "Rhys left us alone with Zena who barely knows the Suppression whatever. So…" He gently rubbed her back, just below the buds along her neck. "Don't worry about it. We might've been created, but we're still us."

"Yeah…" Mispy smiled, brushing her leaf against his head. "Thanks." There was a silence then, tranquility after a fight. The bruises still hurt, but it was a good, post-spar sort of pain that filled her with contentment and nostalgia. Forgotten nostalgia, probably, part of those memories sealed away.

…She felt it.

And then, a white light enveloped her.

"M-Mispy?" Demitri squeaked, staggering away.

Even though it was only her middle stage, Zena readied the Suppression Aura just in case, holding it between her ribbons. When the black sparks shot out, Demitri quickly dodged one of them, shivering at the residual feeling it gave off, like electricity.

"What even is that stuff?" he mumbled.

"Rhys said that it's anti-evolution energy," Zena said. "Apparently the Suppression Aura… is a key that makes your own auras synthesize that, reversing your evolutions. The act of evolving shakes off that aura."

The light faded. Mispy, a Bayleef, opened one eye, looking down. She lifted her legs tentatively, then looked at Demitri.

"How do you feel?" Demitri said.

Mispy considered her answer. "Mm… normal."

"Incorrect," ADAM said, quietly observing from his home nearby. "Grass Type detected."

Mispy giggled, as did Zena. Then, the newly evolved Bayleef wrapped her vines around Demitri. "Let's evolve you next," she said, and then hurled him into the wall.


"Humans?" Owen repeated, still trying to grasp the concept. "What do you mean, the human world? So, you used to be human?! But—but I thought humans were just mythical creatures!"

He had so many questions to ask. Was it true? Was Brandon the Steel Guardian because humans really were made of metal? Did they eat metal, too? Or did they eat stone? There were so many rumors about humans—there was no telling which ones were true. They were even more unknown than Mew and Arceus themselves—if Owen ignored the past moon or so, at least.

Brandon laughed. "No, they're far from mythical," he said. "If anything, they're less impressive than Pokémon. They don't know moves, and they can't really stand up to a Pokémon in a fight unless they're very highly trained. They cheat and use special tools instead. Tools like these." He reached over to the platform and picked up one of the strange, red-white orbs.

Rhys quickly went on his guard.

The very fact that Rhys, of all of them, was on his guard put Owen on edge.

"Don't worry, this one doesn't work," Brandon said, casually tossing the sphere up and down. "This factory hasn't been used in ages. The stuff on this assembly line is basically useless." He dropped the orb to the ground, where it split into multiple fragments.

Owen slowly relaxed, but couldn't help but focus on his peculiar wording. The ones on the assembly line didn't work? Then which ones did?

"So," the Machoke went on. "I take it you're here to have me join in your little games? Star's little underlings against Arceus' Trinity against Eon's subjects."

"Uh—hang on, what? To all of those things," Owen said, holding a claw to his chest. "I'm not Star's underling, and what's this about a Trinity? And Eon, uh…"

Brandon eyed Owen curiously. "You mean you aren't aligned with Star or Barky?" he said. "Or Eon?"

"Aligned? What?" Owen squinted at Brandon, but then remembered the Promise that Barky had asked of him, and the one that Star nearly had asked, too. He shook his head. "I'm just… I'm just trying to make things right," he said. "I want to stop the Hunters from killing the Guardians so we can just relax. It's too hard to live alone like they've been… I don't want that. For anyone."

The Machoke stopped surveying the walls and stared directly at Owen. He approached, his metallic feet making loud, clanging echoes across the abandoned factory. When Owen took a few steps back—and when Amia took a warning step forward—Brandon raised his arms with a smirk. He settled for where he stood, about five paces away.

Brandon hummed thoughtfully. "…You… you're still a Charmeleon."

"Y-yeah," Owen said, holding his position with tensed muscles.

"Which means you can't handle your true form yet. Like an awkward cocoon."

"U-uh, I guess you could put it like that," Owen said.

Brandon looked at Gahi next, kneeling down. "And you. You must've gone back to being a Trapinch, so you can't handle it, either."

"Yeah, what of it? I'm workin' on it. Lay off." Gahi clicked his jaws at Brandon. "I can evolve any time I want!"

"Oh?" Brandon said.

"Yeah, eh… just gimme a second and I bet I could."

"So, if I have you evolve right now, you can handle being a Vibrava?"

"Yeah! Totally! …Yeah, Owen?" Gahi asked. "I ain't crazy as a Vibrava?"

"What? You were fine," Owen said. "Were—were we crazy as that before, too?"

He looked at Amia and Rhys; they both looked away. "Ngh—so you didn't even tell me that? How come this guy knows more about me than I do?"

"Well, Arceus told me about it, mostly," said Brandon. "We chat. You know, he can be a real gossip if you know how to ask questions the right way. I'm part of the Trinity. Steel, Poison, and Dragon Guardians happen to be under Arceus' loyalty. And we're all too strong for you, so I'd recommend you just head on back. Not even Rim wants to take me on."

"You don't feel all that strong," Owen muttered.

"How about you come up to my face and say that?" Brandon smirked, looking like he wasn't even offended.

"Maybe I will," Owen said, flame brightening a bit.

"Ohh, look! You're growing a spine!" Brandon clapped his hands together, creating a loud clang. "Aw, hey, I'm just kidding around. I get it, you're still sealed away. Still. Don't think you can take me on. I'm keeping you around because I like the chat and I haven't had a good fight in decades. Do you know how boring it is meditating for years at a time? Very."

"W-wait," Amia said, "we didn't come here to fight if we didn't have to."

"Oh?" Brandon said. "Then how come you brought two Fires, a Ground, and a Fighting type to the Steel Guardian's place?" he asked. "C'mon, I'm not stupid."

Rhys flinched. "We were—just being careful, in case you were hostile."

"Aside from the pretty one, you brought a Hunter and two mutants to meet me. You're lucky I didn't kill you guys on the spot."

"Pretty?" Amia blinked. "Oh, dear…"

"We're sorry if our arrangement was suspicious. I should have considered that," Rhys said formally. "But we truly do want to do this peacefully, and it's only for the benefit of the Guardians. I would like to point out that I made a Promise to one of the other Guardians to never kill one of your kind again. I can assure you that I am, by divine contract, safe. Will you come with us?"

"No deal." Brandon held up his hand. "I'm with Arceus on this one. Gathering the Orbs together is just asking for trouble, and I'd rather not stir the pot."

"Did you make a Divine Promise to not come with us?" Owen asked.

"I made a Promise to keep myself away from the other Guardians," he said. "It's not a violation to allow them to approach me like this, but I'm not about to come with you guys. Got it?"

"But… but it's not safe!" Owen said. "What if Rim gets even stronger? The Hunters already have three Orbs. What happens if they get more? At some point, won't you be overpowered?"

"Maybe," said Brandon, "but I think Arceus has a better chance at handling them than I would, if that happens."

Owen thought about this. Arceus could handle an overwhelming power—he believed that much. He was the Creator, after all. He had witnessed his power firsthand; only Star could counter something like that. But if that was the case… "Then why doesn't he just do that now?"

"What do you mean? They aren't a threat to him yet, so why bother?"

"Yeah, but why bother letting even a minor threat grow? They could eventually take him down. Shouldn't he just… I dunno… smite the people who are trying to overthrow him?"

"Well… maybe," Brandon said. "Maybe he's showing them mercy by giving them an opportunity to take it all back, or something." He shrugged. "Or maybe Star gets in his way if he tries. She's pretty shady, you know."

Owen grumbled. He refused to admit he had a point, so he just snorted flames out his nostrils.

"Look," Brandon said, "it's not like I care all that much. I agree with him, so I'm gonna sit right here and keep things the way they are. It's… the best thing to do."

"The best? What's that even mean?" Owen said.

"Ahem."

Amia jumped in surprise and spun around. "Who—?"

"Hi, Hecto!" Owen waved. "I thought I sensed you. Uh… how come you're here?"

The canid Zygarde made a soldier-like trot toward the group and gave a nod in greeting to Amia. "I am stationed here to keep a close watch on the factory and Brandon. The artifacts that are here cannot be tampered with. Destroying this place would risk releasing these objects into the ocean, which could then spread them essentially anywhere that has a shore. Therefore, it must be contained."

"Okay, I get that," Owen said, "but what is this? And why doesn't Arceus just annihilate the factory? Like, he totally could do that if he wanted, right?"

Brandon shrugged. "Maybe," he said. "Or maybe he's saving it for a rainy day."

"You're the least helpful Guardian we've ever talked to," Owen said.

"What, is being helpful my job?" Brandon said. "Then where's my pay? Besides, I'm far from the least helpful. Didn't the Fairy try to crush you?"

"Y-yeah, but she's friendly now," Owen said.

"She probably just thinks you're a big toy, y'know."

Owen's eye twitched. "What's your point?!"

"I dunno." Brandon shrugged. "I haven't been able to chat with folks that aren't my spirits for a while. Talking with them gets kinda samey. Maybe I like chatting after all? Hah. If me a thousand years ago could say that…" He shook his head.

Hecto watched the exchange without changing his expression. When the idle chat died down, he said, "Brandon, perhaps you should explain to them what these mechanical spheres are."

"Yeah, yeah." The metal Machoke looked at the orbs on the production line and shook his head. "That's the legacy of humans. Their ambition to be the strongest species in the world by doing nothing more than manipulating your kind. By capturing, controlling, and indoctrinating Pokémon to do their bidding. Their battles. Their wars…" Brandon tapped a finger on his crossed arm. "All of it in the name of human ego."

He snorted. "I've been there. I've been a human. I know exactly what it's like to be on top, how it feels to be in control—but I've also seen what it means to be on the bottom. And I'm not about to put this world through that by leaving this place unguarded."

Owen stared. "How can… what's made in this factory be able to do something like that? How can any single species be that powerful? Everything has a counter, doesn't it? Like, if there was ever, uh, maybe a Rock Type uprising, I'd be in pretty big trouble…"

Brandon looked at Rhys. "Should I show him?"

"Ngh… I suppose Owen's curiosity won't let me say no," Rhys said. "Amia, Gahi, Owen, I need one of you to go forward as a volunteer."

"A—A volunteer?" Owen tensed, not ready for some dubious—

"I'll do it," Gahi said. He wobbled forward and looked up. "Okay, what's this gonna be fer?"

Brandon looked up and waved his hand gently in the air; something fell down. It was another one of those orbs, though this one shined brighter, and looked a lot newer. "I kept these ones safe, but I guess it'd be good to get rid of one for this," he said.

"That one's a different color," Amia observed. Instead of being red and white, this one was white on the bottom and black on the top, with yellow lines.

"Yeah, this one's stronger. Just in case this guy puts up a fight. Trapinch…" Brandon hummed. "I'd say since he's at his best, catching him would be a fifty-fifty shot with this. Maybe a little better. It's been a while. You ready?"

"Sure. Go fer it. What're yeh gonna do wi—"

The ball smacked Gahi on the head.

"Oy, what was tha—" The ball opened, and a light enveloped Gahi. In less than a second, the Trapinch was gone, and the ball fell to the ground, wiggling.

"Gahi?!" Owen and Amia said. Rhys lowered his head.

It shook a few times, violently, like someone was struggling inside. And then, the wiggling stopped, and there was a quiet click noise. Owen's heart sank. "Wh-what… what happened?" he said, taking an uneasy step forward. "Gahi? A-are… are you in there?"

"He is," Brandon said, approaching the sphere. "He's probably disoriented right now. But he's in there. It's not easy to get out once it seals them. That's what the click was." He leaned down and picked the ball up. "Humans would capture Pokémon in these capsules. We called them Poké Balls for that reason. This one is an Ultra Ball—about twice as strong as the average Poké Ball, those red ones." Brandon looked down at the little button, but didn't press it. "Hey, Gahi? You hear me? Why don't you try escaping, huh?" He held the ball flat on his palm. "I'd send you out the traditional way, but I want to show how hard it is for a new 'wild Pokémon' to escape these things."

"Wild? But Gahi isn't wild!" Owen said. "He's a little weird, but that's because he's a mutant Pokémon, not wild!"

"Same difference. Any Pokémon not under the control of a human is considered wild," Brandon said. The ball wiggled weakly. "That's how the culture of humanity went. Sure, there were exceptions among them, but for the most part, you had to be under the dominion of a trainer to be considered not wild."

The ball wiggled helplessly again.

"Guess Gahi can't figure it out. Alright, Trapinch. Come on out!" Brandon tossed the ball; at the apex of its throw, it split open. A white light emerged, poured onto the ground, and solidified into Gahi.

Gahi wobbled a few steps and turned around. "Wh-what was that?" he mumbled. "Was… was weird. Felt real weird."

"Weird, huh?" Brandon nodded. "To be honest, I dunno what it's like."

"It was kinda like I was just… floatin' in there," Gahi said. "Didn't have a body. Felt… I dunno, weird. But I guess it was okay… felt kinda relaxed, eh…" He looked off. "I guess it was fine."

"Yeah, it's not bad, in itself," Brandon said, but then looked at Gahi. "D'you wanna go back in?"

Gahi looked tempted.

"Wait! Gahi, maybe don't?" Owen said. "We don't know why that happened, but you shouldn't just jump back into that thing! You disappeared! That's—that's crazy!"

Brandon nodded. "This is how wild Pokémon are tamed. They're put in a stress-free, cozy environment. It's not like we mistreat them. I'll give humans credit for that much: the vast majority of trainers treat their Pokémon with respect and kindness, one way or another. And living in those Poké Balls, it's like a little bliss to them, compared to having to tough it out in the wild. When they're captured, they realize this. They're pretty smart. They put it together that humans can take care of them. They can get stronger alongside humans. In return, they serve the human. In itself, it's not a bad system."

Brandon looked down. "I was a trainer. I had lots of Pokémon, all loyal to me, and I took care of them. They were my partners. …No. They are my Partners." He gently tapped his metallic hand on his chest, making another clang. "My Pokémon are still with me, as my Steel spirits. So, I'm not going to deny that this technology made our lives better. But you know what? It can make lives a whole lot worse, too."

Brandon crushed the Ultra Ball in his hand. It shattered and the fragments fell to the floor. Gahi flinched, as if his home had been destroyed right in front of him—but the feeling was fleeting. The Trapinch sank to the back of the group, wordless.

"Are you okay?" Owen asked quietly.

"Yeh, I'm fine," Gahi said. "Jus'… weird, is all. That whole thing. But I dunno. I guess I prefer walking around normally."

Owen watched Gahi for a bit longer, but then reached down. He picked him up; to Owen's surprise, Gahi didn't resist. In fact, he pressed his head against Owen's chest again.

Brandon continued. "I don't want someone taking advantage of this technology here, either."

"Then… why not destroy the factory carefully?" Amia said. "If you don't like this technology, why don't you just…"

"Again, I dunno," Brandon said. "Arceus said to guard it, not destroy it, so that's what I'm doing. I'll trust him on that one." Brandon tapped his chin. "Well, no. That wasn't the whole story. I had him slip one day that he wanted to save it for a crisis. Apparently, it's been used before?" He shrugged. "Wasn't around when that happened. Or it's just been so long that I forgot. What year is it? You guys measure in kiloseconds still?"

Owen frowned. "Yeah, we do, but… our mission is to bring you with us," he said. "If—if we can beat you, would you come with us?"

"Mmmm…" Brandon tapped his chin thoughtfully. "Well, I Promised Arceus. That being said, I bet if I sweet-talked him enough, we can revoke it together. You just have to prove yourself. You're on good terms with the guy, right?"

Owen's shoulders fell.

"Yeah, I figured," Brandon said. "But I'm not gonna make it hopeless. If you impress me enough, I'll maybe think about coming along with you guys eventually. But with all that said, I'll fight you anyway. It's in your blood, and you'll feel like trash if you didn't get some fighting in, right?"

Owen winced.

"Yeah!" Gahi said. His spirits were already back to normal. He squirmed until Owen let go, landing on the ground with a little thud. "That's right, yeh got it! So, at leas' fight us, eh?!" He looked up at Owen, bumping his massive head against the bottom of his knee. "Oy, you gonna fight?"

"Y-yeah! Of—of course!" Even if they weren't going to bring him back, a fight sounded like fun regardless. "Fighting… battling… it's the best!" he said. "Even if it's in my instincts… it's not like I'm hurting anyone!"

"Well, you kinda are." Brandon shrugged. "But I know what you mean. But if I fought you, this wouldn't be fair. And my Pokémon… they feel the same way you do, in a way. Even if they know, now, that they were raised to like battling… it doesn't really leave you. And I guess if it's okay, it doesn't hurt to have a proper fight now and then. Heheh…" Brandon created an orb of aura energy from his palm. "I'll teach you a tradition of the human world. It's about our Pokémon battles when we aren't fighting in wars or other pointless things like that. Okay?"

"A traditional human-world Pokémon battle?" Owen beamed. "Sure! Okay!"

There was a little glint in Brandon's steely eyes. "Heh… alright."

"Now, hold on." Rhys stepped forward, his face twisted to a subtle snarl. "There's no need for any of this."

"H-huh?" Owen looked back. "What do you mean? It's fine to do this, right? We can win him over!"

Rhys glared at Brandon. The Machoke smirked back.

"Right…?"

"We can't leave, can we?" Rhys asked.

"You could try," Brandon said.

The levity drained from the room like blood from an open wound. "Wait," Owen said. "We can't… leave?"

"Not until I get my fight," Brandon said, nodding. "Besides, that's what you wanted, right? C'mon, your instincts are screaming to fight me, aren't they?"

"Nuh-no," Owen said. "I'm in control of myself. I don't feel a thing."

"You know, for someone with Perceive, you're a bad liar," Brandon said. "Look, I'm not gonna be coy with you. Fight me and I'll let you go."

"Oh." Well, when he phrased it like that… "Okay. I—I guess I can work with that." It wasn't as if they had a choice. He had a sinking feeling they didn't want to fight Brandon seriously on his own turf.

Brandon nodded. "Arceus is telling me he wants to see you in action, and that's all. Human's honor, I won't do anything more than that."

"Human's honor," Rhys said with a bitter snort. "That hardly means anything."

"What, and you have more, Hunter?"

"N-now, let's not escalate things," Amia said quickly.

Brandon rolled his metal eyes. "Whatever." He then tossed the aura energy; it formed into four Pokémon that mirrored their appearances. "My Pokémon used to have forms of their own, but they've gotten used to other bodies. So, I think it'd be appropriate if they mimicked you guys, huh?"

"Oh, okay!" Amia said, quick to attempt to steer the tone of the factory in a positive direction. "I think that's fair, but… you know, I think I'll sit out, if you don't plan to come with us. Why don't we just have a battle between Gahi and Owen and their mirrors?"

The two Pokémon mimicking Rhys and Amia slumped their shoulders. "No fair!" the double of Rhys said.

Rhys flinched. It even sounded like him. And that childish tone…

Gahi opened his mouth, amused. "Heh. Wish our Rhys was fun like that."

"I heard that."

"Hey, hey," Brandon defused, "y'know what, if that's how you're gonna be, why don't you guys just fuse three-three on them, huh?" Brandon tossed two more spirits out; rather than form into steely bodies, they went into the backs of Owen and Gahi's metallic doubles.

Owen blinked. "Fuse?" he said. "That's… possible?"

Brandon stared at Owen, but then glanced at Rhys and Amia. They both looked away. "Uh, yeah," Brandon said. "I mean—yeah, it's uncommon, weird actually, but it's definitely possible for Mystics, spirits—eh, just hold on." Brandon gave a nod to the metal Lucario and Gardevoir. They melted into a puddle of metal. Then, the Owen and Gahi doppelgangers stepped onto one of the puddles each. The metal wrapped around them and clung tight, sinking into their bodies.

Owen felt a wave of power radiate from the two that remained. He took a reflexive step back. "W-wow…" he said. "That… that feels so… strong."

"Fusion of this kind amplifies the aura, and therefore the power that is output by the Pokémon battling. So, to keep it fair"—Brandon held his hand parallel to the ground and lowered it; a strange field enveloped the metallic fighters—"I'm gonna suppress their power as if they're just a single Pokémon each."

Owen looked at Gahi, and then at his opponents. "Okay. So, we'll fight on even terms. That's fine. Gahi, you think you can take them on?"

"Heh, nobody's better at being me than me. I'll beat 'em."

"Hmph, we'll see," said Brandon. "You'll see the true strength behind Pokémon and their trainers." The Machoke swung his arm forward, "Alright, guys! I'm gonna call you by what species you are, so don't get confused!"

"Right!" the two—six, technically—of them said. They both entered a battle stance.

Owen wondered why Brandon was agreeing to this fight. He sounded like the least committed Guardian ever for joining them. Even if he won, what would come of it? Not to mention Rhys and Amia simply sitting back for this. Were they conserving their energy in case Brandon attacked? That had to be it.

How thoughtful of them. That meant Owen wouldn't have to worry as much. Besides, the fight was tempting. He just had to keep on his guard. Gahi was antsy, anyway. He deserved to blow off some steam.

"Good luck, dear," Amia mumbled, stepping away with Rhys. She said quietly to him, "What does he mean by the true strength?"

"Hm… I believe I know what he is referring to," Rhys said. "But we will have to see."

Brandon eyed Rhys again. "So, you wanna be the referee for this?" he said. "Maybe the… Referhys?"

"Never say that again," Rhys deadpanned.

Brandon shrugged. "Suit yourself. Alright. Guess I'll call the start. Ready… begin!"

Owen and Gahi both opened with their usual moves—Owen with a plume of fire, and Gahi with a zig-zag dash shrouded in shadows.

"Trapinch, counter with Feint Attack! Charmeleon, Dragon Claw!"

The Steel Pokémon obeyed, rushing right for their respective opponents. Gahi, shrouded in darkness, slammed into his double with a powerful tackle, but his mirror did the exact same thing, and they bounced off of one another. Despite being made of metal, he seemed just as durable as Gahi; Brandon must have adjusted them to mimic their exact battle capabilities.

Meanwhile, a yellow-orange jet of fire from Owen hit its mark, but it didn't leave a burn as Owen would have hoped. Charmeleon, meanwhile, slashed across Owen's chest with claws coated in indigo flames.

"Ngh—" Owen tried to rush back, thinking about his next move. He didn't hear Brandon's next order in the rush of battle, but he had said something. "W-wait! Hello?"

Charmeleon sidestepped, moving away from the fight. Owen fired another orange Flamethrower to get his attention, but he missed, and Charmeleon didn't care. Instead, both metal fighters went after Gahi, striking him from both sides with darkness and dragon fire.

With a shout and a curse, Gahi rolled on the hard concrete and struggled to stand up. Owen breathed another beam of dense flames toward them. Charmeleon countered with an orb of white light, softening the blow. Trapinch, meanwhile, formed a wad of mud in his mouth and fired at Owen, partially obscuring his vision. "W-wait! That's not—"

Coordinated, Charmeleon pushed Owen back with another claw coated in dragon embers. Trapinch followed up with another Mud Slap, almost completely blocking Owen's vision, now.

"Alright, he's weak enough. Watch out for Gahi!" Brandon yelled. "Charmeleon, use Flash Cannon again! Trapinch, Iron Head!"

"Of course they'd know those." Amia sighed. "Ohh, why is he losing?! Is Brandon cheating? They should be at a disadvantage, being Steel, shouldn't they?"

"No," Rhys said. "They are at a disadvantage… but Brandon isn't cheating. Their powers are equal."

Gahi groaned, rolling across the ground. He was done—he could barely get off from his back. Owen was stuck wiping mud off of his face.

"No matter how good you are at having a strategy," Rhys said, "when you are in the heat of battle, it can be difficult to make the right decision. Owen, in his current state, isn't able to strategize and battle at the same time without distance; he can buy time to do so… but Brandon needs no time. As an observer—as a trainer—he is able to guide his weapons, his partners, with a much clearer head. Fewer mistakes, and more knowledge of the field, augments his Pokémon's power immeasurably."

"Just being commanded makes them stronger?" Amia said.

"Not in and of itself," Rhys said. "But it allows them to focus entirely on execution. There is no need to think about what to do next—if the bond with your trainer is at its best… you can put all of your trust into his commands and focus entirely on your next move, thinking in the present, and let your trainer think in the future. You stop thinking about what to do next, and you start thinking about what to do now. The focus it provides is, well… You see the results."

Owen knelt to one knee after the third Dragon Claw, clutching at his chest. "Th-that's not fair," he said, hearing the explanation. "That's three on two!"

"Hey, nothing's stopping them from giving you commands," Brandon teased. "Alright, guys! Let's end thi—"

A white light enveloped Gahi. Both of Brandon's Pokémon flinched in surprise.

"Oh?" said Brandon. "Well, would you look at that…. Hey, Trapinch. Mirror Gahi's new bod'."

The light faded just in time for Gahi to see his new, mirrored Vibrava opponent. His antennae twitched a few times, and he beat his wings tentatively. "Heh… finally," he said, but it was less celebratory than Owen remembered. He knew why. Gahi probably figured he'd gone through this scene countless times before. Perhaps he was even remembering those moments. But that wasn't important now—it looked like Gahi still had some fight left in him.

"Hah!" Gahi said. "C'mon, round two, let's go!"

Brandon couldn't help but laugh at Gahi's enthusiasm. He then eyed Owen carefully. "…You know what," Brandon said. "You've got even more power flowing through you, yet you aren't evolving. What's up with that?"

"I, uh, that, uh." Owen clutched at the bag strapped to the side of his body. "That's because of that stone I have. The Everstone? Oh, and it's kinda an Eviolite amalgam, too, so I'm not too disadvantaged while I'm not evolved. That's what Nevren said."

"Oh, so that's what's keeping it down?" Brandon said. "Everstone… huh. Nevren…" He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "That clever old geezer. Guess that thing is pretty good. I take it if that ever parts with you, you'll evolve right away?"

"Yeah. So, I'd appreciate it if—"

"Charmeleon, Vibrava. Steal the bag."






35. Instincts


Chapter 32 – Instincts

"That's off limits!" Amia cried. Her voice carried over the echoing factory, even as Owen stood in paralyzed horror. Was Brandon really ordering his Pokémon to steal his bag? His Everstone?

"Whaaat, scared he'll go crazy?" Brandon teased. "C'mon, it's time we put it to the test. What do you think, Hecto?"

"I have little information on Owen's sanity if he evolves, one way or the other," the canid Zygarde said. "He demonstrated restraint the last time he evolved against Azu, but he was still unstable."

Gahi buzzed his wings angrily. "Well I'm not gonna let ya!" he said. "Owen's gonna evolve on his own terms!"

"I'd love to see you try to stop that," Brandon said, gesturing forward with a smug grin.

Amia immediately ran forward. She promptly slammed her face against an invisible barrier; it flashed white when she hit it. "What—"

Brandon smirked at her. "You said you'd let them fight on their own, right?"

Amia stared at Brandon in disbelief. Then, in a split-second of pure, fiery rage, she slammed her fist against the barrier. Fire enveloped her hands, spreading in five directions upon impact. The sudden heat made Rhys take two steps back.

"Whoa-ho, calm down!" Brandon said, keeping his hand up. "Owen's in no danger, right? Let the guy fight. Charmeleon, Vibrava, take that bag at all costs!"

"Right!" They rushed toward Owen, completely ignoring Gahi. The metal Charmeleon went for the bag, while the Vibrava generated and hurled another volley of mud and sand toward his opponent. The Mud Slap missed, but the Charmeleon had already rushed for the bag.

A burst of fire exploded below—Owen had planted a Fire Trap in case they tried to get close, and he took advantage of the explosion to get some distance. If they were going to try to steal from him, then he just had to escape.

"Mom! Rhys—Gahi! We're leaving!"

"Oh, no you don't!" Brandon said. "Guys! Quick!"

Charmeleon's steel body had a scorch mark on it from the Fire Trap, but he advanced anyway. He didn't have to attack, after all; his mission was now to steal the bag. Vibrava launched another wad of mud just in time. Owen had grabbed his Badge, deciding that escape was a better idea but the Mud Slap blinded him, and he reflexively rubbed at his eyes. He heard another fiery explosion to his right; the metal Charmeleon shrieked but lurched forward and grabbed the bag.

"Let go!" Owen said, and the two reptiles—one metallic, one fiery—held fast on the fabric. Owen was trying to be careful and not tear it apart, but his metal counterpart was significantly rougher. "C-c'mon, this is expensive!" Owen begged, looking at the metallic claws tearing into the lip of the bag. "Nngh, that's not—can you just stop?!" But he saw the bag tear, and as a reflex, he let go.

The metallic Charmeleon fell back with a loud clang, but the bag was in his arms. "Got it!"

"Finally," Brandon said. The Charmeleon stood up. They watched Owen for the evolution to take place. Hecto, off to the side, stood expressionlessly, staring.

"No!" Amia cried. She huffed and slammed her fist on the barrier again, but it didn't budge.

Rhys readied the Suppression Aura. "Amia," he said lowly.

Amia gulped, readying the same technique.

Owen held his breath, looking at his hands. He looked back at Amia and Rhys and their Suppression Auras already swirling to reset him. All that talk about how he'd be ready, all that encouragement to pull through one more time. And it all faded the second things actually happened. So that's how it was. Already prepared to take him down… So much for building him up.

How many times did they lie to him about this, too? No—that wasn't fair. They were just being careful. He told them to be careful. He shouldn't be mad at that. Maybe they really didn't lie, right?

Owen looked at his hands, squeezing his claws together. He breathed slowly and deeply, eyes closed, and puffed out a steady ember from his throat. Meditate, calm the aura. Release the anger steadily; let the restlessness settle down to nothing.

Owen could tell that everyone was holding their breath. Even Gahi. The Charmeleon—still a Charmeleon, without any white and black light—looked at Brandon. "…You really wanted me to evolve," he said. He swung his arms down, fists clenched in some sort of juvenile anger. "What's wrong with you?!"

"What—of course I did!" Brandon waited a few more seconds. Exasperated, the Machoke raised his arms. "And why aren't you!?"

"Because I knew something like this was gonna happen." Owen growled, pacing in a small circle. "Enet might've tried to steal it as a prank, or maybe Willow, y'know, something like that. Or Mom would get impatient and take the bag away while I was asleep, see if I was calm when that happened? I don't know! People get moody! What if one day I just happen to lose my stone, misplace it?" He glanced back at Amia, whose Suppression Aura dissipated from the shock. "So that stone isn't in the bag anymore. It hasn't been since this morning."

Brandon squinted exaggeratedly. "Th—where is it, then? Or are you in total control of evolving, now?"

"Owen…?" Amia said. "Did… are you stable? In control?!"

Owen smiled sadly at his mother, shaking his head. "No. I'll never know that until I actually evolve."

"Okay, so, what, then?" Brandon asked.

Charmeleon, defeated, handed Owen his bag back, muttering a quiet apology for tearing it.

Owen smirked at Brandon, holding his hands to his hips proudly. "I ate it."

Several seconds of silence filled the echoing factory.

Brandon's arms dropped. "…WHAT?!"

"You ate it?! Owen! That's dangerous!" Amia said. "You can't swallow something that large! How did you—"

"I just grew in size a little, ate it, and shrank back down," Owen said. "I guess I tried to simulate Growth from my Grass Orb, or something. I did it while I was on my morning stroll, thinking about ways to keep anyone from stealing my Everstone."

"Okay, but, Owen," Brandon said, "lemme… just… What exactly is the exit strategy for that? It's probably stuck in your stomach. It's way too big to go through the rest of your guts."

"I ate it with that weird vine in me," Owen said. "I dunno where it is, but it's stored somewhere when I became a Grass Type. I feel fine. If I ever want it out again, I'll just spit it back out."

Gahi buzzed over to Owen and started poking at his stomach.

"Uh—Gahi," Owen said quietly.

"Hang on, trying ter find it," Gahi said, prodding at different parts of his belly. "Oy! There it is," he said, prodding at just below his chest with one of his legs.

"Yep, that's pretty stomach-regiony." Brandon put a hand to his forehead, making another loud ringing noise. "Unbelievable. So much for testing your full form."

"And I'd like it if you asked first!" Owen said, pointing at Brandon. "What if I went crazy and you couldn't stop me?! I'd destroy this factory!"

"Aah, it's not that easy to do," he said. "I'm a lot stronger than you think, y'know."

"Okay, sure, if you're strong, maybe I can't beat you, but what if I used these Poké Balls that were lying around, found a working one, and captured you? Then once you escape from it, I'd just attack you and throw another one at the same time. I'd just chip away until you got too tired to fight back!"

"O-Owen, that's… a little elaborate. How long were you thinking about that?" Amia said worriedly. "A little, um…"

"…Huh," Brandon said. "Didn't actually think of that." He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I guess there's a slim, slim chance that might make me flinch. I'd be more worried about those things getting out of here, though. Man, I forgot that's your specialty, Owen."

"What?" Owen said. "Specialty?"

"Yeah. I heard from Arceus all about you four—the ultimate mutants that Nevren and Rhys designed. The perfect team. Mispy, who was able to heal and sense those who were injured by aura—Gahi, whose speed could dodge attacks and deal ones that couldn't be dodged—Demitri, whose attacks were so potent that not even Protect could block them—and then you, Owen, who knew how to come up with the best strategies on the fly, and who was aware of the whole battlefield at once." The Machoke nodded. "Defense, agility, offense, and Perceive." Brandon said. "Isn't that right, Rhys?"

Owen's heart was racing with some strange mixture of anxiety and anger. Even his abilities weren't something he controlled? That Fire Trap that he spent so much time developing and planning—was that just what he always had? Was it all planned? His awareness of everyone's body language, reading if they'd attack or not, where things were. Was it all…

"Ngh… yes," Rhys admitted. "Those are their abilities."

"That's… my ability?" Owen said. "So—my whole thing about just knowing the flow of battle? That's always been stronger as a Charmeleon… when I'm closer to—" Owen shook his head. "No. That's just what I built up with practice. I read all those books to learn more about dungeon explorations, and my practice with that knowledge is what made me how I am! That's not something I was supposed to know. I did that by myself! Because that's what I liked doing, and what I wanted to do! It's not some instinct! Is… is it?"

"Instinct… I wouldn't call it that. Maybe your talent." Brandon said. "By the way, hate to break it to you, but having an innate desire to do something? Kiiinda sounds like instinct. But hey, you honed it!"

"But it's still something that I was born with." Owen said lowly. "Or… no. Not born. Designed with. Is that it?" His voice broke. His claws dug into his palms. "I was designed to be like this. I didn't… choose at all!"

"Owen," Amia said softly. "It's not like that. It's okay. I mean, you still had to refine it! Right? Rhys?"

Rhys nodded hastily. "Y-yes, it isn't as if you can be born with total knowledge of, say… what Dungeon Orbs are, or Seeds, or Berries. You had to learn those. You just had… a specialized mind for putting those pieces together, Owen. More than usual."

This still didn't sit right. The fiery Charmeleon went back to looking at his claws, but then at Brandon. "…And you're not coming with us?"

"Nope," Brandon said. "Sitting right here. I've got a factory to guard."

"Right," Owen said. "…Then I guess we're just gonna go."

"Owen? You aren't going to… finish the fight?" Amia asked.

Brandon glared. "Hey, you still gotta evolve one way or the—" Brandon suddenly stopped talking, squinting at the ceiling as if it said something stupid. "Arceus is saying to just let you go." He rolled his eyes. "Whatever. But for real, you aren't fighting? What kind of mutant are you?"

Owen felt that heat in his heart—the temptation to fight. Or at least to yell back in defiance. He gritted his teeth. That was part of his design, too. He wanted nothing more to fight. Therefore, he answered. "No. I'm not in the mood."

Hecto, who had been watching silently from the corner of the arena, turned his head at Owen. He said and did nothing else.

"I won't stop you," Brandon said. "Just don't touch anything on your way out."

"Thanks," Owen said curtly. He headed for the exit, not even looking at Amia or Rhys. Instead, he glanced at Gahi. His tone softened. "Do you want to ride on my back again?"

"Eh—nah, I'll just fly next to yeh. If I get tired, I'll… go on."

Owen nodded, then left. Amia tried talking to Owen, but the most response she got out of him was curt hums and silent nods. Rhys knew not to interact. He walked out of the factory, ignoring the clicking of his claws on concrete, and stepped out into the sand and onto the black, sandy shores.

At the edge of the shoreline, Owen scanned the blackened sand and dark water. He looked at his bag, irritated at the little rips on it from his metallic counterpart trying to pull it away. He snorted.

"I can't believe I let them do that," he said. "Should've just told them from the start that I wasn't able to evolve… Now look, I probably have to get this thing sewed up, repaired, all that… Ugh!" Owen stomped his foot on the ground, splashing dark water and sand in the air. He protectively lifted the bag, narrowly avoiding getting it dirty again.

"Hey," Gahi said.

Owen looked back. "It's alright," he said. "I just need to cool off, that's all…"

"How come yer all mad?" Gahi asked.

Owen took off, so Gahi flew after him. As it turned out, Owen was too fast—Amia and Rhys trailed behind but knew to keep away. Gahi only kept up because of his natural speed.

"I guess I got a reminder," Owen said. "Just—a reminder of what I am, is a way to put it."

"Yer instincts, y'mean? Being good at solving problems? I mean, hey, rumor has it that humans were the same way." Gahi buzzed further ahead so he could get a better look at Owen. "We all have instincts. I wouldn't know how ter fly without'm."

"I guess so," Owen mumbled, then raised his voice over the wind. "But… but it feels different that I was designed instead of just… born like everyone else. I know Star may've started life and designed that, too, but I bet they changed a whole lot, generation to generation, from what she first made, right? But me, I'm… I feel… predicted."

Gahi stared dumbly at Owen. The Charmeleon understood that this may have been too much. "I feel like I'm not me, I'm just… what someone wants me to be. And I'm just… being that, like I was supposed to. I feel like I didn't… make any choices. No real ones. It was all predetermined, and I never really had a fork in the road, ever. I… did what everyone wanted me to do."

"Eh." Gahi looked uninterested. "I guess I c'n see that. Either way, sorta annoying that we've got these instincts that people don't understand."

"I don't even want them," Owen said. "Why couldn't I just be a normal Charmander, or a Charizard, or whatever? Then I'd just… I dunno."

"What would you do?" Gahi said.

Owen hesitated. He didn't think that far ahead. Sure, it was a little nice to think about living a normal life, but how would that go? Would he even be strong enough to become a Heart if he wasn't… who he was? After all, only the most talented fighters would become one. Everyone else had to take on normal jobs to get by. That wasn't so bad, but…

"I think being like this is kinda cool," Gahi went on.

"Cool…? You think it's cool?" Owen repeated, glancing incredulously. "You think it's cool that your whole destiny was predetermined by—by killers, and you were supposed to be their weapon? You like being nothing but a—but some sort of… muscle head?"

"I mean, kinda," Gahi said. "I'd say I'm happy."

Owen squinted at Gahi, but then looked forward. He didn't respond. Gahi just didn't understand yet. Maybe he would if he actually understood what it meant to remember.


The rest of the flight home was silent. He stared down at the ocean for a while, mulling over what Brandon said. Instinct? Talent? More like his design. He wondered if this was how the first Pokémon ever created felt like. Star made them to behave a certain way, didn't she? He could feel her presence. She was trying to talk to him.

Well, he wasn't in the mood.

They flew over the beaches. Owen saw the Chasm of the Void to the right: the great, black Abyss yawning toward the sky. Subconsciously, he veered away from it.

Far ahead was Kilo Village. If he flew a bit higher, he'd actually be able to see the tiny buildings within the crater. Owen sank lower in altitude, if only to get a change in scenery.

"Not too close, Owen!" Amia called. "You're a flying Charmeleon!"

"Ngh." He complied, but still looked down. They were like specks to him from this height, but he could still see the vague features of the Pokémon below, the sections for training, for food, for entertainment—and Anam's Thousand Hearts. Even from this height, he saw the giant, heart-shaped building.

Owen wondered where he got the name from. Why a thousand, so specifically? It was a hefty number, after all. But then again, it was a good number for the size of the world.

"Owen, don't you think we should just warp back home, dear?" Amia asked once again. Owen lost count of how many times she'd asked.

"You can," Owen said. "I just want to fly." That wasn't entirely it. But he needed more time to think, and he knew that if he got home, they'd convince him to fall in line, like they always did.

Amia sighed, looking at Rhys. Really, they could have been home by now, before they even took off. But Owen had flown too far away for Rhys to use his Badge for warping back.

Eventually, Owen slowed down to pass his bag to the Gardevoir.

"Do you know how to repair this?" Owen asked her.

"Oh, um… I'm not very good with… fabrics," Amia said.

"I can assist," Rhys said. "Owen, why are you leaving this with me? We're all going home."

"I'm gonna fly on my own for a little bit."

"Owen—you can't do that," Amia said. "What if a Hunter—"

"Don't give me that," Owen snapped, speaking lowly. His tail flashed blue, but then it dimmed to a weak red. "S-sorry," he mumbled, looking away.

"Owen," Amia said gently. "It's dangerous."

"Is it, though?" Owen said. "Think about it. Rim could've killed us at any time. I don't even know where Eon is. And you know what? I don't think I can beat her even if I fully evolved. She commands my kind. So, I think she just doesn't want to hurt me!" He blew out a few embers that instantly dissipated in the wind. "And she can't take me away, or she would've done that, too. So, you know what? I'm fine. I'll be fine." He stared at Rhys. "Isn't that right?"

Before Rhys could answer, Gahi spoke up. "Ehh, I dunno if it's safe to go out on yer own like that," he said. "What if Rim shows up and does try something?"

"I'll fight her."

"Yeah, uh, maybe not," Gahi said.

"She doesn't want me to evolve," Owen said. "If I try to fight, or I throw away my Everstone…"

"But what if she just kills you?" Gahi said. "Yer a threat now."

"I don't think she will," Owen said. "I saw it in her. She doesn't want to hurt me. Don't you think so, Rhys?" Owen nodded. "Even back then, before I even became the Grass Guardian, she was just trying to scare me off. That was it, wasn't it…? She doesn't want to hurt… me. I don't really know why yet, but… I think it's because I used to be with them. Maybe she'd feel bad."

Rhys made a sound that was a mixture between a pensive hum and a frustrated growl. "I suppose not," he said. "She wouldn't want to harm Gahi, either. But I want you home by sunset, understood? Minimize all interactions with her. Do not let her take your Everstone. Okay?"

"I won't."

"Yer gonna be okay?" Gahi asked, slowing until he was near Rhys and Amia.

"Yeah," Owen said. "Besides, if Rim does show up…" he trailed off. "I want to… give her a piece of my mind. Even if she doesn't want to hurt me, she's still a Hunter. And…"

"Sunset, Owen," Rhys said firmly.

"Please, dear," Amia added.

Owen just huffed, but he gave a minute nod in reply. This was their compromise, was it? Always treating him like a kid. But maybe he deserved it. He spent so many lifetimes with memories in a fog that he never had the opportunity to grow up. He always forgot, over and over. Or was it just in his design to be juvenile? Owen wondered if even this spine that he grew, as Brandon put it, was another part of his nature.

Owen glanced at Amia's worried eyes and his tail dimmed even further. "Maybe she won't show up at all," he said, feeling a lump in his throat. "I'll… I'll be back. Sunset. Or maybe earlier. I have my Badge." He flashed it, even though the rest of his supplies were with Rhys. "If I run into any trouble, I'll come right home. Besides," Owen said, smiling slightly. "Star will keep an eye on me."

This, it seemed, was enough. Amia reluctantly flashed the Badge in the air, and she and Rhys vanished with Gahi.

Owen drifted away from Kilo Village. He scanned the landscape and found a small clearing. Something about that location drew him toward it—he remembered this sight, from the skies. But the memory was too blurry to make out the details. But if it was familiar, then it was when he was a Charizard. He followed his vague memories to the ground.

Right when he landed, the memories struck him, like a punch from behind. The trees stood tall on all sides, and the ground had shin-high grass all over. Some parts of the grass seemed shorter than the rest, but for the most part, it was as if nothing had ever happened here. But it did.

Plant-like flesh squished between his claws. He felt intense heat from the back of his throat. He saw fearful, tiny eyes staring right at him under the moonlight. The flames overtook his vision after that. A feminine voice screamed and he looked up. A Lilligant. Owen rushed forward, gliding over the ground, sharp air swirling around his claws—

Rhys shouted desperately behind him. "Owen, STOP!"

"Stop," Owen mumbled.

Someone within knocked on his mind. He jolted where he stood, staring at his arms. Trembling. His legs felt like jelly. He thought, for just a moment, he had wings. That brief second filled him with so much primal fear that he was positive he saw his chest physically throb with his heartbeat.

He closed his eyes, struggling to meditate. His chest felt like it was going to explode. Uneasy breaths slowed into a steady rhythm. His fire crackled like a Blast Seed. He swallowed something invisible, and then took a final breath.

He pushed the aura forward. The blue ember became a Jumpluff. "Klent…"

He floated gracefully down—he looked completely solid, like he was alive again. He was so light that he floated in the wind. His pom-poms behaved like flotation devices on the grass. "It's been… quite a while," Klent said.

"Yeah…"

Owen looked at his claws, then at his tail. Some of the grass was singed from the flame drooping too low. He breathed deep, red transitioning to green, the flower at the tip of his tail blooming into a brilliant crimson this time, contrasting against his green, leafy scales.

Owen tried to raise his left arm forward, but it felt numb. It didn't respond. "…I'm sorry for…"

"It's okay, Owen," Klent eased. "It… it wasn't you."

"But—but wasn't it exactly me?"

"Not the Owen I know."

"Klent…"

A consistent, easy breeze blew past them. The petals of his tail shivered in the gust. The tall grass blew all in one direction, making a watery, whishing noise throughout the thin forest.

But it was him, wasn't it? It was part of him. That horrible monster that was sealed away in his mind was as much Owen as the suppressed version talking now.

The Jumpluff turned away. "…As much as I say that I know you as someone else now, Owen… I don't like being around here very much. There aren't many good memories here. Very few…" He sighed. "I'll be returning, now. Owen, will you be fine on your own?"

"Y-yeah. I just want to… take a walk."

Klent nodded and evaporated into an aura ember. Owen walked down the path until the grass got shorter, away from the residual influence of the previous Grass Guardian. The Mystic side of him appreciated the scenery; the natural side of him preferred a hotter climate. He didn't know what his 'true' side felt about this place. Perhaps it didn't feel anything.

What was it like to feel nothing? Owen shivered. To lose all sense of self like that…

Once he was on a landscape with grass that only went up to the top of his claws, Owen felt the presence of someone powerful. The leaves on his body stiffened like fur and he slowed his pace. He could feel the anxieties of the spirits within him. Calm down, it's alright, Owen thought to them.

He knew who it was. So, he wasn't surprised when he saw an Espurr appear in front. He snorted and continued walking. He sensed no malice, but he also realized that it was going to be impossible to get anything out of her. As much as he wanted to have his questions answered, there was no point in talking.

There she was, the Hunter herself. What was her role in all this? Did she once command him? Did she want him back? He obviously wasn't going to follow that. The Charmeleon stared at her with half a mind to…

Owen didn't know what he wanted to do to her. There was a block in his thought process. Attack her? No. That didn't feel… right. But—she was a killer. She killed Cara and Forrest. She forced Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi to evolve. She made them get reset. He never got to talk to Forrest. But Cara was terrified. But she also seemed relieved. Was she like Zena?

Rim had her gaze on the ground. Owen walked right past her. And then she turned around. With his cursed Perception, he knew she did. He walked for a few minutes; the Espurr never made a move. Instead, whenever he got too far away, she vanished and reappeared behind him, following without moving a muscle.

Realizing she wouldn't stop this, he finally turned around. The Espurr still had her eyes on the ground. After a moment of quiet that was cut only by the wind, she took slow, hesitant steps toward him. Owen could tell that she was too nervous to speak—and his vague memories suggested that she wasn't much to talk in general.

Who was Rim? Owen's claws tapped against one another, fists clenching. Why did Owen feel so familiar with her? The memories were right there, but Star's block prevented them from emerging. If only he could rip it away. He had to know. Rim, who was she? Was she Owen's commander? What did she know about him? Why did she run?

Could she fix him?

Rim sat down. Owen watched her. The grass caressed her tiny legs and intertwined with her gray fur. The way she moved was delicate and deliberate. Her ears twitched when a breeze rustled the fur the wrong way.

He wondered if Rim missed him, or if he was just an asset to her that she was trying to get back. He really didn't know. But her heart beat in an odd way. Her breathing was slow. It had nothing akin to a body preparing for battle. If anything, her spirit to fight was nonexistent. Rim wouldn't be able to fight even if she tried; like Owen, she just wasn't in the mood.

Who was Eon? It was such a familiar name. He felt so close. Yet, those memories were perhaps the most locked away. Were they good memories, or bad ones? Any time he thought back, his stomach twisted itself in knot after knot. He just wanted it to be over. He just wanted to know. He envied Gahi, so nonchalant about his missing past. But knowing him, he was just putting on a brave face. It probably bothered Gahi, too. But what could he do about it? Nothing.

But Owen could. As a Mystic, he could fix this himself.

Rim focused on the ground; The grass cut away. The dirt rose up and swirled into a flat, brown plane. Then, little figures rose up on the ground, and a grid formed a square in the middle, with a figure taking up each square on the two bottom and top edges of the grid. Half of them on Owen's side, the other half on Rim's.

Owen blinked. Chess. Chess! The memory crashed through the block, but it was the only one. A specific memory. If only he could have pulled out a few more.

He had played it all the time—it was a game that Nevren knew, though where he learned it, he had no idea. He didn't know what half of the pieces were called anymore; he just knew what they could do by their shape. One of the pieces on Rim's side jiggled and floated up, moving two spaces toward Owen.

Was this what she wanted to do? A game? The petals on his tail swayed rhythmically and he sat down in front of her. The grass felt nice against his leafy scales. Perhaps the fields weren't so bad after all.

Owen intended to counter with the same move. He reached forward, but a barrier blocked his way. He let out a confused, reptilian chirp, looking at Rim. Those giant eyes stared wordlessly into his.

He retracted his hand and closed his eyes. He used his Mystic powers and slowly slid the pawn forward to mirror her move.

Rim smiled and made her next move.

Owen defeated Rim easily. He wasn't sure how many moves it took for him to beat her, but he made them so quickly that Rim felt pressured to match his speed. Her mistakes were devastating. Owen looked down at Rim with a little smirk, but Rim beamed with her big eyes.

It unnerved him. He could read bodies, but he couldn't read minds. All he could feel from Rim was a radiating, happy heartbeat, a satisfied puff of air from her tiny nose, the muscles of her face contorting into a rare, genuine smile.

It was contagious. For a moment, Owen stopped caring. A dumb smile crossed his scaly lips. And in that moment, his heart felt a little lighter, too.

Rim stood up; she walked around the board, toward Owen, and pushed at his side. Owen tilted his head; he scooted, but then Rim made a slightly more twisting motion, and Owen understood.

He spun until his tail faced the board. Rim sat back on the other side. Owen felt it again—that feeling of something moving. Rim made the same move as before. But he wasn't sure about any of the other pieces. He knew that they would be in their original positions, but he couldn't feel them yet. He had to focus… There. The pieces were all there, as were his. So, he focused on that one piece again and mirrored her move.

The game was slower, but it allowed Rim more time to think. She was harder to beat, but Owen soon knew the entire landscape of the board.

Even the wild Pokémon in the trees that were watching them. The plants that swayed with the wind. He sensed all of their movements. Even the hidden ones lounging in the bushes. The leaves loosening with the incoming autumn, starting their slow transition from green to red.

He had no idea he could expand himself like this, to feel the land as if it was his own body. Perception. Was this it? Was this what it felt like?

He never felt so… correct before. Was that the word? But this was his design. Wasn't this what Rim wanted? But he wasn't killing anybody. He wasn't fighting. He was playing a game. And everything around him felt… peaceful. Could mutants know peace?

The game was over before he knew it, and with a final, decisive thump of the piece, Rim's king was trapped in checkmate. Owen felt Rim's smile when she stood up.

Yet, by the time Owen had turned around to face her, she was gone.






36. Black Sparks


Chapter 33 – Black Sparks

Hot Spot Cave's training area—deeper inside, beyond the residential buildings, but not near the lava—was awash with water, warming in the natural heat. Four Pokémon fought in the middle. Two were exhausted, collapsed on the ground. The other two waited patiently for their opponents to rise.

"I thought this would be harder," Willow pouted.

"You have to remember," Zena said, "they're not Mystic. They may be mutants, but that's sealed away, still. I doubt they're taking this too seriously, either. We're just sparring. Maybe they don't want to hurt us or go too hard."

Demitri gurgled in a puddle of Zena's Hydro Pump. Mispy staggered to her feet, her leaf trembling.

"Well, at least we got Demitri to evolve," Willow said, eying the Fraxure and Bayleef.

Demitri finally stood up, panting. "That's… that's right! So we're… totally making progress," he said. "Right, Mispy?"

"I might faint…" Mispy wheezed.

"If that's the case, we should just take a break," Zena said. "We don't want to push you too hard anyway—not when it won't be easy to subdue you in case… well…"

"In case we evolve?" Demitri asked, keeping his voice even.

Mispy nodded. "But… it doesn't feel like we'll evolve yet."

"Yeah, the other times we evolved, it always sorta felt like there was this… pressure, or this heat, in our chest, you know? A power that wanted to get out—and I don't feel that yet. So, we can probably go for a little while longer and be fine!"

"Demitri," Zena said flatly, "you can barely stand."

"I—I'll figure it out!"

"Maybe let your head do some thinking instead of your muscles," Willow said. "Turn off that battle-mode instinct!"

"I don't think we can!" Demitri tittered, picking at his tusk. "But… but I guess we fought enough…"

"We didn't," Mispy sighed.

"Well, when will it be enough?" Zena asked.

Mispy wasn't sure how to answer the question.

"…Let's just rest," the Milotic said. All of this fighting didn't suit her, and it was uncanny how well they adapted to such brutal techniques.

She turned and slithered back to the main square. Willow hopped onto her back and climbed to the top of her head. Demitri and Mispy reluctantly followed.

Rhys, Amia, and Gahi appeared in the middle of the square. At first, Zena was relieved that they returned safely, but then panicked when they realized only three came back.

"W-where's Owen?!" Willow said. "You lost Owen! You idiots! H-how could you—"

"Owen's okay—he's okay!" Amia said. "He just… wanted to go for a walk! Take the scenic way back! I'm sure he's okay. It isn't even dark out yet, okay? He should be back by lunch! Maybe late lunch… I told him before sunset, but I don't see him taking that long."

"And you listened?" Zena hissed, half-expecting steam to billow off of her head.

Willow was sparkling with angry, pink energy. "He could be hurt by the Hunters alone! What kind of a mother are you?!"

"Th-that's not—! I didn't mean to—he's okay! H-he's…" Amia sniffed.

Rhys tutted and stepped forward. "Willow, there is no strategic advantage to the Hunters striking Owen. He's unstable, and if he evolves, it could mean the end for them. Owen isn't aligned with Star or Ba—Arceus, and I believe they want to take advantage of that." He crossed his arms. "To add, I do not believe the Hunters want to harm Owen to begin with."

"What, they want to convince Owen to work for them? Hah!" Willow snorted. "…Why did Owen want to go on his own?"

Gahi's wings buzzed to get their attention. "Eh, got a little moody when someone told him he's good at solvin' puzzles because that's in his nature, the way he was designed."

"Oh," Willow said. Her sparks simmered down, turning into a pink mist. "Well… I guess that's okay to be mad about."

Manny stepped closer, overhearing the discussion. "He's still having an identity crisis, eh?" he asked. "Bah, why can't he be simple-minded like these three?"

"Simple-minded?" Mispy growled.

"E-ehh, maybe like, yeh don't care as much?"

"That's better," Mispy said, shaking her leaf angrily. She eyed Demitri and softened her expression. "Is Owen… okay?"

Amia nodded, but there was some hesitance in her movements. "Well… I think he'll be a little moody for a while. He always got wrapped up in his thoughts. I mean, maybe that's part of how he was designed, but… that's how we know him, right? So, it can't be all bad. Besides, isn't everyone born a little designed?"

"I dunno," Gahi said dismissively. "Hey, so looks like yeh evolved! I bet I evolved first, though, heh."

"We got to training pretty soon after you left," Demitri said. "I think we evolved while you were still flying to the factory. Oh—and how'd that go?"

"Eh… I don't wanna talk about it." Gahi's fluttering slowed. "Maybe later."

"What, is everyone in a bad mood?" Willow said.

"It seems so," Zena said. She nodded solemnly. "And you're absolutely sure that Owen is okay?" she said.

Rhys nodded.

This still wasn't enough for her. She had half a mind to go out and find him, but she wasn't sure if the Hunters would feel the same way about her that they did about Owen. "Perhaps we can discuss this over dinner," she said. "Manny, you mentioned that you were preparing something for the mutants?"

"Eh, yeah! Great stuff fer a post-fight meal, y'know. Builds up muscle. Real great protein. I'm gonna go finish it up; I've got it on a low simmer righ' now. Aura burns real steadily if yeh got good control."

The Lucario left. Rhys seemed skeptical that Manny was capable of slow burns.

"Make a plate for Owen, too," Zena said. "Surely he'll return by lunchtime…"

"But he doesn't eat anymore," Gahi said.

"I think he'll appreciate it," Zena countered. "Okay?"

"Ehh, alright, alright…" Gahi looked at Manny, who nodded while hauling out a pot of stew.


Thankfully, Owen returned during lunch, entering the cave the old-fashioned way. He was a little disappointed that he didn't have to do the Hot Spot dance to open the path, but despite this, the Charmeleon had the smallest spring in his step.

Owen wondered how Deca was doing. Ever since he became a Charmeleon, he never got to see him. Then again, he hoped it would be a while. He couldn't imagine the jealousy Deca would feel if Owen evolved, but he didn't. He probably wouldn't want to know about how much of a freak he was for eating an Everstone, too, after all that talk about wanting to evolve.

Amia spotted Owen first and was simultaneously perplexed and relieved at his brighter mood. "Owen, you're back."

"Hey, Mom." He stood awkwardly in front of her, avoiding her eyes.

Amia waved her arm and summoned Alex, the aura swirling from a blue ember, to something that floated in the air, and then finally into a solid, Magmortar form. "Owen, we're sorry if—"

"No, no," Owen said. "That was stupid of me. I'm sorry I just flew off like that. I'm okay."

He smiled at both of them. Alex nervously bumped his cannons together.

Owen abruptly moved forward to Alex, wrapping his arms as well as he could around the Magmortar's huge frame. He turned his head to nod at Amia. "Thanks for dealing with me for all this time. For… how long has it been?"

"Oh, Owen…" Amia held her hand against the fin in her chest. "What's gotten into you?"

Owen laughed, pulling away from Alex, but his father refused to let him go. His arms crossed behind Owen and held him in place. Owen complied, rolling his eyes with a smile.

"Um—how's everyone doing?" Owen asked.

"Oh, just fine, Owen," Amia said. "Did you have a good flight home?"

"Yeah," Owen said.

"Rhys didn't have time to repair your bag, but I'll have it to you by tomorrow morning, okay?"

"Oh, yeah, uh—that's okay," he said. "Thanks."

"Oy, Owen!" Gahi called. "We made a plate fer ya!" He waved one of his tiny legs at him in midair. Gahi hadn't touched the ground in quite a while.

"F-for me?" Owen asked. "I don't eat!"

"Yeah, but I bet food still tastes good, eh? Zena insisted." Gahi said. "C'mon!"

"W-well, if you went through the trouble…"

Alex let Owen go, following him toward the square with Valle as the usual centerpiece. They walked over to the little picnic-like seating arrangement, seeing the one plate without someone next to it. Owen sat down between Gahi and Demitri, taking his first heaping spoonful. He smelled the smallest hint of Tamato Berry in the thick broth and had to swallow to keep the drool down.

Owen sensed something flying his way. He raised his free hand and caught a full Tamato from his right.

"Heh, Rhys told me yeh liked these," Manny said.

Owen beamed, squeezing the ultra-spicy juice straight into the bowl, unnerving everybody.

"So, how'd your trip go?" Gahi asked. "Anybody yeh see er anything? Y'took a while, unless yeh just wandered."

"Oh, I ran into Rim," Owen said, eating the pulp and husk of the squeezed berry.

Amia and the others flinched, but they'd already been prompted that this was a possibility.

"She, um… she was nice," Owen said tentatively. "We didn't talk much, but she barely talks, so that's not really any different. She played a game with me—chess, y'know what that is?"

"Huh… That sounds kinda familiar," Demitri said. "Gahi?"

"Yeah, I think you played that before," Gahi said, "when we were still with the Hunters. So, Rim just taught yeh how that game worked again?"

"It kinda came back to me," Owen said, mixing the spicy juice into the broth with a claw. "But then she did something a little weird. She made me turn around and play it without looking. But I still beat her… I had to use my Mystic power to move the pieces, but… yeah. I still won."

"Wow, you beat Rim without even looking?"

"At chess," Owen emphasized. "I just… felt where the pieces were, that's all."

"Yeah, but that's still pretty cool," Demitri said. "Is that part of your Mystic power?"

"Maybe? But… I feel like I had that sort of power before. It's familiar. So, I might've been able to do something like that before. Maybe without the telekinesis, though. I think she—" The memory hit him. "Th-that's right! She'd tie a Pecha Scarf or something else lying around. She'd tie it over my eyes so I couldn't see! I remember that…" Owen touched his chest. "Wow… we used to play that all the time."

Rhys eyed Owen nervously. "That was a long time ago, Owen. Don't think too fondly of those memories for now."

"Y-yeah," Owen looked off, deflating. "I know. She… she's still hunting us down, even if she wants to keep me around. I won't be going with her or anything. But, to be honest, I…" He trailed off. "…I feel a little better about me."

Zena perked up. "About yourself," she urged on.

Owen nodded. "Yeah. About who I'm supposed to be, and how I… kinda just am what I'm supposed to be. It's okay. Because… I like it. It's not bad. Like what Gahi said, y'know? And I can still choose the little things. Fighting who I am isn't gonna help, if it's just… ingrained. Like, you can't stop yourself from feeling happy, or mad, right? It's just… there."

"That's a good way to look at it," Amia allowed. "But you don't have to be defeated by that, either. After all, you're still meditating to keep your… battle-heart in check, right?"

"Yeah. So, I can control it. But my personality—being all… quick-thinking… I think I want to keep that. I'm choosing to keep that part of my design." The Charmeleon stood up. His bowl still wasn't eaten, but he had come to a decision.

"Uh, Owen?" Demitri, still seated, craned his neck.

Owen's body shifted from red to green. Then, he grew in size, followed by turning around to keep his face away from the others—it'd be rude otherwise. He tilted his head up and opened his mouth; the vine in his gut emerged, caressing the Everstone-Eviolite within. After grabbing it, he retracted the vine back into his gut and returned to his normal size and color. He turned around and placed the stone in his lap.

"Uhh—Owen," Amia added shakily, "didn't you promise to wait until tomorrow to do that?"

"It's tomorrow somewhere," Owen replied, digging into his stew. He tilted the whole bowl into his mouth, pausing only momentarily to savor the taste, and then set it on the ground. The Aspear material let out a hollow tok against the rocks.

Owen stood up and backed away. When he felt he had a safe enough distance from them, he tossed the stone to Rhys.

Enet's fur puffed up. "Owen?" she asked.

"It's okay," Owen said. "I'm… ready." He looked at Rhys, Zena, and Amia. "Get the Suppression Aura ready. Okay?"

He felt the heat swelling up rapidly. Wincing, he knew he wasn't going to contain it much longer—there was no suppressing this evolution. "Th-that's pretty strong…!"

He scanned the room—everyone that he knew. There was no way he'd forget them, and he wouldn't forget himself. He couldn't, not after all this. This was what his training was for. Owen closed his eyes and took a slow breath, held it, and let it out. "I'm okay," he said again. "I'm gonna evolve, alright?"

"Take it slow, Owen," Amia said. The entire square was silent. "If—if you can."

Owen nodded. His heart slammed against his chest, vision clouding over. Thoughts became muddled. Owen steadied his breathing—it was all he could do—and meditated. Peace, calm. Control.

Please… not again, Owen begged his own instincts.

He could sense Zena's hopeful eyes burning into him. Amia's hands were clasped together. Alex was doing everything he could to keep from exploding. Enet was hiding behind Valle with Willow. ADAM was mumbling calculations.

"You're just fine," Zena whispered.

The light enveloped him, black bolts crackling all over.


Rim appeared behind Nevren in his office. "Disappear, please," Nevren said.

Rim quickly vanished.

"A-Alakazam!" someone called.

"Hmm?" Nevren turned around to see a frantic-looking Golem. "Ah, yes. What's wrong?"

"W-we spotted something in Arachno Forest, more of those—those mutant Pokémon! But… they were behaving strangely. So—even stranger compared to how those things usually are."

"Strangely? In what way?" Nevren asked.

"They were… patrolling—they didn't look like they were going to fight at all. But—but they were definitely those strange Pokémon."

"I see. Thank you for the report. I'll be sure to send an Elite team there shortly. You are dismissed for the day."

"Y-yes. Um… and, Alakazam…? Where's Goodra Anam?"

"Ah, he's fine and performing another round of blessings. Not to worry. Perhaps I can see if he can make a public appearance tomorrow for morale, or an assembly." Nevren nodded. "In any case, thank you. You may go."

He left.

"…You may return, Rim."

The Espurr appeared. Her eyes were a bit brighter than usual.

"How are things, Rim? You have visited me again."

Rim nodded. "Owen…"

"Oh? I've been listening in on their little conversations. Owen is planning to evolve."

"He's… content."

"That's very good," Nevren said. "He might be ready now. I didn't quite expect that meeting with Brandon to go that way, but in the end, I suppose we've captured two Pidgey with one ball. Ah, hm. That's impossible. I suppose I shouldn't coin that saying." Nevren tapped his spoon on the table. "They learned of Poké Balls, and that was the primary goal." He nodded. "You didn't have to see him, though, Rim. Why did you do so now? He still doesn't trust you."

"He… plays chess well," Rim said.

Nevren returned to Rim a wry smile.

She giggled, but then disappeared.

"Ahh, Rim," Nevren sighed. "Well, whatever makes her happy, I suppose." He looked at the ceiling. "Such emotions are so perplexing." The ceiling was very clean, aside from a few splotches when Anam must have raised his arm a little too excitedly. Dried slime. "…What is taking Anam so long?" He stepped out of the office and into the main lobby of the Heart. He followed the colorful path to the room next door and gently pushed it open.

"Ah," Nevren said.

The supply room was filled with batches of seeds—most of them plain—all across the shelves. On another wall were plain scarves and simple berries. But what caught Nevren's eyes was the long, stick-like object in the middle of the room, next to a Goodra slumped over.

"Interesting," Nevren said aloud, approaching the stick. He picked it up, spinning it. "Are these not the Wands I've been designing?" He looked down at Anam, who was sleeping soundly. Nevren held the wand horizontally and squeezed tight, watching the operational end. Nothing emerged. Instead, a small blast of light shot out and evaporated from the opposite end. "Hm. It's shooting out the wrong end."

Nevren flipped the wand and held it properly, firing directly in front of him.

This time, it shot correctly, and therefore, right into Nevren's chest.

"Urf…" Nevren's eyes drooped instantly. "It fires… inconsistently. Must… make note… of…"

He collapsed next to Anam, snoring.


Black sparks flung off of Owen. Waves of power radiated from the center of the corrupted, evolutionary light. Amia and the ones closest to him had to step away. And then, finally, with a wave of heat, power, and sparkling pinpricks of black and white light, it all faded.

He had to remember.

He saw Amia's smiling face, leaning against Alex in the middle of their home. They were laughing at something. Owen asked what was wrong. "Your face, dear. Feel your cheek." There had been a bit of stew caught there. He always ate too quickly.

To Owen, it felt like he'd been standing for minutes. But he imagined that to the others, he was only there for a few short, tense seconds.

Zena's huge form emerged from her small pool just inside her new Hot Spot home. She was asking curiously about the book Owen had in his hands. Did they read together before? How often? Zena was always so shy. She often refused to speak up, wanting to just slink into the pool and go unnoticed. He wanted to know more, but a new memory took its place.

Owen knew that Zena was a recent addition to his life, yet with how scrambled his memories were, it didn't really matter. She was the first Guardian he'd rescued. He wouldn't have it any other way.

With his lower half numb, he only heard the pummeling from Demitri against Aerodactyl. That overwhelming sense of relief combined with the overwhelming pain of all his wounds nearly made Owen dizzy.

Team Alloy… he lost so many memories of them. So many important memories. He wasn't as close to them, even now, as he had been so long ago.

"Owen… will we ever see you again?" Demitri asked, sniffling.

"Don't go," Mispy begged.

"I… I have to," Owen said. "We can't stay together. If we all evolved together, and then…"

"It ain't fair!" Gahi stomped his tiny, Trapinch foot on the ground. "I'll… I'm comin' with you!"

"Gahi… I have to go alone. If I evolved with any of you, it'd be… Rhys can handle you three. But not me. Not if—"

"I don't care! We… this is all stupid!" Gahi sniffed. "This is… all…!"

"We don't even know what'll really happen. What if Rhys is lying?" Demitri said.

"We'll be fine," Mispy said.

"You will be," Owen said. "That's why I'm… going with Amia. She's gonna be my 'mom' now. It's better this way. I'm… sorry."

"Are you ready?" Rhys asked.

Owen looked back. "I'm ready."

"Wait!" Demitri said. "Will… will we ever see you again?! Owen, c'mon, we gotta at least visit!"

"We won't remember each other," Owen said, voice caught in his throat. "It won't matter."

"Then… then I'm gonna evolve until we can again," Demitri said.

"Good!" Owen laughed, but by now his face was screwed up in a horrible, ugly wince. "I'll d-do the same thing!"

Owen couldn't look away from this memory, yet he was relieved when it finally faded, overtaken by another.

Owen held back his tears. Not in front of the others.

A Charmander stood before him, teary eyed and laughing. Everything hurt. He felt waterlogged. "They're so proud of you, Owen," he said. And a confused, thrilled heat swelled in his chest.

Owen hoped he could see Deca again.

Now the ground was below him. Claws outstretched, he plunged them into a Feraligatr. He taunted him. "Ha HA! Is that all you are capable—" But then he slashed through his body, and the Feraligatr dissolved. He kept chasing after the spirit, even in its ember form, ineffectual as it was.

How amazing was that fight? To finally sink his claws into something, to finally feel his attacks connect with their full power. The euphoria that overtook him when he got that first punch to his gut, or spewed hot flames toward his enemies. To truly exert himself, to not hold back and seal his true power away!

No. Stop. Control. Breathe. He was Owen. His name was Owen, son of Gardevoir Amia and Magmortar Alex. Friend, not killer, of Guardians.

Breathe. Slow.

"Owen… stop," Amia's pleading face glowed in the darkness of Manny's old abode. "It's okay. It's over. Please…"

"Fight it, Owen!" Willow said. "You c-can do it! S-stop looking like that!"

"Fight it…" Owen mumbled aloud.

Everybody was watching him with bated breath. He could feel their tension. In fact, he even felt his own.

The new Pokémon beat his wings and the lights flew across the entire town square, bumping into the walls, fading, dissipating. Rhys held up an aura barrier to keep the blackness from hitting the rest of Team Alloy. In his other paw, a sphere of white Suppression Aura flickered.

Owen opened his eyes. He looked very much like a normal Charizard. He had orange scales and a beige front, a flame at the end of his tail, wings, and two horns on the back of his head. However, he was slimmer, and his wings were larger. His horns were sharper, and they were just barely hooked upward behind his head. He was built for evasion in the air and on the ground. Owen remembered that, now. But his memories were still sealed, gradually leaking through.

He blinked a few times. It felt like his vision was twice as powerful as it was before. It was like he could see every tiny detail ahead of him. And if he focused, it felt like he could sense everything beside him, and behind him, too. And above, and below. He felt like a Claydol. Eyes on all sides—though, not literally, he hoped. With a brief worry, he felt the sides of his head. No eyes. Good.

He breathed slowly; he felt that inner need to battle again. But he suppressed it, and he kept himself composed. It never went away… but maybe he could get used to it.

"Hey… guys," he said, startled at his new voice. Deeper. That was going to take some time to get used to. Based on the startled looks from everyone else, he wasn't the only one. "W-wow… Everyone looks a lot smaller now that I've evolved. H-heh…" He scratched the back of his head, taking a moment to feel the two horns behind him. So new, yet so familiar. "Wow," Owen said again, looking at his claws, squeezing his hands.

"Are you… okay?" Amia asked, but Zena was already beaming.

"You're… big!" Enet said, staring up. "Really big!"

"Y-yeah," Owen said. "Thanks! I guess I'm not too small after all, huh?"

"Yeah!"

"So… so you aren't gonna kill us?" Willow asked.

"W-was I really like that?" Owen said.

"Not really, but… you know…" Willow hesitated, glancing at Manny.

Aside from Zena, everyone had a sort of cautious optimism at seeing Owen, fully evolved, behave like a normal Pokémon. Owen figured that they were just trying not to startle him, and while he appreciated the thought, he was hoping for at least a few cheers, or perhaps buzzing fanfare from ADAM's strange body.

"Nah, yeh were just scary good at fighting," Manny said. "Good job at all that! Hey, how 'bout we break the new body in, eh? Let's have a rematch!"

"Y-you? I—I don't know if I should," Owen said. "I could barely stand up against Azu, and isn't he your weakest?"

"Only by a li'l bit," Manny said. "I dwarf 'em all anyway. So yeh wanna go? One on one?"

"W-well…!" Owen looked pleadingly at Amia and Rhys.

Rhys sighed. "Very well. But if you feel yourself slipping, request to stop. Manny, you will respect that. Better we test Owen now than in a real battle."

"I will," Manny said, knocking a claw against his chest-spike. "Lucario's Honor, eh?"

"Hm."

Manny led the way to the training area; Owen marveled at how much smaller it seemed now that he was so much taller. "I'm still not used to it," he said. "I don't think I was ever this size before in these caves!"

"Are yer memories comin' back yet?"

"A little," Owen said. "But… I don't want to think back to them yet. I just want to enjoy being like this for a while before I, um, reflect."

Zena slithered up close to Owen on his right side, sizing him up, eyes following every part of him. At this size, they weren't very awkward in comparison anymore. She was still larger, but not by much.

"How do I look?" Owen asked.

Zena flinched, turning away. "It… suits you. You look like a real dragon, now."

Owen blushed. "A-aw, well, I'm still just a Fire-Flying. But thanks. Maybe I can practice flying with actual wings next."

Gahi watched Owen walk, flying next to him with an envious growl. "I'm gonna evolve next," he said. "Then we're gonna fight. And then I'll beat you. Then I'll win!"

Owen laughed. "You know, sure," he said. "A little sparring match after you evolve. It's a deal." He winked at him. "But you'll have to evolve first."

"Yer on," Gahi hissed challengingly. Despite his tone, he smiled as well as a Vibrava could. Mispy rolled her eyes; Demitri just sighed. Gahi would never change, but Owen preferred that.

They stopped when they entered the sparring area again. The water from Demitri and Mispy training against Zena and Willow had evaporated, leaving the caves feeling a bit humid.

Manny spun on his feet. "Okay, y'ready?"

"I am."

Manny went into his usual battle stance. Owen did the same. If one thing came back to him, it was his memories of battle. He closed his eyes and cleared his head of any interfering thoughts, then crouched down. His throat felt hot. His wings felt tingly, especially near the membrane. Why? He twitched them tentatively, seeing little embers forming along the membrane. He remembered.

Owen could sense Manny's nervousness. The Lucario was giving a front of bravado, but Owen smelled that tinge of fear on him and the over-tense muscles of his arms and legs. Why would Manny volunteer to fight him, then? Perhaps he was trying to train him like he trained the other mutant Pokémon within his Orb.

The Lucario shifted his feet and opened with a blurry dash forward. The sudden, rapid movement wasn't overwhelming anymore. Instead, Owen made a minute, calculated jump back, and then a second one. Manny continued anyway, aiming to ram into Owen with his momentum. He was interrupted by a fiery explosion beneath him. The Fire Trap was planted without Owen even stomping his foot.

"Bah—wh-y'think that's enough ter get m—"

Owen spewed a gout of fire toward Manny right when the Trap fell. Manny roared and launched an all-out attack in close quarters, desperate to at least land some sort of blow to shake Owen's composure, but all Owen had to do was close his wings, creating a golden Protect barrier. Through a gap between his wings, Owen stared at Manny's surprised expression. He wondered why. It was genuine—he sensed that much. Manny fought mutants like him before—but then again… this was the first time he fought one with this much latent experience.

The Lucario jumped away. "Heh… okay, okay…" Manny said, shaking his head. "So yeh got some skills after all… Well, lookit that. And if that's just you on yer own…"

"Are we done fighting?" Owen asked, going into a neutral stance.

Manny vanished from view for a split-second. Owen flinched and jumped forward, narrowly dodging an attack from the rear.

"Bah, yer too good fer a sneak attack," Manny said, shrugging. "Guess I'll just have ter do something that won't miss." He aimed an Aura Sphere at Owen and fired. Owen cloaked himself in his wings for a second time, blocking it, but it didn't work the second time. The next Aura Sphere hit him square in the chest.

Owen grunted and stumbled back. Even if he was good at dodging like Gahi, he felt just as fragile—and Manny was no lightweight. He'd only be able to take a few more of those hits.

"If Fire Trap is yer signature, then I just won't move!" Manny announced, and then planted his feet down, moving only his paws to aim at Owen.

"Ngh—!" Owen knew that he was right. If Manny didn't move, he wouldn't be able to activate any of his traps. He'd have to force a movement out of him. Owen knew just the way to do it. Concentrated, white, whirling gusts of wind swirled around his claws. When Manny fired his first Aura Sphere, Owen countered with a slash to the wind, a thin, whistling stream of white energy. The resulting strike, an Air Slash, countered the Aura Sphere. The explosion obscured Manny's view just long enough for Owen to get near Manny; all he had to do was get close. Then, he jumped around and away from Manny and launched a second Air Slash while he was confused.

"What—"

The Air Slash exploded prematurely, right in front of Manny. The concentrated wind made a shockwave that knocked the Lucario off his feet. He flew through the air and looked down. "Bah—ain't gonna work!" He fired another sphere at the ground; the Fire Trap triggered and erupted in smoke and embers, sending rocks in all directions. Owen used his wings to block the aftermath, but Manny landed right where the explosion happened. None of the other traps ignited.

Owen cursed. "Well if you're gonna do that, then—" He fired another Air Slash, but Manny knew his game. He launched an Aura Sphere in return and then hopped in the air. He stepped on the Fire Trap, but then, with the power of Extreme Speed, outran the very ignition delay of the traps. It was like he'd disappeared where he'd stood. Before Owen had time to react, Manny was in front of him, too fast for Owen to use Protect this time. The blow was powerful, but not decisive; the Charizard grunted and stumbled away, clutching his chest. Manny held his paw up, aiming an Aura Sphere directly at Owen's head.

The Charizard panted, glaring at the sphere. His senses waned—his vision was focused entirely on Manny. He wasn't sure if this was just working with the heat of battle or losing himself to it. He had a lot of fight left in him—and he wanted to keep going. He saw an easy counter to stop Manny from launching an attack—at least, he thought he did. No. If he moved, Manny would just fire. If only he could rip into him. Air Slash did wonders. He wanted to see him on the ground. His mind ached for this fight.

No. Stop. Breathe.

He also didn't want to become a Charmander again. Strategizing for something beyond the battle itself, he knew he had to surrender. He bowed his head and let his wings drop. Manny smirked, and the Sphere vanished. He leaned over and helped Owen up.

"Well, lookit you," Manny said. "You actually stopped yerself."

"Ugh, I think you broke something," Owen mumbled, wincing at the pain near his core.

"Heh, maybe I overdid it a li'l," he said. "We'll get yeh a nice Oran Berry and it'll heal yeh up right away. Maybe have Mispy take a look, too."

"Yeah."

But Owen, despite his loss, knew that he was still relearning his old abilities. More importantly, he knew something else—that he was put in peril… and didn't lose control. He knew to hold back. His heart rate normalized; his easy breathing calmed his aura. The flame at the tip of his tail flared up with confidence. He was in control. This body was his.

A passing thought about Rim flashed in Owen's mind. If it wasn't for her, Owen knew he'd still be a Charmeleon, brooding about his origin. He'd be too afraid of being out of control of his own design. Now, he was ready to take full advantage of it.






37. Rest and Recovery


Chapter 34 – Rest and Recovery

With the confirmation that Owen was stable in his fully evolved form, Amia was more than happy to take him to Kilo Village with Rhys and Zena to find some supplies to repair his bag. Anam, missing the warmth of the sun and the outdoors that the headquarters simply could not provide, tagged along with them with the intention of returning home. He heard that some of the Pokémon were wondering how he and James were doing, anyway.

At first, Owen was worried that his strange appearance might make the Kilo Villagers worried. After all, compared to a normal Charizard, his proportions were different—not to mention the pointed horns. But Amia assured him that it was fine.

"We'll just say you're a southern Charizard," Amia said. "If a Vulpix can be icy and we pass it off as southern, there's no way they'll look twice if we say you're from the south. Annexation was only a few decades ago, so I think we can afford that explanation."

"And you're with me!" Anam said. "They'll know you're safe."

They appeared in the central Waypoint in a flash of light. They stepped off the central, colorful, gemlike-encrusted platform; Owen marveled at how properly sized everything was now that he was as tall as most of the others. "Wow," he said. "I kinda feel like I fit in with the other Hearts, now. Everything's at the right size."

"Your size is much more fitting, now, Owen," Zena commented. "I can almost talk to you at eye level, now." Though, not quite. She still had to look down from her normal stance.

"That's good," Rhys said. "This is technically the first time you've ever come to Kilo Village in this form. We were very careful to make sure you didn't before."

"Yeah, I don't have any memories coming back about here now that I'm a Charizard," he said. "So that's good—I didn't accidentally, you know…"

"I will get the supplies for your bag, Owen," Rhys said, and Owen was grateful for the change of topic. "Why don't you and the others follow Anam to the Association to catch up with Nevren?"

"Oh, that's a great idea! You know, Rhys, what if we gave Owen's old Everstone to the rest of Team Alloy? That should prevent them from evolving. They can go on a little Mission together! Maybe with you as an escort? Or me." Amia looked down at Owen, smiling.

"Or me," Zena spoke up. "I wouldn't mind, now that I also know the Suppression Aura if it's needed."

"You know, I haven't gone on a normal mission in a while," Owen said. "Feels like forever! Oh, but it's already starting to get a little late in the afternoon…"

"It could always be a quick one," Amia offered. "But we do need to make sure they don't evolve near you. Not yet. So, if you do go, make sure they keep that Everstone near them."

"…What do you mean, not yet?" Owen asked. "I thought I was over it. Isn't it okay now? I can help calm them down if they aren't ready!"

"No, that's… that's not it," Amia said. "There's still something we need to be careful about, Owen. Don't you remember?"

"Remember? No, I'm… I mean, I'm still kinda remembering stuff." He tittered, nervous. "I didn't take the time to think back yet. But it feels like… there's still stuff missing. So, I think it's still coming back to me."

"Hmm…" Amia bit at the inside of her cheek. "Well… if they ever evolve in front of you—don't get too close to them, okay?"

Owen hummed uncertainly. "Don't get… too close. Okay." Perhaps the black sparks that erupted from them could set him off. He still had to be careful about stressful situations, now that he thought about it. He had to meditate often. Even now, he felt the itch for battle. He hoped that would go away soon.

The Charizard nodded, but then caught a few glances directed at him. In fact, he was catching a lot of things lately; his Perceive was stronger than ever. Every detail, inside and out, was starting to feel distracting in each and every building. Ten, twenty paces away? It was overwhelming, but he tuned it out with hidden, practiced ease. This was just how things were, now.

Thank goodness he lived away from Kilo Village. He'd never get sleep like this.

"Hey, look at you!" said a Golem that seemed vaguely familiar. Perhaps they had run into each other before his last reset. "Did you evolve? I never saw a Charizard before!"

"I have," commented a nearby Noivern, "but you look more… slim! It's interesting! Are you from a different part of the region? Maybe the south? I heard the Pokémon can be pretty different down there."

"Yeah! I am! Must be why I look so different, ha… Southern, yeah." Owen sighed. He passed as foreign. That was as much as he could hope for, he supposed. But then again, foreign wasn't very far; as far as he knew, this was the only landmass in the whole world, beyond Zero Isle and that factory.

Suddenly, Owen spotted a few kids running over.

"Goodra Anam! You're back!" said a little Pachirisu.

"Goodra, Goodra!" called a little Salandit riding atop a Salazzle's head.

"Heart of Hearts Goodra—you're…" Salazzle blinked. Owen recognized her—based on the lack of a scar—as Sugar. "What happened? Where have you been?"

"It's okay!" Anam said. "I was on a big, big mission! But I'm back now, and it's okay! I've been doing blessings and stuff, too! But I was all holed up in the office during that, so I guess I never walked in the sun for a while…"

"Were you, you know, successful?"

"I'm still doing it! But I had some time to come back, since we're still looking around. Did Nevren tell you all about the artifacts we're trying to gather?"

"Y-yes! In fact, my sister has been looking far and wide when missions are slow…" Sugar tilted her head so the Salandit on top didn't fall during his shuffling. "But they're running out of safe places to search."

"Nearly lost my wing," Noivern mumbled, looking away.

"Then they must be in the dangerous ones!" Anam said. "Don't worry. We can handle those. But first, I need to see Nevren! Is he in my room?"

"He should be. A-and it's good to see you again, Goodra!" Sugar gave a little nod. She looked up at the Salandit. "Come, Saffron. Let's go home."

"Thanks!" Anam giggled and waved. Then, he climbed the stairs and headed into the Heart Headquarters. Owen was careful to not slip on the slime on his way in.

"Wow, it's a little cramped in here, isn't it?" Owen said.

"Oh, it's not so bad," Amia dismissed. "I think you're just too used to being so cute and small!"

"M-Mom…"

"Ohh, I'm sorry, dear. I couldn't resist. But it's so new to stand next to you and be shorter! Alex is so proud, dear. He wanted me to let you know."

"Right…" Owen sighed. "Well, let's just see what Nevren found for us. And I want to know if he knew that I could evolve and handle it or not."

"He's a bit difficult to read, dear. Don't forget that he's an Alakazam—I feel like he'll only really let you to know the truth if he wants you to."

"Comforting." Owen snorted. "But I think my Perceive and stuff will make that a little hard for him."

"If I sense he is trying to deceive you," Zena said lowly, "I will be sure he stays hydrated."

They entered the office Nevren was looking over some of the newer reports that came in. He didn't even know who it was that visited this time. "Ah, more information? If you have a report, please leave it on the desk."

"It's me, Nevren!" Anam said. "Oh, and Owen! Look!"

Nevren finally raised his head. His eyes lifted. "Owen! You evolved!" he stepped away from the table, disappeared, and reappeared on the other side in a flash of Teleport. "My goodness, when did that happen?"

"Just today," Owen said proudly, hands on his hips. "I've been feeling pretty good about it, if you ask me. A whole day earlier! Not even sunset."

"Well, not sunset here," said Amia. "It's probably already quite late at Hot Spot Cave, and we just can't tell since it's underground."

"Oh, yeah," Owen nodded. "It's crazy what a little warping around can do to time."

"Well, the position of the sun," Nevren said. "After all, if you move fast enough, you can outpace the time of day by the sun's position. Or you could cut the day's length in half. The planet isn't very large, unfortunately."

"Unfortunately?" Amia repeated. "What an odd word, Nevren. I think the planet is just fine!"

"Well, it's a bit on the small side, wouldn't you think?" Nevren said. "The living population can't be more than a few million."

"That's—a very big number, Nevren! Honestly!" she giggled. "Such grand statements. The stars are too far away to think of other worlds."

"Indeed, they are." Nevren grinned. "Well! Owen, how are you enjoying your new body?"

"I love it," Owen said. "I feel like I'm finally in the right scales. And the wings are really cool, too." He flapped them lightly, careful not to blow at the many reports on the table. "But, about that…" He tried to keep the drop of his wings subtle, but his dim flame gave his feelings away. "Nevren, why did you… give me that stone?"

"The stone?" Nevren said. "Ahh… I imagine you figured it out by now—that I gave it to you because I was afraid the Suppression Aura wouldn't be enough to contain you if you went berserk."

"The—oh, right." He glanced at Zena, then his mother.

"And the others, as they learn how to duplicate it," Nevren said. "You understand. In case Demitri, Mispy, or Gahi lose themselves on their next evolution."

"O-oh…" He reconsidered his planned questions, the wind stolen from his wings. "So… you were just making sure that…"

Nevren sighed, intertwining his fingers as he Teleported back to his desk in a sitting position. Several reports shuffled in front of him, which he filled out while only making passing glances

"There were three options," he stated. "The first option was to continue your evolving over and over until you were finally stable enough to not reset. We have done that for a long time. You weren't dangerous if we knew how to contain you. The second option would be what I did—keep your evolution suppressed outright, in case you became too powerful or too risky to put in your final form, even for a moment. With your Mystic powers, you were starting to resist the memory-loss effects of the Suppression Aura. If you went berserk, there was no telling whether you would be able to revert back. Then, we would have an Owen that was irreparably… damaged. So, we suppressed your aura until we were certain that you were stable enough to handle it."

"I guess… hm," Owen said. "Guess it's a good thing I was stable, huh?"

"I could sense it," Amia said, placing a hand on his shoulder—she had to reach up, now, and far. "Rhys could, too. The way your aura feels now, compared to the other times, is… different. You're… stable. But—don't push yourself too hard, okay? We still need to be careful."

"Perhaps think about me or the others if you need to calm down," Zena offered.

"I know," Owen said. "I'll even have my Mystic power help a little, right? Nevren?"

"Hmm, in theory, that could very well work," he said. "Mystic power could calm the…" Nevren paused, considering this. "Hm, actually—would you mind if I wrote some notes down? Thank you for the visit, I appreciate it. But I need to consider a few things. Ah—and there's a sighting in the Frozen Oceanside to the north. Undoubtedly Ice. Perhaps prepare a team tomorrow?"

"O-oh! Okay!" Amia said. "Thanks? And, er, good luck with the notes?"

Owen nodded. "Um, Nevren?" he said. "What was option three?"

"Hm? Three? Ah, yes—well, if we couldn't suppress you, and you were berserk, we'd have to kill you."

Zena tensed, and while Owen was still unfamiliar with her body type, he had a feeling she was only a few steps away from striking. He couldn't blame her; Zena wasn't familiar with how matter-of-fact Nevren was about… everything.

"O-oh, that's… that's good." Owen tried to stay calm for Zena's sake. "Well, um, thanks for the info."

"Yes, I shall report to you my findings sometime tomorrow. Thank you." He was already face-deep in his notes.

Owen slowly stepped out, hesitant to even make a sound. Amia gently reached up to hold his shoulder. He glanced back and tittered once they were outside. "I—guess I can't blame him. He's very… straightforward, and…"

"Utilitarian, perhaps." Amia raised her shoulders in a casual, forced shrug. "A little too much. But that's Nevren for you."

"Perhaps he should be the Ice Guardian," Zena mumbled.

Anam nodded. "I wouldn't let him, though. I'd just… um… let you live in my Orb, or something! Like what Manny did! Except, um… maybe I'd find a way to not kill you when I did that. I think there's a way. Umm…"

Owen decided to show Anam mercy. "At least I'm past that," he said. "Glad I waited to evolve."

"We should take a look at that Ice area, huh? I guess that's one little disadvantage to evolving," Owen said. "Now that I'm part Flying, I don't have a total advantage against it. But hey, Fire, right?"

"Frozen Oceanside has a lot of Water Pokémon as well, Owen," Amia said. "I think you should stay back for this one. No matter what form you take—your normal self or Grass—you won't be in a good position. Why don't you let us handle this one?"

Owen frowned. "Well—I mean, I guess so."

"Don't you worry," Amia said. "I think we'll have a great team! Well, I might stay behind, too. After our encounter with Brandon, maybe bringing the Fire Guardian to the Ice Guardian would give the wrong impression."

"Are we sure it's the Ice Guardian, though?" Owen said. "I mean, the Guardian could be throwing us off. What if it's actually the Dark Guardian or something? Willow's the Fairy Guardian but she lived in a field like where Klent lived. And Anam's the Ghost Guardian but he lives in town! Well, lived. Now he's with us. So…"

"I don't like Ice," Anam said. "It makes my goo all crackly and hard."

"But as the Ghost Guardian, surely you would be able to handle that," Rhys said.

Anam shook his head. "I think the others will be okay, right? I'll… um… I'll go on a scouting mission! Yeah. To one of the more dangerous places, like… um… oh! How about Dark Mist Swamp?"

"That's… a very bad idea," Rhys said. "Dark Mist Swamp has a poison so potent that not even Steel Types like myself can last in it."

"Yeah, but did we ever bring a Mystic close enough to feel if one of us live there? We should try!"

"Oh, maybe I can—" Owen caught Amia's look. "M-maybe I'll… just… go on a mission today and train with the others at home tomorrow, or something."

"That's better," Amia said, squeezing Owen's shoulder.

With that, they gathered supplies for Owen's bag—and stopped by Sugar 'n Spice for some treats—and returned home. Anam ended up coming with them back to Hot Spot, saying that Nevren let him take a break from all the paperwork. The others assumed this meant giving Nevren a break from having Anam near paperwork.

Owen was slightly disappointed that he hadn't run into Deca along the way.


"Hey, um, Zena?" Willow said from atop Owen's head, seated right between his eyes.

"Hmm? Yes?" The Milotic asked, looking at the water deeper in the cave. She had come across it during one of her morning strolls in the caverns and had visited there every day since. It was warm, but still far enough from the magma that it was only like a nice bath, rather than something for cooking.

"Tell me more about that friend. Because I keep forgetting who it is. Anam reminded you?"

"Friend?" Owen asked. "I think I forgot about that, too."

"I'm still really upset that I didn't remember her until now," Zena said, huffing. "How could I? She was wonderful, and I forgot in my isolation, I'm sure. But now that I'm training, maybe my head is starting to clear up." She breathed slowly. "She was a Lugia. Her name was Emily. She was so strong… Now that I think about it, she had a lot of Mystic properties to her. Maybe she was, but I can't remember it clearly. Then again, the Legends are supposed to be gods, in a sense, aren't they?

"But it couldn't have been Water… I remember I had it while she was still around. Maybe she still is alive…! Because, well…" She trailed off. "I haven't seen her in my spirit world. Surely she'd visit."

Owen dipped his claws into the warm water. It didn't quite appeal to him in either of his forms. Too warm for his Grassy self, too wet for his Fiery self. "How come Anam reminded you of her?"

"I'm… not sure. I don't remember," Zena said. "I just need to clear my head more, I suppose. Maybe it was her personality. But Emily… I want to meet her again. I think I know where I can find her, if you'd like to come with me. And… hmm… I don't really know who else."

"Where would she be?"

"The ocean," Zena said.

"…Okay…" Willow said. "And where in the ocean?"

"Anywhere," Zena replied like it was obvious. "She'd know where you are. She always did… Yes, I remember now—she used to rescue Pokémon that were stranded in the ocean all the time! That was her… I suppose her talent. She was a healer, like Mispy."

"And if she knew where everyone was, maybe she had some sort of Perception like I did," Owen said, feeling a rare sense of kinship. "Wait, does that mean she was a mutant?"

"No, I don't think so," Zena said. "Oh—we just have to meet her." The Milotic seemed excited, now. "Tomorrow. Let's go to the beach tomorrow and find her!"

Owen grinned. "That sounds like a great idea!" Aside from the water.

"Okay!" Willow said.

"Owen?" someone called from behind.

He looked back and saw a Decidueye. "Oh, James!" Owen said. It had been so long, he nearly forgot about him. Between Anam being at the Heart Headquarters so often and keeping his spirits withdrawn, he hadn't seen James in days. "How're you doing?"

"Quite well," James replied dutifully. "I was sent here to deliver a message: Mispy orders you to take them on a mission."

"She orders me?" Owen asked.

"As the leader of Team Alloy, she said," James clarified.

Owen's tail flared up. "I thought I was the leader now, or something."

"She takes it back."

Zena giggled. "I thought Gahi would be the one most upset about you evolving first. I guess Mispy had it bottled up inside. You should really be careful, Owen."

"I have, like, all the type advantages over her, now!" Owen protested.

"You're free to dispute it," James replied. "I am only relaying the message."

Owen huffed. "Okay, okay," he said. "Zena, do, uh, d'you want to come as our Suppressor, just in case? Five is a little unwieldy for a mission, but it should be okay. I mean, who's gonna reprimand us, right? Anam knows why."

Zena nodded. "I'd love to, Owen."


"It's kinda weird that they actually let us go," Owen said, walking through Kilo Village under the late-noon sun. "But we made a promise that you wouldn't evolve, so we're going to take on a not-so-dangerous mission, alright? And make sure you stay close to that bag."

"Right," Demitri said. "And we're safe from Rim, right?"

"If she doesn't want to bother you, Owen," Zena said, "then hopefully that will continue to be the case…"

"Mnn, I'm not so sure about that." Owen crossed his arms. "But at least now I'll be able to sense her way before she tries to attack!" He grinned, showing his teeth.

Zena flinched, and at first Owen wasn't sure why.

"Are you okay?" Owen asked.

"Oh—yes, I'm fine."

"Oh, okay. Sorry," Owen said. "I'm still trying to get used to reading your kind of body language. I thought you were about to attack me or something!"

"Oh, not at all!" Zena said, but it was too quick.

Owen realized that Zena might have been wondering the same of him. Shaking that fear of mutants… Owen wondered if she'd be able to. And he couldn't blame her if she didn't.

"I was just surprised at how sharp your teeth looked," Zena added, perhaps to fill the silence of the afternoon road.

"Sharp?" Owen ran his tongue along a few of them. "I guess they're a little sharp."

Gahi hovered on Demitri's left, with Mispy on his right. Owen's eyes lingered on the three. This was the first time that they would be going on a mission together as a full Team Alloy, including knowledge of what they used to be. 'Team Alloy' wasn't complete, but it was close.

His heart fluttered—he barely knew them, at least with his current memories, yet it felt like he was catching up with old friends.

The pang of frustration he felt about those sealed memories was stifled when he spotted many other Hearts walking in and out of the main building. Owen wobbled where he stood, watching all of the bodies moving at once. Mispy jabbed at his back to snap to attention.

"You okay?" Mispy asked, the first to enter the headquarters.

"Yeah—sorry," he said. "Got distracted."

"Hey, look," Demitri said. "Isn't that the scarred Salazzle you were talking about? Spice?"

Indeed, it was. Spice was looking at the board, checking the notices with a Delphox standing next to her.

"Oh, goodness," Zena said, quickly averting her eyes.

"Yeah, it looks pretty nasty," Owen said. "But I heard that it doesn't actually hurt. It just looks really bad."

When Spice turned around, it was unmistakable. He winced at the sight of the scar.

Spice scoffed at him. "Like what you see?"

"Um—yes! No! Wait—no! I mean—it's okay," Owen said.

Demitri gave a polite bow. "Sorry. Owen knows you from your chocolate store."

"Owen?" Spice looked at him, but then elbowed the Delphox, eyes wide. "Leo, look. That's the Charmand—well, Charizard I was talking about. The one from the mission." She tapped her chest. "Holy Mew! Congratulations on evolving, little guy!"

Not little. "Thanks!" Owen said, grinning. "We're actually looking for a mission. Are, uh… huh. Slim pickings…" Or rather, no pickings. The board was devoid of missions. It happened from time to time, according to what Demitri had told Owen before, but it was always a disappointment. Then again, they were pretty late on grabbing them this time.

"Yeah, bit of a slow day, unfortunately," Leo said. "I was thinking about just taking the day off to—"

There was still a mission on the board, just behind Leo. Owen was surprised that he was able to discern the ink on the paper without looking at it.

"Oh, don't bother with that one," Leo said. "It's haunted."

"Oh, stuff it," Spice said, shaking her head. "Hey, do you want to take this one?" she asked. "Leo's too much of a wimp to take it on."

"Excuse me, I am not a wimp. I'll have you know, as Team Alight's leader, I'm the least wimpy of—Yowch!"

Spice whipped Leo on his backside with her tail.

"Here, Charizard," Spice said, passing the mission posting.

Outlaw Aerodactyl recovery mission – research task – Void Forest.

"Research task?" Owen mumbled. "Wait, Aerodactyl…" Familiar. That species was incredibly familiar. But he couldn't place why. He knew he'd be standing for the whole day if he didn't move on. He continued to read.

Summer, moon 3, day 28. Outlaw Aerodactyl escaped custody and fled to Void Chasm, but then redirected to Void Forest, followed by relocating southwest to the Abyssal Borderlands. Follow his path and search for any signs of him, and arrest if possible. Otherwise, return after a thorough search. As per protocol, do not approach the Chasm of the Void. Do not enter the Abyss. Do not interact with southern anomalies. Do not touch dark clouds.

All the same, typical warnings for any mission to the southern area of Kilo. Owen considered it almost a routine disclaimer. "Sure, we'll take it on."

"Well, you heard them." Leo sighed. "My hands are tied."

Owen appreciated Leo's generosity. "Alright, I guess we'll get going!" he said. "You guys ready?"

"A simple recovery mission doesn't sound too bad. This Aerodactyl… won't be trouble, will he?"

"He won't be around," Spice said with a snort. "That mission statement is too hopeful. He's long gone and fled someplace else, but maybe we can find a sign or two of what he took."

"Okay, got it." If that was the case, it was the perfect mission. Carefully pulling it off, he pulled out his bag and jotted down the request notes before placing it in the nearby 'taken' pile. Zena watched, fascinated, and asked a few questions about how the process worked. Owen answered leisurely, and showed Zena his notes about the mission statement that he'd copied.

"You write with scorch marks?" Zena asked as Owen led the way out of the headquarters.

"I guess I could buy ink, but if it's just personal writing, why not just channel flames, you know?" Owen held up a claw, which shined with a tiny ember at the tip. He then returned to his notes, wondering if there was a way he could make this mission at least a little fun for his team.

"Owen, watch where you're walking," Demitri said. "You could trip down the stairs."

"Huh?" Owen asked, glancing away from the paper. "No, it's fine. I can see the stairs." He supposed he could also read the mission statement without looking at it, but he wanted to feel normal. And looking at it that way was actually distracting.

Demitri stared incredulously. Mispy quickly wrapped a vine around Demitri, sensing his misstep. "Uff—sorry. Um, Owen? You aren't even looking at the stairs."

Zena, meanwhile, struggled with her serpentine body going along the steps, nearly rolling the whole way down when she lost her grip. Owen brushed his tail in front of her to stop one of those falls. She gave him a grateful smile.

"I know," Owen said. "It's fine. I'm getting better with this whole Perceive thing. I kinda practiced it all night in Enet's den. No light, so I had to see in other ways. I can walk without seeing."

"Oh."

"Wish I had that," Gahi mumbled.

Down the stairs and along Waypoint Road, Owen read out the signs and ignored the odd sense of nostalgia he had when crossing the W section. He stopped at its neighbor, searching for Void Forest, and then nodded at the others. "This is it. Let's go."

They passed over the Waypoint and took time to reacquaint themselves with their new surroundings, from the gray ground to the dead trees. Zena flinched at the sudden change in atmosphere, as well as the ominous, damp chill that ran through the ground. She silently inched closer to Owen, and he couldn't blame her. The atmosphere must have been similar to the cave she used to live in.

"So… Creepy? Not creepy? What's the verdict here?" Demitri asked.

"I'm going with creepy," Owen said, sighing. "Let's just go through. Be careful around here." He read through the mission prompt's more intricate details. "Lots of feral Ghosts that like to frighten you to feed on your panicked life energy, or something. They eat the flare that comes off of you when you panic. I actually read that they turn that flare into energy. Kinda cool, when you think about it."

"Oh. Great," Gahi said. "Spirit-nibblers."

"So basically," Demitri said, fiddling with his claws, "if we stay calm, they won't be attracted to us?"

"Hope so."

This was not the case. Right when they passed through the first distortion, with the Dungeon's typical, structured walls rising above their heads, the atmosphere instantly intensified into one of chilling cold. Haunter in particular plagued this portion of the Dungeon, rising from the ground or walls. They attempted to claw at Owen and the others, but Team Alloy was smarter and sharper. Owen focused on his fire attacks here, figuring that they were the most familiar, and dispatched of them with ease. Gahi had an easy time swiping at them with his high speeds; Mispy kept any small damage from piling up.

Zena even managed to frighten a few of the feral Ghosts away by summoning her own Water spirits to fight alongside them. The team joked with one another about the Ghosts bring frightened by spirits. Owen was tempted to do the same, but he didn't yet have the confidence to summon Klent or the others for battle on short notice.

Unfortunately, Demitri kept attracting more.

"Th-thuh-that was th-the last one, right?" Demitri said.

"Maybe, if you stopped getting scared!" Gahi hissed. "C'mon, thicken those scales! Oooo, I'm a big scary Ghost! I'm gonna eat yer aura!" The Vibrava opened his jaw as wide as it could go, chomping right next to Demitri. Owen had a feeling that it would have been more effective if he was still a Trapinch.

The Fraxure screamed anyway.

Owen absently wondered if this was offensive to Anam. He glanced at the mission paper's prompts upon passing through the seventh segment.

Upon entering the Dungeon's stable zone after the fifth segment, do not proceed. Aerodactyl did not enter the Dungeon depths, and instead exited via the left distortion. Per natural precautionary measures, do not sleep in the Dungeon stable zone.

"Don't sleep? What?" Gahi said.

Owen summarized the rest. "Looks like sometimes, when sleeping here, explorers wake up in a completely different place, sometimes with a whole day missing from their memory. That's… comforting."

"Okay." At this point, Demitri was a trembling wreck. "I'm done. Let's go."

"Can't go yet, scalebag," Gahi said. "We still gotta make that last trip ter the Abyssal whatevers."

"Uh, Abyssal Borderlands." Owen checked the top of the mission statement. "It's not too far from here once we leave. C'mon."

Demitri stuck close to Mispy's side, practically brushing up against her scales. She leaned back against him, nibbling at her lower lip. "It's okay," she said quietly, though she wrapped her vines around him while they walked.

Gahi clicked his jaws. The cold atmosphere immediately let up. The Dungeon's exit led them to another open field, this time lined with lifeless, tanned rocks. "At least we didn't see any weird black clouds," he said. "Maybe they're just rumors that the Hearts are too spooked ter verify."

They continued to walk, but then Demitri gulped. "Is that…?"

The Chasm of the Void. Approximately a fourth the length of Kilo Village, the giant crater looked like a pool of motionless, black ink. No matter what angle the sun hit it, the bottom was never visible, and whatever that black substance was didn't reflect any light back. The 'Abyss' was that blackness.

"So, stay away from that," Owen said to them. "Let's just walk kinda close, look for anything out of the ordinary, and head back."

"Aside from the big, black void right there?" Gahi said. "What kinda Dungeon anomaly is that supposed to be?!"

"It might actually just be a Guardian," Owen said.

Yep, Star replied.

Owen jolted. "S-Star!" he said. Can you stop doing that?!

Sorry, sorry! I just caught word that you're heading to that place. You know that's a restricted area, right?

I mean, yeah, but we're Hearts. We can go here. And that's part of the mission.

Okay. But be careful, alright? Seriously, do not get close to that thing. The Dark Guardian is nice, but… I don't know enough about him to feel safe about it. Guy's weird.

"Is Owen okay?" Demitri said.

"Star," Mispy said.

"Hmph." Zena rolled her eyes. "It's probably not that important."

If you say so, Owen said dismissively.

Okay no, listen, I know you think I'm kinda shady and stuff, but seriously, do not get too close. I get bad vibes from the guy, just like Anam's realm. I hate going there. Okay?

Owen's hands ached at the thought of Anam's Ghost Realm. "Let's just be careful," he told the others, beating his wings a few times to keep them limber.

"Let's start searching for any clues of Aerodactyl," Owen said.

"Can't you just use your Perceive and get this done in, like, five seconds?" Demitri asked.

"That's true, Owen. Why don't you use this as a moment to get some practice in? We'll check… er…" Zena paused. "If you can see everything around is, there isn't much we can do to help, is there?"

"Well, it might be a little unpolished," Owen said. "So, I'll have you guys check out a few places that seem suspicious." He looked at the mission statement again, like it was a thing he still had to do. He felt oddly restless. "It's only this part of the Chasm that we have to check, so we don't even have to walk around the whole thing."

"Good," Demitri said. Mispy nodded with him.

Owen closed his eyes and tried to put his power to use again. This time, he closed his eyes and tried to tune out his other senses, too—focusing entirely on his surroundings. He felt every detail. Every pebble and every leaf. He felt the rocks beneath the surface. The—

Owen slammed face-first into the ground.

"O-Owen!" Zena rushed toward him, pulling him up. "What happened?"

"Unghh, who pushed me?" Owen said, rubbing his bleeding snout.

Mispy approached to heal him, but then said, "You fell."

"You did, Owen. You just… took a step and fell forward. Are you okay?"

"I think I tried sensing too hard," Owen said. "I'll… I'm gonna sit down next time."

"Did you sense anything suspicious?" Zena asked.

Owen shook his head. He then looked at the Chasm and its infinite darkness, shivering. "One more check. Then let's go."

"No objections here," Demitri said, hugging himself with his tiny arms.

Owen breathed slowly. It was a lot like meditating, now that he was in a sitting position. He flicked his huge tail and wrapped it in front of him to take up as little space as possible, and then concentrated. The rocks, the leaves, underground…

Then his senses touched upon the Chasm, and then into the Abyss.

Owen gulped, heart rate increasing. He kept going, just in case. Just a little further and he'd scan as much as he could without feeling overwhelmed again. He never scanned something this in depth before—that he could remember, at least—but it was for the mission. Maybe Aerodactyl dropped something in the Abyss?

It was just more and more darkness. It kept going. He didn't know how far the bottom was, but with his powers still awakening, he couldn't go very far. Then he felt something else. Arms? No. Not quite. But it was something. They were swirling inside, slithering in the inky blackness.

Then, suddenly, the slithering stopped. He saw eyes. They stared at him.

Hello.

Owen's whole body lunged backwards and he broke out of his trance. "AUGH! M-Mispy!" He shook away the two huge vines that had wrapped around him.

"What are you doing?!" Mispy hissed.

"What're you talking about?! I was Perceiving!"

"No!" Mispy said, thwacking him on the head with her left vine.

"Ow!" Owen snapped, smacking her vine away. "I think this whole leader thing is getting to your head!"

Mispy smacked him again. "Look!"

Zena had been trying to pull him away by the arm with her ribbons; he only now noticed.

"What?" Owen said, but then turned to the Abyss.

He was only a few steps away from falling in.

"Wait, when did I—"

"Let's go," Mispy said, pulling Owen back. "We're leaving."

"W-wait! I don't think I finished scanning!"

"We aren't gonna find anything, Owen," Demitri said, shivering. "That's what the mission said could've happened. Let's just report back and go home; I'm done."

"Yeah, I'm kinda bored, too," Gahi said. "Finding a trace of Aero ain't gonna do much now. Been so long, y'know?"

"But—"

"I'm leader," Mispy said, searching for their Badge. "We're done."

Owen's fire glowed challengingly, but he relented with a smoky huff. "Fine. I need some sleep, anyway. I think I'm losing it…"

Maybe Leo was right. This place was haunted.

Mispy found one of their Badges and pulled it out.

And what did you learn? Star quipped.

Owen ignored her.

"When we get home," Owen said to the others, "I'm taking a nap."

"Likewise," Zena said.

The rest of Team Alloy agreed. In a flash of light, they vanished for Kilo Village.

Hello?






38. The Hunters' Leader


Chapter 35 – The Hunters' Leader

Upon returning home, Owen felt exhausted. Despite not needing sleep, he wanted it. Zena offered for him to rest near the pond inside her home again, and he happily agreed, though he realized soon after that his bed might not be big enough for him. That gave him an idea. He was planning on visiting the Grass Realm while he slept—or was that technically meditating?—so he felt it'd only be appropriate if he switched to his Grassy form for the night. His tail curled around his body and his limbs slowly dissolved into a tapestry of vines. He then focused on his wings; they went from green and leafy to actual, thick leaves, which he used as blankets.

Then, his limb-vines twisted around the leaves of his tiny bed. He curled around his self-made nest and closed his eyes, though he could still sense Zena staring at him.

"Uh, is something wrong?" Owen asked.

"N-no, nothing." Zena looked away. "I was just… interested in how you decided to sleep."

"Oh. Uh, is it weird?" Owen looked up, resting his head on a clump of vines.

"…Yes. That's a bit strange, Owen."

"I mean, it's no weirder than you becoming water and sleeping as the lake, right?"

"I… I suppose so," Zena said. "You aren't going to turn into a giant flower next, are you?"

"I don't think I'll try.". He curled around again, readjusting his vines. Something about resting against a thick bed of vines felt familiar.

Slowly, he drifted off to sleep.


Nevren returned to Hot Spot Cave under the cover of darkness. Lit only by the mushroom glow, he tilted his head to the side and narrowly dodged a Moonblast.

"Sorry!" Willow called.

"Quite alright," Nevren replied.

Willow skittered toward him; Nevren held out one of his spoons for her to land on. "Are you back from your boring paperwork?"

"Yes, though I fear there is still quite a backlog remaining," Nevren said. "Is Anam resting in his home?"

"Yep! He was talking to himself."

"Talking… to himself? Ah, you mean to his spirits."

"Yeah. But I dunno what he was saying."

"Well, thank you, Willow." He lowered his spoon and she hopped off. "What are the others doing?"

"Mostly meditating. I saw Manny trying to summon someone, but he was too blurry to see. Everyone else is just being boring so the mortals can sleep."

"Mortals. What a funny word for the mutants," Nevren said. "Well, I will be going to Anam now."

"You sleep with Anam?" Willow gasped. "I knew it!"

"Pardon?"

"Rhys is gonna be sooo upset!"

"…Pardon?"

"You two are mates, right?" Willow's eyes shined with mischief. "You and Rhys? I thought you two were. But it's you and Anam instead, huh? I didn't think you'd be like that."

Nevren stared at Willow.

"Are you the one that keeps sending Rhys love letters and Pecha berries? That's what Demitri told me. He keeps getting them and sometimes he hugs a huuge pile of letters when he thinks nobody's watching. You seem like you'd write a ton of letters!"

Nevren walked on. "I do not send Rhys letters. That is from an old, close friend of Rhys. They speak through telepathy, but I suppose they also enjoy physical correspondence."

"Are they mates?" Willow asked, sparking. "Are you mad that Rhys is still in love with him? A secret admirer?"

"It's hardly a secre—we are not mates. We never were. Rhys is with Elder."

"Elder? That's his name? Is he really old?" Willow hopped onto the bottom of Nevren's mustache. "How come we never see him? Did they have a falling out? Do they have kids?"

"Two males cannot have children."

"Not with that attitude!"

Before Nevren had a chance to reply, his bag suddenly beeped.

"What was that?" Willow asked.

"A message from the Hearts. I must take this. Please, some privacy."

"Oh. Okay." Willow hopped from his mustache and scuttled toward Enet's home next. Upon hearing a low growl, she redirected herself to ADAM's polished abode.

Nevren spun around and glanced at Valle in the center of town. He then turned back and went for the exit of Hot Spot, blinking once. With a simple Teleport, he was at the entrance again.

"Eon," Nevren said into his communicator, "it is very late."

"Actually, in your time zone, it's very early."

Nevren looked at the sky. Dark blue. "My word."

"Nevren," he said. "Do you still have that Waypoint set up in the Chasm?"

"That's an ancient Waypoint, Eon, but yes, I do have it in my Badge, and it has been transferred into theirs. Do you intend to visit the Dark Guardian next with their help?"

"Later. I'm coming over first."

"…What?" Nevren said. "Was the plan not to use the Guardian's own shroud to mask your presence while taking it down? That was the plan."

"Owen evolved, right?" Eon asked.

"Yes, he has. But—"

"Then I'm coming over."

"Now, Eon, I warned you that it may happen early. He's not ready for—"

"I'm coming over."

"Eon, no. Patience. The rest of the Alloy has not evolved. Owen's memories are still sealed, as are theirs. And, frankly, I'm not sure if—"

"I'll just unleash them. It'll work out!"

"Now, Eon, the likelihood that it will 'work out' is—"

The communicator buzzed.

"Eon? …Eon."

No reply.

Nevren lowered his hand, sighing. "Eon," he grumbled, pulling out his bag to stare at a little Badge with a blue, glowing diamond in the middle. "…No. It isn't worth it," he muttered, closing the bag. He then looked into Hot Spot. "I suppose I should warn them."


The forest within Owen's spirit was bright as ever, and the Charizard was happy to revisit the former Grass Guardian at night. While still 'daytime' within this realm, Owen was mentally exhausted and wanted a break. Owen looked at his hands. Orange. He hoped he was still Grassy in the real world or he'd be waking up with some serious neck pain.

"Klent?" Owen called. "Hey, Klent! How do I look, huh?"

The spirits witnessed the transformation from within, but they didn't see him in person until just then. They recognized the form instantly—but were unnerved at how calm he was compared to their first encounter, so long ago.

"Owen," Klent said. "You're so… calm." He floated a bit closer and prodded at his leg tentatively, nervously. The way Owen reacted was nothing like he'd imagined just days before.

"Calm, huh? I mean—I guess compared to how I used to be…" He rubbed his left horn nervously. "I'm sorry if me being here is bringing back any memories. I mean…"

The deceased Jumpluff shook his pompoms dismissively. "If anything, it's helping," he said gently. "That was a long time ago. It's good to see the same thing, in a different way. Amelia is a bit nervous, of course, but…"

Owen felt her presence in the bushes and nodded. "It's alright. I figure it's gonna be the hardest for her. I'm gonna be leaving anyway—I wanted to see Star and Hecto. Have a few questions to ask."

"Oh? About what?"

"Just some things I saw at the factory. And maybe whatever that was that happened down south."

"Ahh." Klent nodded. "Well. I'll be seeing you."

Owen nodded and walked straight ahead, following the rules of the spirit world. The bright forest he knew transitioned into trees with a blue, ethereal glow—Aether Forest, Star had called it. Owen thought back to his last time there—he was a Charizard then, too, wasn't he? But a normal one. He knocked a claw against the sharp tip of his horns. He wasn't quite normal this time, but… he preferred it this way.

Someone was nearby. From the walking pattern and softness of the steps, it was pretty obvious who it was. "Hecto? Are you there?"

"Yes."

Owen sighed. "You're pretty much everywhere, aren't you?"

"Not precisely everywhere," Hecto replied. "Are you here to see Star?"

"Yeah, actually. Um, is she in her cave and stuff? I can just walk that way if you want."

"That will be fine. I imagine you are here to discuss our encounter in the abandoned factory. About Brandon, the humans, trainers, and their culture?"

"I mean—more or less, yeah," Owen said. "Like, why Barky wants to keep that factory there when he can just destroy it whenever he wants through Brandon?"

"Brandon possibly doesn't have the power necessary to destroy the factory in its entirety," Hecto said. "I also imagine he wants to use it as leverage."

"Leverage?" Owen said.

"It is more advantageous to have the ability to use those items rather than nobody use them at all, risky as it is."

"Do you know why Brandon was sent from the human world?" Owen asked. "It seems crazy to think of a human that became a Pokémon at all. I mean—it's crazy! I thought humans were just scary stories that Mom made up to keep me behaved. They're real?"

"They are, though they are not very strong," Hecto said. "You have little to fear of them. A Pokémon with the same equipment would be significantly more dangerous. Additionally, there are no humans in this world."

Just like before, a short walk was all that was needed to reach their destination. Where the trees began to clear out, Owen saw the rocky mountainside of the cave through which he had first entered Star's domain. "What's that mountain called, anyway?"

"Star Mountain."

"…Oh."

He walked for a few more seconds when Hecto said nothing else.

"So, uh, you're saying that there's a whole other universe with humans in it?" Owen said. He ducked under a particularly low tree branch; his tipped horns grazed against the dark wood, surrounding them both in little blue mist.

"Hmm… yes," Hecto said.

"Wow…" Owen nodded, entranced by the shimmering shower. "That's pretty cool. Millions of humans, all in one place?"

Hecto didn't say anything. Instead, he pointed out, "Ah, I believe Star is coming down now."

"He-ey, Owen!" Star waved from the mouth of the cave. She hopped out and floated until she was in front of the Charizard, bumping his chest. "Ha ha—look at you! All evolved and sane at the same time! Took long enough, right?"

"No kidding." Owen laughed, and was surprised at how genuine it felt. "Actually, I was a little worried for a few seconds, but I'm glad that it turned out okay after all. Um—Star, do you know if I can go insane again?"

"On your own? Probably not, maybe—okay, possibly? But, let's play it safe, yeah? You might still lose it temporarily, and that might slip into another reset, so keep it steady. And… just keep an eye out for Gahi, Demitri, and Mispy, still. They might make you go crazy again, but don't think too much about it yet."

"That's the second time someone told me that," Owen said. "Thinking about what they used to be could send me over the edge, just like that?"

"I mean… maybe?" Star said. "Just try not to think too hard, okay? Besides, it's probably still too blurry. I wouldn't risk it."

"Ugh, okay," Owen muttered. He didn't want to risk everything for a little curiosity. But maybe if he did a little peek?

"Hey, I know that look," Star growled. "You already almost jumped into the Abyss like an idiot, so—"

"Okay, that's not fair! I didn't even realize it!"

"Well, be careful next time! We can't afford to have you blacking out for a day or whatever that guy does." She sighed, pinched her forehead, and then looked Owen over. "Anyway, whatever, I'm actually glad you came. Look at you, all grown up! I mean, you've been a grown up forever, but, I mean it more in a literal sense. I mean, even then, you were kinda like a confused teenager or maybe a young adult most of your life, but—"

Owen's amused stare slowly turned into a glare.

"What I mean is, uh—you're a little above average in height for a 'Zard, huh?"

Owen took it with a resigned sigh. "Yeah, and good thing, too," he said. "Last thing I wanted was to still be shorter than Enet after all that trouble she gave me for being small."

The most minute of smirks appeared on Hecto's face.

"Man, Owen," Star said. "I didn't think you'd be the sort to care about height! But you're right. You'd think Charizard would be bigger in general, huh? But no, they're a little on the small side for pseudo dragons."

"…You take that back." Hearing it from God hurt more than expected.

Star bumped her tiny fist on Owen's chest. "Hey, let's go someplace! What do you want to do, Owen? We should totally celebrate!"

"C-Celebrate? Where? How?"

Star flicked her tail; a dark blue portal appeared behind her. "C'mon! I wanna show you someplace fun. But I wanna invite the others. Zena's sleeping, right? We should totally get her, too!"

Star tugged at Owen's claw, and he followed. But Hecto didn't move. "Uh, Hecto?" Star said. "You're invited, too, y'know!"

"We may need to reschedule," Hecto said.

Star stopped tugging. "What do you mean?"

"Owen should wake up."

"Huh?" Owen asked. He felt a phantom sensation of someone pushing at his shoulder. He swatted gently at it, but then his whole body shook. "What's…?" Little bubbles of golden light floated out of his body.


"Owen, you must wake up. Owen!" Rhys said.

"Muh—huh? What?"

"Owen, get up! We need to leave."

"Uhh—"

Rhys tried to lift the Charizard. Owen dumbly stumbled around until finally shaking himself awake. He tripped over his own vines on the way, forgetting that he didn't have proper legs to stand on. "What's going on?" he said in a moan. "Is it morning? Just five more blinks…"

"Follow me. I don't have time, just follow me."

"Mrgh…" Owen sluggishly reformed his limbs, returned to his Fiery state, and walked behind him. Rhys urged Owen to go faster; grudgingly, he did.

Almost everybody was in the middle of town; Demitri and Mispy were being carried out by Azu and Roh, while Gahi sped over to Owen.

"Oy, Owen! Wake up!" he said. "We gotta run! Yer holdin' us back!"

"What do you mean?! What's going on?" Owen rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

Anam was fiddling around for his Badge; many others were doing the same. It looked like there was enough Badge power to bring everybody somewhere else. Owen felt something approaching, too. Now that he was more awake, he took the time to tune his aura to it. What was that…? It was an intense power, a bit away from the entrance to the cave. He couldn't tell if it was stronger or weaker than what he'd felt from Zero Isle, but it was, at the very least, a lot closer—and a lot stronger than any other aura he'd felt before. Why did it also feel familiar? And he sensed someone else, too.

"Wait—I think I feel Rim."

"Yes, you do," Rhys said. "But don't you also feel Eon?"

"Th-that's Eon!?" Now he remembered. The leader of the Hunters—the one who told Rim where to go, told Nevren what to research, Rhys who to fight. He was here? Now?

"Why?" Owen asked. "Why's he—"

"I don't intend to find out," Rhys said. "Let's go! We have to move!"

Anam and the others raised their Badges.


If it wasn't for Owen's tail or Rhys' aura, they'd be blind in their destination.

"Oh—goodness, how dark!" Amia waved her hand in front of her, but even her blue flames seemed inhibited by the thick atmosphere.

"This isn't a normal sort of darkness," Rhys said. "It feels like something more. Like our light is being… drawn away. I can barely see."

"Oooh… I don't like the dark all that much," Anam said, shivering. "Especially the kind where even the light doesn't help…"

Amia felt the ground. It was oddly soft, and had a lot of give, like thick grass. "What a strange material," she said, standing back up. "I don't know how to describe it, but… it doesn't feel that good."

"Feels fine ter me," Gahi said, rubbing at the ground with one of his feet. "Dunno what it is, though."

"It might not be a normal material," said Rhys. "I'm sensing the presence of an Orb nearby. Anam—where did the Badges take us?"

"Ah, I can explain," Nevren said through the communicator. "We may as well multitask. I instructed Anam to take you to where there were sightings of a strange aura in a cavern deep within the ground, far to the south. You're in the depths of a place known as the Chasm of the Void. We set up a registry here quite some time ago but found nothing the first time."

"Oh, no." Owen looked around, but even his enhanced eyesight saw nothing. He had to work with his feelings instead; he sensed that they were in someplace quite expansive. He could fly quite a few body lengths into the air without any trouble. He also sensed that there was somebody watching them—but he had no idea where. It felt like everywhere… Perhaps that was literal.

He remembered the swirling things in the inky blackness, and the eyes that stared at him when he Perceived them for too long. But he didn't sense any of that this time. Nothing was moving. The darkness felt frozen and tense.

Also frozen and tense was Anam, who was hastily looking left and right for something. Owen couldn't tell what else he was doing, but he assumed it was because of Anam's natural fear of all things dark and spooky.

Owen could relate. There was some primal fear bubbling inside of him at not being able to see light, not even the fire of his tail. True darkness to the Charmander line was practically a foreign concept. To be plunged into a place that he could not even see the light of his tail? Owen gulped, keeping it together for the sake of the others. Even in this complete darkness, he could still see with his Perceive. And he could still sense that there was a lot hidden away in this darkness, staring at them from all sides. Silent.

"Um—hello?" Owen called.

"Owen, what's wrong?" Amia asked.

"I feel like… someone's here, but I don't know where, or… anything else."

"So, just that they're here," Rhys said. "Hmm. That's concerning. Excuse me—Guardian! Please reveal yourself! We mean you no harm—in fact, we would like to help you! So, if you could come with us…"

They were answered with silence.

"…A bit shy, don't you think?" Amia said.

"Maybe… nervous," Enet said. Owen figured she could relate—after all, with a party this large suddenly invading her home, she'd be afraid, too. And with how strong they were, well—for all they knew, this Guardian was plotting to run away. "We're… too big."

"Too big, hmm…" Rhys said.

"Too big? Oh! Then I can just shrink us down!" Willow said.

"N-no, no! We don't need to do that, uhh—" Owen couldn't tell where anybody was unless he concentrated on his Perception. They had to work with just voices. "How about we… have one of us move forward, and maybe try to interact with this Guardian, or something? I know they're still watching—I can feel it. So, if something bad happens, I'll know, but I think they're just nervous. So… uh… I guess I'll go."

"Oh, I can go, dear," Amia said, moving forward.

"Ngh—"

"S-sorry, Manny!"

"Eh?"

"Oh, you're there? Then this must be Rhys."

"Yes," Rhys said. "Can you not see my aura?"

"No, I can't. Can you see mine?"

"…No. I can't."

"Great," Owen muttered, "so even our aura senses are being blocked. That's kinda powerful."

"What is… aura again?" Enet asked.

"Uh, the… I'll explain later," Owen said. "Guys? How far is everyone from everyone? Do we know? Uh—spread out your wings, or arms, or whatever, let's try to figure out."

After a lot of fumbling, Owen got an idea of how close everybody was. They were scattered randomly within their range of warping, perhaps a stone's throw in diameter.

"Okay, uh… Zena, how about you slither forward a little, and try to talk to the Guardian?"

"Mm, okay. Is this forward?"

"No, uh—no, turn, turn, turn… okay, now go forward…"

Owen 'watched' Zena's advance, and once she was ten paces—his paces, at least—away, he said, "Okay, stop! That should be fine enough, uhh… okay. Guardian? Are you there? Is it okay if you come out now?"

It was still quiet.

Owen sighed. "He must be really shy…" he said. "Or…" He still felt threatened, Owen theorized. He looked around, but no matter how much he did, he wouldn't see. Swiveling his head around was just useless muscle memory. "Well, uh…" But then, he did sense something else. But he didn't like what it was. "Uh oh."

"What is it, dear?" Amia said.

"Y-you can't feel it?" he asked.

"The darkness is dulling even our aura senses, Owen. Only you can sense what is here," Rhys said. "What is it?"

"Hi."

The voice was like ice on their spines. It was familiar and foreign; the sound was almost exactly like Rhys, but the tone was unmistakably unlike him.

"Who—who's that?!" Anam said.

"Oh, me? I think you know who I am," said a voice that sounded like Anam.

"Th-that's not funny!" Anam pulled his tail around his body and gave it a tight squeeze, oozing fearful goo on the darkness below.

"Eon," Rhys hissed. "Why are you here?"

Eon mimicked the sound of the last person he spoke to. "I'm here simply to say hello, perhaps investigate why you're gathering the Orbs conveniently at the same time I am. Trying to stop me, I take it…"

In the dark, none of the group dared start a fight. They didn't know where anybody was—and if Eon was mimicking voices, he could easily make them hit each other. Perhaps they could take him on if they were all grouped against him—he wasn't that powerful, right?

"But… but why?" Amia said. "You're the leader of the Hunters. So why are you doing this? Any of it, I mean? We just—want to live peacefully!"

"You can't live peacefully and live together at the same time," Eon said. The careless tone combined with Amia's voice made Owen want to vomit.

In an effort to have Eon sound like anybody but his mother, Owen spoke up. "What do you mean, can't have peace? Pokémon live in peace all the time together!"

"But not as a Guardian," said Eon. "Not with the power we all have in play. Not with the powers that are playing with us."

"Eh?" Manny said.

"Do you really think you're fighting for yourselves and for your peace?" Eon said hastily. It almost sounded rehearsed.

"Uh—" Owen started, but was interrupted again.

"That you really think that gathering everyone together so you'll be happy is what Star really wants? You never thought that perhaps she has another motive?"

"I mean—"

"She had centuries to bring you all together, and only now, when I make my move, does she try to gather you together. Isn't that odd?"

"Wait!" Owen quickly said. "Star said that she made you guys, but then had a change of heart when you went crazy!"

"Oh, went crazy!" Eon said, raising his arms. "What a story! Truly, I'm the crazy one for trying to do precisely what I was asked to do. By the way, made us? No. She conscripted us. I was supposed to gather the Orbs for her, but then she gets a change of heart and wants to stop it all."

"Yeah, because you killed them."

"Are you sure?"

"Wh—yes? You killed us! I mean—no, not us, the Flying and Ground Guardians!"

"I did," Eon said. "Or, I sent others to kill them, to take their Orbs. But I sent Elder first."

"Elder," Rhys said. "You still believe in that?"

"Of course," Eon said.

"Who's Elder?" Owen asked.

"Sounds old," Gahi said.

"We're all old," Demitri mumbled. "Rhys? Who's Elder?"

"He's a Torkoal," Rhys said. "He used to be the first person we'd send to a Guardian to negotiate whether we'd take the Orb or not from them. But… I thought you did away with that part of the plan."

"Oh, no, I still try," Eon said. "The Guardians just don't listen when he speaks to them. I just sent him on a mission to the Frozen Oceanside, actually. I wouldn't bother going there at this point—we might have a new Guardian on our side, after all."

"Yer bluffing," Gahi said.

Rhys growled, already in a battle stance. "You should leave, Eon. None of us can see anybody, and Owen can. You wouldn't win in a fight here."

"Oh, I'm sure I'll put up a good fight… but I'm not here for that."

Owen sensed Eon looking up. His body seemed almost impatient, like something—some aspect of his plan, that rehearsed speech, wasn't going as he had hoped. Or perhaps he was waiting for something else to happen? Eon was tense about something. Owen struggled to figure out what sort of body he had, but it kept shifting and changing…

"It looks like this Guardian is docile after all. Given how foreboding the Abyss was, I was thinking we'd have to fight him together, you know."

"Fight with you?" Zena said. "I'd sooner die to you."

Eon huffed. "Guardian of the Dark Orb!" he said in Zena's voice. "If you wish to speak with Elder, I will be sending him over in a few days. I'd suggest you don't make any decisions until he comes, so you can hear all sides of the story."

"All sides?" Owen asked. He felt Eon's presence turn around. "W-wait! I'm—not gonna let you go! You're going to answer my questions, and—"

"Do you… still not remember me?" Eon asked. "You… you evolved."

"Star put a block on my memories so I didn't go insane," Owen said.

"What?"

Owen felt Eon's body shaking. The Charizard smirked, putting it together. Eon was here to try to control him now that his memories were back. Was that what Rim was trying to do? No—that couldn't be it. Rim… seemed genuinely happy that he was at peace during that chess game. But now, with Eon, learning that he was fully evolved, he was upset. This reaction wasn't at all like the Espurr's. Was Rim working with Eon anymore? Did she defect from him, too, just like Nevren and Rhys?

But that didn't matter. All Owen knew was that he was fully evolved, and Eon was mad about it. It seemed pretty clear what that meant. "Yeah. So, you can't control me, Eon."

Fists clenched. Eon's body took a slow step forward, trembling. Owen could see only the darkness, yet he felt the intense, mad stare. "Owen," Eon said lowly. "Come here."

"Yeah, sure!" Owen opened his mouth and blasted Eon with a Flamethrower; everybody ducked, feeling the heat, but Owen knew just where to aim. Eon couldn't dodge well in the darkness; he bumped into somebody. They retaliated with an angry bite on his hand.

"Ngh—! You little feral!" he shook his hand and knocked Enet away. She yelped.

"D-don't you hurt her!" Owen shouted. He swung his claws through the air, sending an Air Slash at Eon, suspecting that he was mimicking his form, based on the sound of his voice. He fired again; Eon didn't feel like he was getting hurt at all. But he was being a nuisance—maybe he could buy some time for the others to escape. "E-Everyone! Try to get him! Maybe we can take his Orbs, or—something!"

Several attacks slammed into Eon from all sides, though most of them missed or only grazed him. Eon's low, impatient growl in Owen's voice shook the air. "You can certainly try," he said. "Just like you're trying to keep them in the dark, Rhys! Not anymore!"

A strange aura radiated off of Eon in a pulse. He recognized this aura—and he clutched at his head, feeling his senses slip away. He had to focus to keep calm. Breathe. Easy. Slow. It felt like the exact opposite of Rhys' Suppression Aura. The radiant blast went past Owen, but it hit someone else. It had stopped prematurely against someone who had been flying blindly in the air. But that meant—

"Nggg…. Rrrr…."

Owen knew that growl. "Gahi! Gahi, stay calm! Stay—"

A white light coupled with black sparks illuminated the room, briefly cutting through the darkness.

"No!" Rhys fired a Suppression Aura, but it did nothing.

"There's no resetting it this time, Rhys!" Eon shouted. "You can't torture them anymore! I've fixed your mistakes; thank me later!"

The light faded; in a confined place like this, if Gahi lost it in a stressful situation… No, they might never get him back.

"Hang on!" Owen shouted.

He grabbed a Badge and ran toward the light. He thrust the Badge in the air—Eon shouted something, like for Owen to stop, but he didn't listen—and the two of them, just himself and Gahi, vanished from the void.






39. Team Alloy


Chapter 36 – Team Alloy

Owen squinted at the morning light. After being in the pitch-dark Chasm of the Void, anywhere else in the world was a strain on the eyes. He saw the brightest light in front of him, shining with the last remnants of the black sparks of anti-evolution energy.

"Gahi?"

The Badge had warped them to the outside of the Chasm in an emergency exit, though it was further away and further south than their previous visit. They were in a big, lime-green field of tall grass. He smelled ocean water—they must have also been close to the shore, though he couldn't tell which direction it was.

Owen felt lighter. Reflexively, he clutched at the bag by his side, gasping. While the bag itself came with him, it felt as if the rapid exit had jostled most of his supplies onto the ground when he warped out. What did he even have left?

Even while he was checking his supplies, Gahi said nothing to him. Owen's eyes finally adjusted to the light of the morning sun. Gahi, a mutant Flygon, was similarly slim as Owen was, but had scales with a blinding sheen. Even after the light of evolution completely faded, Gahi's body reflected the sun well enough to make it hard to stare directly at him. It made sense—if Gahi's entire specialty was agility and evasion, being hard to look at would add to the latter.

"Are you… are you okay?" Owen asked. But he knew the answer. He could feel it radiating from the explosively turbulent aura.

Gahi growled, arms shaking. His tail flicked to the left, and then the right. The little fan at the tip of his tail, razor-sharp, cut through the tall grass that surrounded them with ease. He had a crazed look behind the red goggle-like, natural headgear on his face. His wings stretched wide and angled themselves to the light, blinding Owen.

Owen squinted, realizing that Gahi's instincts were taking over. He couldn't let that happen. If he lost himself here, and he ran off, how would he catch him? What sort of havoc would he—no, what if he got mistaken for a mutant? It wouldn't even be mistaken. He is a mutant. They could kill him.

"Gahi, take a breath. Can you do that? Can you… can you meditate, Gahi?"

Gahi huffed, bringing his trembling arms forward to stare at them. He clenched his fists the same way Owen did; the Charizard recognized this stance. He was trying to contain himself. He was still there. There was still a bit of him fighting to stay stable.

"Gahi, it's okay. Everything's okay. Can you talk? Can you hear me?"

He was still trembling, but there was a glimmer of recognition in his eyes. The mutated Flygon gave a shaky nod. Breathing. Eyes closed. Breath in, breath out. Owen watched Gahi's aura nervously, but it looked like it wasn't improving. It wasn't completely unstable, but it wasn't calm, either.

"Gahi?"

"Owen…" Gahi grunted, staring at Owen. It was hard to tell what was going through his head, but his eyes had a mixture of fleeting sanity and increasing fear.

But he spoke, so Owen replied. "Gahi! Good! You're still—"

"Kill me…"

It was like the color left his scales. "What?"

Gahi staggered forward, glaring at him. "I can't… think…" he said between breaths. His claws clenched, digging deep into his palms. "Hurry."

"I'm not—I can't—that's—"

Owen saw the desperation in Gahi's eyes. He could barely talk, yet those frantic, slit-pupils said it all. He wasn't ready. Gahi wasn't ready to be fully evolved, was he? It happened in such a stressful environment, by Eon's hands, that he lost himself completely. His consciousness dangled precariously over a void larger than the Chasm itself.

But to kill him?

"Like Manny," Gahi begged, taking another stumbling step. His wings suddenly jolted out, but then he flattened them against his back, grunting.

"Manny?" Owen repeated, but then thought about Azu and the others. Owen could seal Gahi in the Grass realm and calm him down. But that would mean—Owen's stomach lurched at the idea.

"No, Gahi. I—"

His mind raced. What could he do? He staggered back, his bag bumping against his chest.

His bag!

"Wait! I have something," Owen said frantically, looking down. An emergency exit was always an imperfect jump from whatever place he had been to—in fact, it was such an emergency that he hadn't gone far from his starting position at all. If he could just stall, the others would be here in no time.

Why weren't they already here?

Seconds, he only had seconds. He brushed his claws against each and every one, feeling the residual effects of the blessings. He was looking for one that tingled his claws. A Stun Seed, or a Petrify Orb. Either of those would do wonders.

But he didn't feel a single one. He felt a great deal of soothing items, Heal Seeds and so on, but nothing to stop Gahi in his tracks. There wasn't time to identify them specifically, but that's all that was left inside. Seeds, and none of them useful for Gahi. No way to restrain him.

No. He couldn't kill Gahi. Even if he'd be in the spirit world—he'd still be dead. There wasn't coming back from that. Even Star, Creator, was stuck there.

"If you don't kill me," Gahi suddenly said, breaking through Owen's thoughts. How much time had passed? It felt like an eternity, but Owen just realized it may have only been a few seconds.

"I can't," Owen said. "Just—"

Gahi suddenly lunged toward him. He had no guard. Owen saw three different ways that he could have killed Gahi right then. Air Slash on the throat. Flames to his face? Just cut off his air supply with nothing but fire. He could even let him come toward him and crush his neck with his claws. Did he have that kind of strength? Gahi was frail up close. Perhaps he did. And then, if Owen did that, Gahi would be incapacitated, and then Owen could finish the job while he was down. Simple flesh wounds were rarely enough; Gahi would walk it off. Maybe he could be quick about it.

But Owen refused to do any of them, yet his instincts made him attempt all three in some sick reflex. Fire erupted from his throat, blasting Gahi in the face. Cutting air circled around his claws. He reached toward Gahi's no-guard approach and grabbed his throat with both hands. Dense air sliced through some of his scales, little green flecks dancing in the wind.

The burns weren't the most effective against Gahi. He still stared at Owen through mad, wide eyes. When he was in Owen's clutches, he instantly stopped, muscles tense.

Gahi was lucid. The insanity left his eyes, replaced by fear and tears. The Flygon's arms twitched weakly, but Owen could sense from those muscles how badly he wanted to strike Owen back. It took everything in Gahi's power to stay limp, waiting instead for Owen to end it.

Nevren's voice echoed in Owen's mind.

"If we couldn't suppress you, and you were berserk, we'd have to kill you."

Owen shook his head, vision blurry.

"I wanna be… me…" Gahi begged. "P-please… hurry… I can't… think…"

Klent's voice called out to Owen, but he couldn't hear what he was saying. His thoughts were too muddled, too panicked. As far as Owen was concerned, it was just himself and Gahi. Someone that he barely knew, yet knew so much. Endless potential of memories that were only now returning to him, bit by bit.

The fire in his throat faded away. His tail dimmed to a somber, small ember. The cutting air around his claws dissipated slowly.

"I can't, Gahi."

No matter how Owen tried to rationalize it, killing Gahi wasn't on the table. Even if he became a Grass spirit, Owen would be responsible for cutting off many opportunities for Gahi in the living world. He'd be tied to his Orb if he ever wanted to see the others. And a small worry in the back of his mind said that one day he won't have access to that Orb anymore, or one day Gahi would resent him for taking away his autonomy as a living creature.

Owen would find a way. There had to be some way to fix Gahi. Even now, he was restrained against him. He had him where he wanted. If a Stun Seed didn't work, he'd just hold Gahi in place like this.

Maybe with Rhys, Zena, and Amia, it would be enough. He'd be a Trapinch again. Sure, he'd be upset about it, since Owen would remain a Charizard—hopefully—but it was better than this.

Owen realized too late that Gahi's sanity had slipped away again.

The Flygon roared, plunging his claws into Owen's sides. His fighting spirit—some deep part of Owen's instincts—flared up. Involuntarily, the fading wind around his claws returned and then doubled. A flash of fierce, fiery rage welled up in Owen. And that was all that was needed. In that second of lost control, the wind cut through Gahi's neck, across his face, over his protected eyes, and down his shoulders. Owen let go, but the wind blasted Gahi backwards. The Flygon's claws left deep gashes along Owen's sides, but Owen's own grip on Gahi's neck hadn't faded, either, further slicing into his flesh.

The Flygon crumpled, motionless at the end of his tumble.

The Charizard's fire faded after the seconds' long slip. He watched Gahi blindly clutch at his neck.

Owen screamed. His roar shook the ground even more than his stomps did; he ran toward Gahi, eyes wide. "Gahi, n-no! GAHI! H-hang on. Just hang on! The others will be here soon, they—"

Gahi reached up to Owen, claws digging into his shoulder. He dug a bit deeper, making Owen wince.

"J-just like that," Owen said. "Just like that, Gahi. Keep fighting and it'll be okay. I promise."

The Flygon stared at Owen. He didn't smile, but his eyes, behind the red lenses, looked peaceful. Like some simple plan formed by what was left of his mind had worked.

"You… you did that on purpose," Owen whispered. "You knew I'd—if you just set my instincts off, I'd—you—why'd you have to be smart?!" Owen roared, his voice cracking at the end. The open air swallowed his wail and the gentle winds returned to him a jeering whisper. "You're supposed to be an idiot! I'm the clever one! I'm supposed to be the one who thinks of every option! I'm supposed to see the way out! If you just let me think, I could've… I could've…"

Gahi smirked through it all.

Owen fell to his knees, reaching around to the back of Gahi's head. "Why… of all the times to be smart… you actually chose now, to make the dumbest decision… you idiot… you idiot!" He pulled Gahi closer, uncaring of the crimson that stained his orange scales. "Just wait. Wait for the others. Mispy can heal you, okay?"

Gahi kept his grip firm on Owen. Whether it was his battle instincts or Gahi's remnants telling him that he'd hang on, Owen didn't know.

The pain Owen felt was just a reminder that Gahi was alive. He tried to cover his wounds with his hands, feeling the blood push against his scales with each beat of his heart. Even if he was fragile, a Pokémon wouldn't die so easily, let alone a mutant.

"S-stay strong, Gahi. You've got this. Gahi?"

His grip was weakening.

"No, no no, not yet," Owen said, holding him firmly. "Not yet. Hang on, okay?"

Gahi's grip strengthened, but not fully. They locked eyes again, and Gahi gave him a confident little smile. Owen coughed out a sobbing laugh.

"Exactly," he said. "Exactly…"

He was so strong. Gahi wasn't fragile. He never would be. Gahi's willpower was beyond comparison. The pain of Gahi clawing into him never felt so good. He pulled Gahi close, listening to his slow breaths. Steady, weakening, but there. Gahi might pass out, but maybe if they waited a little longer…

Gahi's smile vanished when a golden light poured out of Owen's bag and onto Gahi. The Flygon's confidence and peace rapidly transitioned into panic and anger.

Owen looked at his bag again. Reviver Seed. Was that his last one? He rummaged through his equipment again, but didn't feel a Reviver. But he did feel one that lacked any sort of blessing. One whose magic had been used up. And then he looked back at Gahi again. He wished he hadn't.

He didn't see Gahi die. But he saw all sense of self leave the Flygon's eyes like a fading ember.

"Gahi?" Owen choked.

The Flygon stood up, staring at Owen. He mirrored the motion, yet had to step back from the shock. He was almost fully restored.

"Gahi, are you okay?" Finding his courage, Owen stepped forward again. "Are you calm? It's okay. The others will be here soon. Medi—meditate! Meditate, Gahi!" Owen grasped onto that hope. "Remember that? Breathe in, breathe out. Close your eyes. Try it. Please…"

Owen saw a flash of recognition in those red eyes. And then they closed.

Just in case, Owen pressed his foot deeper into the ground, setting a Fire Trap. Then, he stepped away. Some strange dance of caution and trust.

"You're okay," Owen said. "You're just fine."

"Just fine," Gahi repeated.

Owen let out a mixture of a sob and a laugh. "Yes! Yes, Gahi! Exactly!"

Gahi's aura calmed. Owen sensed the flare die down to normal levels, but it stirred. He held his breath. He could hold it forever. The longer he could stall, the more likely it would be that the others would find them.

The aura suddenly erupted like a flame disturbed by a drop of water. The Flygon made a sort of short roar, almost like a grunt or a bark. Then, in an instant, Gahi went from standing away from Owen to being mere inches from him. Reflexively, the Charizard stumbled away, saved only because Gahi had stopped directly on top of a Fire Trap, potent enough to leave Gahi with a burn.

"Gahi! Calm down! You almost had it!" His words weren't going through. Given how fast he was, there was no way Owen could run away. He was out of options. Gahi couldn't run off, and he couldn't let himself get killed, either.

He'd have to calm him down the old-fashioned way. "Okay, so if that's what you want—then—fine!"

A classic battle, beating him down. He already did it once. How hard could it be to do it again? But he couldn't deal with striking him lethally. His stomach twisted at the mere thought, so he already decided that this would be a sparring match.

He moved too quickly for Owen to keep track of. His Perceive struggled to pinpoint Gahi's rapidly changing location, and he briefly wondered why Gahi was attacking him in the first place. Weren't they supposed to work together as Guardian killers?

That's it! Gahi just wanted to train! That had to be it. And training he would get. A small grin crept at the sides of the optimistic Charizard's mouth and his wings stretched open.

Owen opened with a Flamethrower in a wide semicircle, sweeping his head across the lime grass. Gahi jumped and beat his wings once, going high into the air while embers and burned blades scattered below him. Some deep part of Owen, the Grassy part, flinched at the sight.

But Owen already planted his trap; the larger embers that floated above the grass sank into the ground, becoming Fire Traps. The entire field was covered in them. He hoped the remaining grass was lush enough to withstand the flames. There was no other way for Gahi to attack while on the ground, and as long as he stayed down there, too, he'd be just fine.

Wait. As a Flygon, didn't Gahi know Earth Power?

The ground erupted beneath him, triggering the Fire Traps that he planted.

"Oh, come on!" Owen shouted over the explosions. He beat his wings; the Ground attack was easy to avoid, but the exploding Fire Traps were another story. Inconvenienced by his own traps—in the back of his mind, Owen had an inkling that there was a better way for him to use them.

Perhaps he could try something aerial instead; he had a few techniques in mind. He beat his wings again, at the same altitude as Gahi. Then, he loosened more embers from his wings, creating little, glowing orbs of fire in the air—floating Fire Traps. The little balls of light reminded him of the aura sea, but rather than cyan-silvery embers, they were a bright yellow. The technique came to him easily now that he was fully unleashed. It was perfect! There was no way—

Gahi sped through the traps and tackled Owen, hitting him with such velocity and moved through the air so quickly that the traps exploded too late. Flashes of fire burst behind him while Owen felt as if a few bones in his body broke from the impact.

Gahi growled and dug his claws into Owen's shoulders.

"Gahi—stop!" Owen wheezed. The maneuver felt foreign. Gahi didn't have the strength to grapple, usually, and he'd normally avoid it in combat.

Owen shook himself free, pushed away, and launched an Air Slash from his right arm, compressed air shrinking and expanding to force the Flygon out of the way. Gahi hissed back, finally taking a hit, but Owen was still at a disadvantage. He couldn't take many more of those strikes. Now that Gahi was completely submerged in his battle mode, he wasn't nearly as frail or prone to attacks.

And he was so fast—his traps didn't have the time to activate. He moved unpredictably, no pattern to read, no way to guess where he'd go next. And even if he did have a plan, Gahi would take him out by then. Even with foresight, even with his Perceive, he didn't have the speed to keep up with him.

That's when a memory returned. Gahi and Owen had sparred like this all the time. He sparred with everyone—but except for a small handful of flukes… Owen lost against Gahi almost every time. He was just too fast. And the way this battle was going—

"Gahi! I give up!" Owen said. "You win! Okay? You win! Training over!"

Gahi halted in midair. His eyes were crazed, but the fact that he stopped—did that mean he got through? Is that all he wanted, just to win?

"Gahi?" Owen said.

The Flygon took another wingbeat forward. It was calmer than before, but with intent. Owen didn't like it. He took an equivalent wingbeat back. "Hey, let's talk, first, okay? Gahi? Can you hear me?"

Gahi puffed softly. "I win…"

"Yes! Yes, you win! You win, win, win—so, we can stop fighting, right? Is that okay?"

Every step that Owen took backwards was matched by an advance from Gahi. What was going on? Why was Gahi behaving so strangely? Why did he grab him? That wasn't part of his normal strategy. In fact, now that he thought about it—when Gahi tried to grab him back then, it felt as if—

Gahi dashed right at Owen, grappling against him by the shoulders. And he felt it again—he knew what was going on, now. Memories rushed back, but he had no time to make heads or tails of it. Flashes of old images—Gahi right next to him, and then vanishing—intense power washing through his whole being—and then—and then… nothing.

"Gahi, STOP!" Owen pushed him away with an explosion of wind. Something strong tugged at his shoulder blade—he looked at the left one and saw that Gahi's claws were inside of him, some strange light pouring out where they made contact. But when he pushed away, Gahi broke loose—and his body, to his horror, meshed itself back into a solid form, like he was made of some kind of loose clay.

Nevren—what twisted design did he create? And then Star's words echoed.

"If you ever see Demitri, Mispy, or Gahi evolve to their mutant forms… Run."

Gahi had flinched; Owen took advantage of this and fired another Air Slash, landing a direct blow. Gahi, dazed, spun around, clutching at his head. Owen's best plan of action was to fly away right then—as far away as he could. But he couldn't go straight into town—not when Gahi was like this. And he couldn't go back into the Chasm, either; Gahi could rampage in the dark and hurt himself. He needed someplace open. Somewhere that he could possibly tire himself out. They were both mutants, after all—they had similar amounts of stamina.

The salty smell in the air gave him the clue he needed. The ocean! Owen beat his wings, muscles burning even more than his flames, and rapidly gained altitude. He saw the ocean once he was high enough and accelerated desperately. His heart raced; he could hear its beat over the wind. The adrenaline fogged his thoughts; that feeling of power from Gahi was addicting. A tiny, tiny part of him wanted to go back and let Gahi approach. And this made him beat his wings even faster, trying to outfly his own thoughts. Horror and defiance overtook his mind in a futile attempt to snuff out his instincts.

The ocean was below him. He had only seconds to relax; his Perception was at its maximum from the stress coupled with his Mystic power. He could sense every single creature below him in the water; every bystander and curious feral, and something else, too—something big, deep below. The dizzying, overwhelming amount of stuff in the open area made him falter. Yet he couldn't turn it off.

He also felt a powerful presence behind him—Gahi—and several more emerging from the Chasm. They saw him—Rhys and the others were chasing after him right then. Finally! But he had to last until they caught up.

Gahi was hot on his tail—even at maximum speed, he was going to catch up in seconds. "No…! I…! There has to be a way…!" Owen slashed at the air behind him, sending another shockwave. Gahi dodged with ease, twisting in the air.

Five seconds away. Owen planted his Fire Traps in the air again and then an Air Slash to stop Gahi, but the pursuer flew all around the whole trap and barely lost even a second of time to it.

Three seconds. Owen, desperate, dove down, halving his distance from the water.

One second left. A thousand possibilities filled Owen's mind. He sorted through countless scenarios and maneuvers with his one, precious second. Everything above and below, ahead and behind. An opening, a weakness, an exploit, an opportunity.

He found no way out but to beg. "Gahi, PLEASE!"

They collided; Gahi grabbed Owen's shoulders again, and they were face to face, in a tailspin toward the ocean's surface. "Gahi—we'll go crazy—we can't… We can't!"

Gahi stared at Owen, and that's when the Charizard realized it. He saw his eyes. A struggling light of sapience in pupils narrowed into slits. Wide, frightened eyes. Gahi didn't want to, either. Yet it was also like staring into the eyes of a starved feral. He didn't want to do it—but he had to. It was a compulsion—an instinct, a core need of his being. There was no logic. Gahi knew he couldn't handle it. But his design was too strong—he wasn't Mystic like Owen. He had no special power to fight his instincts. His mind was all he had, and that mind was the problem.

A memory of one of his old lives washed over him, as just a Charmander, chatting with Demitri and the others.

"Team Alloy. That's a pretty cool name."

And then he heard Demitri's cheerful voice.

"Alakazam Nevren helped us come up with it! It's really cool. Something about how stronger metals are made from weaker metals put together. It's awesome!"

And so, Gahi shoved his head into Owen's neck. Owen gasped, like the wind was knocked out of him; a hug and a squeeze that went straight to his core. Gahi's head vanished into him, followed by his neck, and then the shoulders. The Flygon's body was halfway inside of Owen's chest. He helplessly grabbed Gahi's sides and tried to pull him out, but it was like his body became quicksand. His vision blurred. And the worst part of it all, what made Owen more terrified and helpless than anything else—was that he loved it.

Gahi sank deeper and deeper until nothing was left. Owen's body shifted and twisted into something new—a second set of wings, and all four had become angular like a Flygon's, and a shiny, green body. The single flame at the end of his tail became three embers that resembled a Flygon's fan. Owen's head was filled with the crazed thoughts of a mutant. Gahi's mind bumped against Owen's, and that last, remaining part of the Charizard begged for Gahi to back out. But it was too late.

A new memory emerged, one that wasn't Owen's.

"Gahi," Demitri said. "Do you think we'll ever see Owen again? He seemed so sure, but…"

"'Course we will!" Gahi cheerfully replied, clicking his jaws. "If Owen says so, he's right. That's just how he is. I'm gonna trust him. Maybe it ain't gonna be fer a while, but y'know what? We'll be together again one day."

Demitri and Mispy smiled, just slightly. If only out of faith, they nodded.

"Then even if we forget," Mispy said, "we'll wait."

Owen felt something below him in the ocean. It was watching, but it was too far below the surface for him to tell what it was. A new memory—this one felt familiar, and Owen hoped it was his own—floated to the front of his thoughts.

"Is the monster gone?" Owen squeaked, peeking out from under his Rawst bed.

"All gone, dear," Amia said, sighing. "Owen, come on out. See?"

A Magmortar stepped in.

"There's no monster! This is just Alex, remember him? Your Dad?"

"No… It was a monster… I saw it! For real!"

Alex fidgeted, bumping his cannons together.

"Well, the monster is gone," Amia said, gently holding Alex's shoulder. She flinched at the fire, but then pushed through, as if she got used to it.

"Where're my real parents?" Owen asked, puffing an ember in their general direction. "My Mom's supposed to be a Charizard, right? Where's my awesome Dragon mom?!"

"Owen, dear, they… first of all, Charizard isn't… We found your egg out in the woods, remember? Ohh, you must have hit your head pretty hard to forget all this."

"NO!" Owen shouted, pointing an accusatory claw at them. "I… I know what happened! You… took me away from them! You—" Owen suddenly stopped talking, eyes wide. "W-wait… wait, I… I remember, they… Gahi… and…"

Amia and Alex exchanged looks. A white aura enveloped Amia's hands.

"Wait, no—I'll stay quiet! I'll—Please—! I don't wanna forget! I wanna be me! Don't make…"

He was fading. The memories were vivid, and then scrambled, and then gone. Frantic thoughts exploded through his and Gahi's fused minds. He didn't know what thoughts were his, Gahi's, or both of theirs.

Soon after, they didn't think of much at all.


"There!" Rhys shouted. "I see them! But…! N-no…! It… how did it happen so quickly?! Owen—He should have—!" Rhys shook his head. "We were only within the Chasm for seconds at most! How are they so far away?!"

Amia took in a sharp breath to steady herself. "We—we can still help! We just have to—we just need to…"

Demitri groaned, tugging at his tusks anxiously. "How can we keep up?! They're so far away! We can't fly! Even if I evolved, I can't fly!"

Amia shook her head. "Oh, I'll just—" She hesitated by some internal conflict, but then pushed her arms forward, summoning a single spirit. A Hydreigon. "Some of you get on him," she instructed the others.

"H-hello," Hydreigon said timidly, bumping his head-hands together. "I can carry two of you."

Rhys helped to guide Enet onto him, hopping on right after. He couldn't fight if he flew on his own and would have to use Amia's spirit instead.

Zena slithered toward Demitri and Mispy and urged her to get onto her back next. "Let's try to get close," she said. "Maybe we can calm Gahi down that way, the three of us."

"Right," Demitri said.

With everything arranged, all of the Guardians, Rhys, Demitri, and Mispy lifted to the skies. Nevren wasn't present, but a quick talk in the communicator indicated that he was at Kilo Village, coordinating with other Hearts to set up possible rescue operations.

Demitri pointed ahead from atop Zena's back. "They're falling. Are they… Did they stop fighting?"

"There's just one…" Mispy said. But her leaf quivered at the power she felt radiating from the frantic aura.

"They fused together," Rhys stated lowly, and he ignored Demitri and Mispy's startled gasps. He saw the pair, now one, land in the water. "We don't have a lot of time—we have to get there quickly and see what we can do. Try to split them apart—they must be adjusting, but if we take too long…!"

"Let's speed up," Anam said. "I'll try to help as much as I can! Even if I need to…!" He didn't want to finish.

"What should we expect?" Manny said. "I've seen fusion befer with spirits, but I dunno what these guys're gonna be like. They're at the edge o' stability, right? All my spirits're going crazy right now, Yen's trying ter keep 'em in check. I think this stuff is triggering some memories they lost."

"They were pushed to their very limit," Rhys said. "And a fusion of all four—I don't know how we'd be able to handle it. Demitri, Mispy, I need you to be very careful—do you feel yourselves evolving?"

"I felt the Unleashing Aura a little, but…" Demitri shook his head. "I think—I'll be okay."

Mispy nodded. "But Gahi and…"

"We need to watch out for that. Owen's Perception and Gahi's speed means that they will both be fully aware of any of our advances, and fast enough to dodge them."

"What—then how do you hit him?" Amia said. "How can we stop him!?"

"Simple," Rhys said. "We have to generate an attack that they simply can't avoid. Aura Sphere from two sides, or something that will overwhelm their lacking offenses. Focus on unavoidable strategies that overwhelm. Understood?!"

"Right!" They all said.

Zena looked down at a dark spot in the water, deep below. It moved oddly. "Hm?" she said. "Is that…"

"Um—what do we call them?" Willow asked, sitting atop Rhys' head. "Gahi and Owen—what do we call them if they're fused? Do they answer to something?"

"They'd probably answer to either name," Rhys said.

"Gawen! Calm down!" Willow yelled. "Meditate!"

"I don't think that's something they'd pick," Rhys muttered, readying a powerful Suppression Aura. "I wish it wouldn't have to come to this—but they have to return to their lowest forms. We'll have to start again. But hopefully it will be faster this time." He fired while the fused Pokémon was still trying to get out of the water. It was a direct hit; Amia followed up with her own blast, which also hit.

Zena hesitated. "I'm sorry, Owen. Please don't forget this time…" She ultimately joined the blast, combining her Suppressing force with the others.

All three blasts pierced, permeated, and enveloped the fused pair, but when it faded…

Nothing happened. The Flygon-Charizard amalgam stared up at the group.

"This," Rhys said. "This is… the worst-case scenario."

"Worst-case?" Anam repeated worriedly, a swirl of inky blackness forming on his cheek. He slapped it, clutching at the slime of his face, and the darkness faded.

Gawen, for a split second, vanished from view, leaving only a high trail of water where he had once been swimming.

"Behind us!" Rhys said, knowing this pattern. And indeed, he was there, high above and preparing a strike—a Flamethrower. Mispy immediately created a barrier of energy. Zena fired a Hydro Pump through the barrier to neutralize the blast, creating a wave of steam. This forced Gawen to fly to the right to dodge the plume.

"To the right!" Rhys barked, but then they vanished again. "Where did—" This wasn't part of a pattern he was familiar with. He turned around and saw a flash of Gawen's body, but that was it. Little pinpricks of light surrounded them, difficult to see under the rising sun. That's when he realized— "We're surrounded by his traps! Be careful!"

"How surrounded is surrounded?" Amia asked.

Manny spotted little pinpricks of energy scattered on all sides. "Pretty surrounded." He clicked his tongue in thought. "I'll fix it. Oy, Rhys. I want yeh ter just… throw as many Aura Spheres as yeh can, yeah?"

"Y-yes, of course. But the traps…"

"We'll shield against it. Mispy!"

"Yes!"

"Keep yer Light Screen up!"

"Okay!"

Manny hopped over to Rhys and took his bag. "Yeh picked up what Owen dropped when he escaped, yeah?"

"Of course."

Manny held out his paw; Rhys hastily tossed the bag over. Gawen was staring at them, waiting for them to make a move; with the Fire Traps in the way, it seemed that even Gawen couldn't afford to come close.

"Knowing him, he planned fer this." Manny rummaged through the bag. "Somehow. He's gotta… hah! He totally did!"

"H-he did?" Rhys asked. He didn't have time to be surprised. "What did he bring?"

Manny grabbed something from the bag—a Dungeon Orb of some kind. He thrust it in the air; Gawen hissed and blasted another plume of fire, but the Orb took effect right after. A shocking energy radiated out and the Charizard-Flygon fusion stopped in his place, frozen. Zena reflexively created an invisible platform just beneath Gawen to keep him from plummeting to the ground.

"Hah! It worked!" Manny said. "Well lookit that, can't fight against a Petrify Orb, can yeh?!"

The fusion's body twitched, small muscle movements indicating that they didn't have much time.

"Uhh—I don't think that's working," Anam said. "Owen's Mystic power is undoing my blessings! He'll move soon! I—" He suddenly clutched at his head. "No, please…" he begged to nobody in particular.

"Okay, what else did he pack… eh… Oran Berry, some Elixirs, eh… hah!" Manny tossed another item toward Gawen, encasing it in a small sphere of aura—it landed right in front of him and exploded in a fine, gray mist. The petrification ended, but Gawen retched and clutched at his throat, roaring in anguish.

"What did you do?!" Amia said, covering her mouth.

"Vile Seed," Manny shouted. "We stand a chance! C'mon—we gotta get 'im now, while his defenses're shot!"

Rhys hesitated, but agreed. "I will do my best," he said, and then aimed a paw right for Gawen.

The fusion spat a Flamethrower at the group, dodging nearly every attack that they threw toward him. Willow learned that Gawen was at least partially Ground Type, as her Electric attacks did next to nothing; she transitioned to Moonblasts, but they were too slow to hit the speed from Gahi's half. Zena's Hydro Pumps missed completely; Anam's halfhearted Dragon Pulses grazed him once, but that was all. It looked like Anam would have fired more, but a fleck of darkness mixed in with one of the blasts of indigo fire made the Goodra clam up completely.

ADAM, thinking he was clever, fired a Hyper Beam right when Gawen dodged another strike, but the Flygon-Charizard brought his wings together and blocked it completely with a golden Protect. ADAM screeched, flailing in the air.

Valle had little that he could do in the air. Desperately, he made his second motion in centuries and threw his own arm like a rocket. It exploded, and a few of the rocks grazed Gawen enough to slow him down.

Rhys and Manny both fired Aura Spheres in an alternating rhythm. Impossible to evade, the spheres tracked him down, destroyed only if they collided with one of the many aerial traps; however, with the two Lucario firing, the fusion couldn't get close without risking a hit from the harder attackers of the team. At first, it seemed like a stalemate, yet with nothing to do but dodge, it became clear that Gawen was at a disadvantage. Fatigue set in. Moves became sloppy and muscles responded less efficiently.

"He's getting tired!" Amia announced. "We should get close to—to stop him!"

"Working on it!" Manny said. But the fusion refused to stop fighting; getting close would just get them both hurt.

Rhys looked at his paws—they were glowing a faint gold. "Ngh—" He suddenly stopped attacking.

"Eh?! Rhys? What're yeh doing?" Manny said. "I need yeh ter attack!"

"I—I can't," he said. "If I go any further, I'll risk losing my power. It's as I said—I Promised not to kill another Guardian!"

"W-wait! Then that means Owen and Gahi—"

She turned to get a closer look. During the flurry, blood dripped toward the sea; every wingbeat Gawen made dropped a little bit more. Yet he kept fighting. Normally a Pokémon would stand down long before these kinds of injuries were sustained. Yet a mutant…

"N-no… Everyone! We need to stop!"

"Owen," Zena breathed. She looked down again, spotting a great shadow in the ocean, exposed by the rising sun. Her eyes widened and recollection flashed in her eyes. "…We need to defeat him!" Zena announced. "Make sure that he hits the water!"

"What?!" Amia spun around, betrayed.

"Just do it—he won't calm down otherwise! Make him hit the water!"

"Why would—"

Willow squeaked angrily. "Do you think we have time to talk?!"

"We have to stop—before he dies!" Amia said. "He's bleeding! Any more and there won't be an Owen or Gahi to talk to!"

"If we stop, he's gonna attack, and there ain't gonna be those two left in their heads anyway!" Manny said. "He'll attack everyone! The whole town! Anybody—and he'll be too fast ter catch up ter, too!"

"Hyper Beam charged at twenty five percent," ADAM announced.

"Wait! Not yet!" Amia begged. "We can find another way!"

"We don't have another way, Amia. Just trust me!" Zena shouted. "I think if we just shoot him down—"

Gawen dashed toward them but was beaten back by the shockwave of a neutralized Aura Sphere.

"But he'll die in the water!" Amia said. "He's still part Charizard, and—and if he becomes too weak, and he lands in water, the water shock will—"

"Hyper Beam at fifty percent."

Gawen roared. In a last stand, he powered through Manny's barrage of small Aura Spheres and slashed at Manny, exploding the air right in front of his face. The Lucario coughed and fell back into Anam, cushioned in the slime, but was unconscious. Anam's paws were black.

"Please, no," Anam said, pushing Manny away and onto Zena's back. "Stop… go away…" The black fog around Anam's paws intensified, but then shrank, sinking into Anam's body as a swirl of black ooze just below the surface.

Rhys winced. "Amia, we… have to. He won't stop." He fired an Aura Sphere to keep Gawen slowed; his paws flashed dangerously. He couldn't do another one.

"B-but… But there has to be…"

"Seventy five percent."

"Wait—no! It's—" Amia couldn't find her words. Nevren's remarks echoed in his mind.

Zena unleashed another beam of water. Gawen dodged it but stumbled afterward. An opening.

"Fully charged."

Amia stared at Owen and Gahi's fused form with wide eyes, like she wanted to take every detail of them that she could. There was nothing she could do to stop it. She had a mind to fly forward and take the blast herself—but the time for that had passed.

ADAM fired. This time, Gawen was too tired to dodge; the Beam of hot, orange energy hit him directly, frying the scales on his front, splitting around to burn his sides. Smoke from his cooked body rose in small streams. He fell straight toward the ocean. Amia immediately dove down; Demitri and Mispy urged Zena to do the same, and she complied. Her slender form made it easy to catch up to Gawen; the closer they got to the water, the stronger a new presence felt, and the darker the water became. Amia didn't notice it; she was too focused on her son.

"Owen!" Amia shouted. "I've got you—M-Mispy! Mispy, please—heal him!"

He was still falling. The fall would kill him—Amia knew it. The water landing would be too harsh on his already broken body. He was seconds from hitting it. Amia accelerated to dangerous levels just to catch up. She got below Gawen and held her arms up, using her Mystic powers to slow his fall. Hydreigon burst into a cloud of blue embers, moving toward Amia even faster than before. That left Rhys and Enet free-falling, saved only by another platform created by Anam. Willow jumped off of Rhys' head and sprouted her pink, fairy wings, speeding after the falling family.

"I'll shrink them!" she said. "That'll slow the fall, right?!" But she was too far away to use her Mystic power. She tried to fire anyway, but it dissipated long before it reached them.

Shortly after Hydreigon returned to Amia, a Magmortar emerged. Amia and Alex caught a look at Gawen's face, burned as it was. For a second, Alex made eye contact with the fusion. He tried desperately to see even a small iota of Owen left in them.

"Owen," Alex said.

Gawen let out a weak whimper.

Alex smiled and wheezed with a strange mixture of a laugh of relief and a cry of sorrow. "Owen, it's okay! It's okay!"

They were falling fast, but it was slowing. Maybe he'd survive after all, but they couldn't avoid the water at their speeds. Alex pressed his body against the frightened amalgamation. Amia was too focused on slowing their fall without breaking Gawen's body.

Zena's slender form allowed her descent to be much faster. She glanced back at Demitri and Mispy. Without any time to explain, she just said, "You're going to hit the water. Get ready."

The Fraxure and Bayleef stared, wide-eyed, but had just as much time as Zena did to protest.

She didn't bother trying to slow down; instead, she liquefied her body and slammed into the water. In seconds, the water turned rough and white, swirling upward, softened with bubbles and foam. Demitri and Mispy screamed, slamming into it next; they fell limbs-first, arms and legs bending in odd directions. The shock knocked them both unconscious.

"Owen, just hang on," Alex begged. "We'll get Mispy to heal you, and then we'll find a way to calm you down. And then—"

They slammed into the foamy water, which wrapped around and cushioned the broken, bloodied amalgam. The three flames along his body extinguished in the water, emitting a steady stream of hot bubbles instead, though that stream was weakening rapidly. The currents that Zena became pushed them back to the surface.

"Are they okay?!" Willow screamed, landing on top of Amia's head. "Wait! Demitri, Mispy!"

"I have them!" Zena shouted, briefly materializing her head to communicate.

While broken, Zena could still sense their auras were strong, and their bodies breathing—if only because she used her own power to empty their lungs. Zena's gentle currents kept their heads above the water. Alex had dissolved from the strike, returning to Amia's spirit realm. But with Mispy unconscious, she wasn't going to be able to heal Gawen.

The Fire Guardian coughed out saltwater. She frantically held Owen in place. Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain in her side; the source was a set of claws digging into her. She followed it to Gawen, one of his eyes open, tearful and frightened and fading.

"Owen—it's okay. It's okay," Amia said, but it sounded more like she was begging. She looked up. The rest of the group were still dots in the air struggling to catch up.

Zena rematerialized next to them, her body partway out of the ocean. "How is he?"

Amia shook her head. "He's—he's fading. His aura, it's…"

Zena could feel it, too. Gawen's aura was fading fast. The water and the stress and the blood—not to mention the sting of salt all over—was proving to be too much, even for them, or him, or it. Amia didn't know what to call her son anymore, or what was left of him. Hot tears mixed with the ocean.

The Milotic coiled around Gawen's body. It felt cold. The blood gave her prismatic scales a red tinge. She pressed her head against his, wrapping her ribbons around his shoulders and neck to feel his pulse. Weak.

Amia finally came to her senses. She held her hands against Owen's chest, shutting her eyes. "Just… just a little… just a little…" she said desperately. Healing energy channeled pink light from her arms into Gawen.

"Owen? Gahi?" Amia said. "Do you feel that? Are you… okay?"

Gawen stared at Amia with a flickering light of recognition, red lenses obscured by droplets of reddening water. He tried to reach out to her. Amia immediately returned the favor—his grip was strong and savage, digging into her hands with intent to kill. And yet his eyes said something entirely different. The Gardevoir winced. She refused to let go.

The others were almost there. Just a little longer. They could keep him under control. Perhaps tie him up, wait for him to calm down—would he ever calm down? Was he like this forever? No—Amia refused to believe that possibility. She could still see Owen and Gahi inside the beast. They both had to be there.

Gawen refused to let go of Amia, either. But she was starting to wonder if it was because he wanted to kill her, or because he didn't want to see her go away.

Amia looked back at Demitri and Mispy, still floating with Zena supporting them with her tail as a makeshift raft. The Fire Guardian held her free hand toward them, blasting another Heal Pulse toward each unconscious Pokémon. Mispy was the first to blink awake, dizzy, followed by Demitri seconds later. They groaned in pain. The Pulse wasn't enough to repair their broken bones. Amia readied another, feeling weak from how much energy she had used. "Just a little… more…"

And then Gawen suddenly looked down, eyes wide. Amia and Zena followed his gaze, Willow struggling to stay atop Amia's head.

A dark figure was just below them, approaching fast. Glowing, blue eyes locked on, unblinking. As big as the Heart Headquarters, no—even bigger. The closer it got, the bigger it seemed.

"Emily!" Zena shouted.

The water bulged beneath them. Something rose from the surface—something big. A head, first, white in color with blue markings near the eyes. This was followed by a long, white neck and shoulders; everything else was submerged within the water, but Zena knew exactly what it was: Lugia.

Lugia had appeared for only a few seconds. Amia had no time to react than to just widen her eyes as its great mouth closed around their entire, huddled group. Willow screamed, but in that final, unceremonious instant, the great behemoth's jaws closed around them.

Zena, Gawen, Amia, Willow, Demitri, and Mispy, in that final moment, were gone, taken by the Lugia to the depths of the sea.






40. Body, Mind, and Spirit


Chapter 37 – Body, Mind, and Spirit

The Grass Orb was silent.

Nobody dared move. The spirits didn't speak—they could only stare, petrified, at what they thought would be the end of their cozy corner of eternity. He was laying there—Gahi and Owen, fused together as one.

The only one moving was Star. The Mew floated over his unconscious body, inspecting every part of it.

"They're fused to the core," Star mumbled to herself. "I don't know if I can pull them apart without destroying everything we worked toward. It'd be from zero again…"

Gawen was unconscious. The battle itself was a strain on their body, the stress of the encounter on the mind, and the overexertion of their powers on the spirit. To be passed out in even the spirit world meant that they had fought to the very limit. To their fortune, that gave Star the opportunity to theorize on what she could do.

"What do you mean," Klent finally said, "by fused to the core? From zero?"

"This happened before," Star said, looking back. "When Demitri, Mispy, Gahi, and Owen all fused together for the first time, something went wrong. Nevren said they weren't ready—or something just wasn't calculated right. What do you expect? Four minds merging into one, seamlessly and without error? In your dreams. Even I would need a few tries…"

Klent moved forward, then stopped. "So… something went wrong to make them go berserk?"

"Yeah. And I'm trying to figure out why now. It's probably something really small that propagates throughout the system. Like an illness that spreads through the body. Ngh… The way Nevren had me solve it before was by forcing them apart. But that's like untying a knot by slicing it in half – you're going to have damaged rope. To do it right… you need a way to untie them and still have their minds intact afterward. Then, they don't have to heal the broken pieces of their selves…"

"I think I follow," Klent said slowly. "But, how would you do it?"

Star hesitated, looking the fused aura over. She shook her head. "Just give me a second."

"He's eventually going to wake up, isn't he?" Klent said worriedly.

"I know, I know—just—give me a second. I need to think." She rubbed her head, squeezing her temple. "I have to see what their spirits look like."

"Spirits? But we're already—"

"No," Star said. "Their literal spirit. Right now, this is a world of aura. But I have to… t-to open that up further."

Klent's eyes widened. "But that's… Star, doesn't that only happen beyond the aura sea? You don't just pull a spirit from—"

"I have to," Star said. "I just have to be careful."

She breathed in, then out, and brought a tiny paw forward, glowing with golden light. It trembled, but she inched it closer to the scaly Pokémon's chest. The shaking intensified and she jerked her hand away.

"I—I can do this! Stop staring at me!"

Klent flinched, as did the other spirits. They quickly looked down, shuffling where they stood.

"This isn't hard at all," Star said. "It's trivial, even. What's a single—I mean, what're two souls to a Creator? This is child's play." She held her paw against his chest again, trying to keep it from shaking. "Just draw the spirit out. Just draw it out a little."

A golden sphere emerged partway—just the top of the orb—from Gawen's rising and falling chest. It swirled, two currents twisting and turning around themselves to make up the single, unstable ball of light. Star winced—almost gagged—and took another steady breath. But then she felt something almost break loose and gasped, shoving it back into him. His whole body jolted, but remained unconscious, and Star pulled her hand away.

"I—I can't do it," she said, hand trembling. "I c-can't keep it together. Oh, God, why can't I—this is supposed to be easy! I'm s-supposed to be a Creator! Why can't I pull myself together when it actually matters?!" She shoved her hands to her sides, hitting the air. Nearby rocks and trees split apart, startling Klent and the others. She slammed her hands over her eyes next, breathing in sharply.

Zygarde Hecto cleared his throat behind her. "Star."

"Not now," Star said, sniffling.

"This is important."

"I can't do anything right now," Star replied, shaking her head. "I have to fix Gahi and Owen. That's all I can think about now, okay?"

Hecto nodded. "I understand."

Klent, Amelia, and all of the other spirits all stared at something behind Star, eyes wide. The Mew eyed them all incredulously, but then spun around. "Ng—!"

Arceus stood before her, significantly smaller than usual. He was no larger than Gawen.

Countless tendrils of light emerged from Star's back, but Arceus held up his right hoof, lowering his head.

"I know I cannot fight here," he said.

"Y-yeah, that's right," Star growled. "Leave."

"I would like to help."

Star's tendrils wavered. She did nothing when the other Creator stepped around her and toward Gawen. He gently placed his hoof on Gawen's chest, the same as Star, and pulled back. The sphere emerged halfway from the aura, a semicircle atop his scales. Two tendrils of light emerged from Arceus' back next, slowly moving toward the fused spirit. Star watched closely, ready to push him away if he tried anything out of the ordinary.

The unstable swirling slowed. One spirit collected against the first tendril and the other half of the current spiraled around the other. Then, slowly, the two tendrils retracted. The two smaller spheres slid toward one another again, spinning together in a gentle, steady vortex. Arceus pressed his hoof forward, pushing the fused orb back into Gawen. The glowing subsided and Arceus stepped away.

He looked at Star, who quickly turned her head away and down, glaring at a boulder that she had shattered.

"The rest is up to you." Arceus tapped his left hind leg on the ground, creating a portal. "I know you do not want me around." He spun and walked through, the circle disappearing moments later.

Star's fist clenched, watching him go. "I could've…" She couldn't find the words to finish. Star's shoulders relaxed, though Klent and the other spirits were still tense.

"Star?" Klent asked. "What did he do?"

Star shook her head. "Barky's just being a showoff." Star forced a smile. "I could've done the same thing if I tried again."

Klent frowned, rubbing his pom-poms together.

Amelia adjusted the flower atop her head. "What's left?" the Lilligant asked. "It looked like their spirits were fused together the… right way this time. But how do you separate them now? Is there… a trick?"

Star steadied her breaths one last time, nodding. She went back to inspecting Gawen. "Everything about them has to do with their aura," Star said. "Bodily fusions are easy to fix for me. It's the aura and the spirit that's hard to do. It's like trying to separate red and blue from purple."

Klent nodded. "Mm. Or salt from the sea. Something like that?"

"Kinda, but it's equal parts salt and water," Star said.

The Jumpluff shook his body in understanding, the top dandelion puff bobbing. "Well… what if you had a way to attract out one part, but not the other? If you make water evaporate, it'll leave salt behind. I think that's what Arceus did with their spirits, if what I saw was right. Would there be a way to… get Owen out, and leave Gahi behind, or the other way around?"

"I don't… really know. That's one thing we could do… or try…"

Hecto cleared his throat. "He's awake."

Gawen's eyes opened, staring at the sky.

Star clenched her jaw. "Nobody move," she said calmly.

It was a moment of serenity, but it was fleeting. Gawen's eyes locked onto Star.

"Hey," Star said. "You feeling alright?"

"He's not moving," Klent said.

"Oh, he's trying," Star stated. "I have him immobilized with Psychic. He's pretty weak, so it's easy to keep him down, uh, gently." She floated closer. "Gahi, Owen… it's okay. Take a breath. Meditate, alright? Just a little…" Star waved a glowing paw near Gawen's cheek. He let out a slow growl, and then a huff.

"Gahi, this is the Grass Orb—a part of the spirit realm. Can you see it, in Owen's memories? It's safe here. Nice and calm."

"Can you reason with him?"

"I think so," Star said. "It's different… this isn't like the last time. I think because it's just two of them, and the meditation—you know, the stuff Rhys did—I think that's making it easier. They aren't totally broken this time. That's probably why Barks was able to fix him so easily, too. Maybe if we're careful…"

There was another long, tense silence. Star was working on Gawen while he was still awake, prodding at his aura, searching for anything she could untangle. Every so often, she sighed, mumbling to herself. They weren't sure what she meant for most of it. But eventually, she said something a bit more audibly. "This should help…"

A small spark of white energy pulsed through the fused creature. Star floated away and released her Psychic hold. A small shockwave warped the light around Gawen upon release. The forest spirits flinched. He was unsealed and free to move.

"Hey," Star whispered. "On a scale of one to ten… how badly do you want to fight right now?"

The Flygon-Charizard amalgamation stared at Star, and then at all the others. He looked at the trees. "Nine," he said. "Just 'cause I know what… ten feels like."

"S-Star! How did you—"

"Keep your voice down," Star said serenely. "I couldn't remove his instincts and I couldn't tamper with his head at all… but I was able to lower his stress levels and the mechanisms that contribute to being in battle mode all the time. I helped him feel less aggressive. The aura mimics the body, and I did some brain stuff. As Creator, you kinda have to know that sorta thing. But he could easily slip back into it, so no sudden movements."

Gawen looked down shamefully. "I'm… I'm just a monster," he said. "I've always been one. I've just been… sealed away. 'Til now."

"Pretty much," Star said. "But you're my monster, okay?"

Gawen winced. "Y-yeah…"

"May I touch your shoulder?"

Gawen nodded.

Star gently floated toward him and did just as she had asked. It was a tiny paw compared to the dragon. "I can see my reflection," Star said with a smile, looking at his scales. "The Gahi half of you really shines, huh?"

Gawen smiled slightly.

"…I'm really proud of how far you've come, Owen. Gahi. You never would have been this controlled in the past."

"It's so hard…"

"I know. I know. But it's okay, and you're doing it anyway. Just keep going, you two…"

"Two," Gawen said. He rubbed at his head. "I… I don't know… who I am…" His claws dug into his scales, voice rising.

"Shh, shh, it's okay," Star said in a whisper. "Let me help. Gahi… Gahi, is that name familiar to you?"

"Yeah… that's… that's me… that's me, and also someone I know…"

"Mhm, that's true. Part of you is Gahi. You were a Trapinch, and you always wanted to be the first one to evolve. Do you remember that?"

"I… I do. I was always jealous… because… because Owen…. He was always faster. And I hate… when people are faster. But… but Owen's me, too… I didn't know that Gahi was jealous… But I… but I liked me, too. Because we were family."

Star nodded. She gently moved until she was sitting on their shoulder. "Owen, did you enjoy training with Gahi?"

"Yeah… I did. I liked training with me… with Gahi—Owen and Gahi, us, me…" He rubbed his forehead. "It… it hurts…"

"Shh, shh.." Star didn't give the fusion time to take it all in. The gentle onslaught continued uninterrupted. "Owen… Amia raised you all on her own. Do you remember that?"

Gawen was quiet. He looked like he had a splitting headache. His eyes were shut tight, creases forming along his muzzle. Scales ground against one another with every fold of skin. Star rubbed his shoulders.

"I… I remember," he finally said.

"Gahi, did you miss Owen?"

"I… I did… missed him a lot… missed'm all the time…"

"Gahi, do you remember how you coped? What did you do?"

"…Slept in his bed… the Rawst Leaves… they smell a certain way… Owen smelled like Rawst all the time, 'cause he slept in it fer… I slept in them, and Gahi was always annoyed at how they smelled… But then I started missing it, 'cause even if it was annoying… I guess Gahi really liked it…" Gawen gulped, trying to hold down his nausea. "S-Star… m-my head… I… I can't think about this."

"It's okay. Gahi, Owen, it's okay. Keep thinking, okay?"

"I can't…"

Star rubbed his shoulders more. "This is good, you two. Keep holding it through. You've got this. I'm going to keep going, and I'm not stopping. Owen, did Gahi ever win against you in chess?"

"Star… p-please, stop…"

"Gahi, did Owen ever beat you in a race?"

"Yer killing my head…" He was clutching his head so tightly that his claws were piercing his scales.

"Owen, do you remember when you tried to sleep like Gahi, underground?"

"I hated it…!"

"Gahi, have you ever read a single paper in your life?"

"I totally read a few! But Owen, he reads… everything he can… I…" His grip wavered; his whole body had tensed, and then relaxed.

Star blinked. "…Owen? Gahi? Hello?"

Their eyes were closed, but gently. There were no crease marks of stress; his aura felt… more serene. The gashes in his skull vanished away.

Klent, confused that Star was confused, stepped forward. "S-Star?"

"Star," Hecto said, "is this not part of the procedure?"

"It, uh, no," Star said. "Owen? Gahi?"

The fusion went half-limp, falling forward. Star had to really push to keep the creature from collapsing on top of her. "Ng—guys, c'mon!"

Gawen came to his senses, shaking his head. "S-sorry." He sat up, but he looked dizzy. "I… I feel better," he said. "I'm… I'm Owen, right now. Gahi's resting."

"Excuse me?" Star said. "That's not—supposed to happen yet. Hello? Gahi?"

Owen was quiet, eyes closed. Gahi opened his eyes. "Yeah, what? I'm… feeling a li'l better."

Gahi closed his eyes. The same body opened them again. "Star, I think… I think I'm feeling better. I think if we switch… it hurts less. I still… really… really want to fight… but at least I know who I am."

Closed, opened. "I never saw yeh fight befer, Star. So, what, yeh think yer any good? Can you fight?"

"I—uh—I mean…"

Hecto spoke up. "Star, perhaps your methods were simply more effective than expected."

"No, I'm pretty sure they had to go through a few more steps before finding a way like this. But maybe Owen's just—smarter and figured it out on his own."

"N-no, I don't think I did. Star, I think you helped me. Heh, yeah, I figure yer real good and just didn't think yeh could do it so easy. I—I mean, maybe that, because I didn't get any ideas. It hurt a lot, so it was… y'know, was hard ter do the thinking, 'specially when I was messing with Owen's good thinkin' parts."

"Ugh, now my head's starting to hurt," Star said. "Okay, new rule. Pause before you switch control so I'm not listening to one voice two ways."

"O-oh, um…" A pause. "Sorry fer that." Another pause. "It came a little naturally." Then, the fusion, with Owen in control, looked at his claws. "Actually, Star, um—I wanted to ask… a-and I don't know if I want to know the answer, but… a-are… are we dead?"

"Uhh…" Star rubbed her ear. Her tail flicked as if she wasn't completely sure. The three flames on Gawen's tail flickered anxiously. Then, Star nodded. "No, you're alive. But that's actually making me wonder something…" Star observed the fusion making strange motions, such as brushing his tail pensively on the ground or pushing at a wall that wasn't there. "…You okay there?"

"Everything feels… soft."

"Uhh—"

Little specks of light leaked from the fusion's body. "The air feels… soft. Does that make sense?"

"Not rea—"

The fusion vanished.

Klent blinked. "D… did they wake up?"

"Yeah. So at least they're alive," Star said.

"Will… what happened carry over to the real world?"

Star sighed. "Boy, I hope so. Let's just watch and see."

"Mm…" Klent, along with the other spirits, closed their eyes to tune into what their host was experiencing.


At first, he thought he was back in Hot Spot Cave. Everything around them had a dim, cyan glow, just like the mushrooms, or Aether Forest, or the aura sea. But everything felt too close—and too soft—to be the caverns. Owen tried to turn but was met with great resistance from a soft, solid wall. He felt like he was in some sort of crawl space; there was light ahead of him, so he pulled himself out of what he imagined was an alcove in the wall.

He heard the murmurs of a quiet conversation. "Ngh… ugh!" He was out and in an open area, though it was still very dim. "Finally!" he said. "Arceus, it felt like Anam in there…"

He turned around, realizing that was a very strange way to describe something, and inspected his surroundings. It looked like some sort of shiny, red wall with a cyan glow. He came from a crease in the wall, like dough that was folded over itself. The whole place was like this.

And then he recalled his previous moments of being conscious. Amia staring at him, the ocean rapidly advancing—and that Lugia. And then darkness, perhaps from the impact of where he had landed, but perhaps also because—

"Oh… oh, no. Nooo, no, no." The fusion paced. Every step he made was squishy against the ground. "N-no, no, no, that's not it," he said. "Absolutely not. I ain't gonna accept that. Ain't no way I got ate. Th-that just isn't how it works—this is—this is just a strange dream! 'Cause this ain't how bodies work—I'd be dead! Long dead! Some sea monster woulda made me lunch by now! Ain't no way that… maybe I just escaped and…"

Owen's half realized that there was an easy way to determine where he was. With great apprehension, he turned his attention to his Perceive.

He was in the center of something large. It had a giant, central chamber, and six offshoots that appeared to be moving. The one at the front of this chamber swiveled to the left and right subtly; the one in the rear twisted with the currents—he realized that this thing was underwater. And there were four more structures attached to the central chamber—two were shorter, and near the rear offshoot, and two were longer and beating hard against the water, propelling the entire structure forward. They were wing-like, yet also hand-like.

It was a Lugia without anything inside. No heart. No lungs. No real organs of any kind. "I… oh." He wanted to collapse but didn't want to know what the ground felt like. What his feet felt was enough. The fusion gagged and covered his mouth. "Why…?"

The murmuring returned. Gahi and Owen tried to gather themselves and turned toward the sound. At first, they were unfamiliar—and with newfound worry, he wondered how much his memories may have been shuffled by this incident—but soon, he could put a few of the voices to names.

"…That's… Zena," he said. "And Willow, and… is that—Demitri and Mispy? That is!" Pushing aside the circumstances, Gawen rushed toward the only familiar thing he had left. "Hey, guys!"

Zena perked up. They were all gathered nearby, opposite of the great chamber. "Owen? Er—Gahi? Both…?"

Amia recognized the tone. "Owen! Y-you're… you're okay! Oh, thank Arceus, I—" She sniffled; it seemed like she had it together until she finally saw him awake and sane. She ran toward him and tripped over her own feet; the fusion caught her.

"H-hey, Mom, it's—it's alright," Owen said, rubbing her back. He realized how tall he was, now—even larger than he was as a Charizard. "I think Star helped us in the spirit world."

"Us—so Gahi's still…?"

"Yeah, I'm still here," Gahi nodded. "It kinda hurts our head ter fight fer control at the same time, but if we swap like this, it ain't so bad, and if we merge our heads, it ain't too bad, either. Still weird, though, eh, so we'll try'n keep it separate."

"Oh, that's… that's interesting!" Amia said delicately. "But…"

"Interesting? That's cool!" Willow piped up, hopping from Amia's hair onto Gawen's snout. She skittered forward until she was between his horns.

Owen grinned. "I think we can get better at being 'as one' too, but…" He looked at his claws. "I'd like it if we were two bodies again. I like being close to Gahi, but—maybe not this close…"

Gahi sighed. "Yeah, ain't that something yeh'd expect outta Demitri an' Mispy? But not us, I figure."

Mispy huffed; Demitri rubbed at one of his tusks, avoiding eye contact.

"Oh, that's… quite odd to hear two kinds of people from the same voice," Amia said. "It's almost like when Eon mimicked my voice—oooh, I still get shivers from that…"

"Eon seems really familiar, but…" Demitri frowned. "He's a lot less friendly than I thought he'd be."

"Don't remind me," Owen grumbled. "Um, so… I really, really don't want to know… but I have to… Where are we?"

"We're being carried by an old friend of mine," Zena said. "Her name is Emily—she's a Lugia. I didn't think she'd still be alive, but… this is definitely her. I remember it all now."

Gawen crossed his arms incredulously. "Your friend?" he said. "She… eats people."

"Well, it's not eating if you aren't food, don't you think?" Zena suggested.

"No, this is pretty strongly like eating," Owen said, eying the walls suspiciously. "How does this even work? My Perceive is telling me Emily doesn't have anything going on inside her. I don't even know if she has blood. It's like a Drifblim shaped itself into a Lugia. And how big is she, anyway?!"

"She's really, really big," Willow said. "I tried to shrink Emily so we could try to escape, but it just bounced off the walls and shrank us a little instead…"

Owen looked up at the fleshy ceiling with a grimace. This place reminded him of the Hot Spot training grounds in terms of size, though the ceilings were closer and it generally felt more claustrophobic. He had the vaguest of recollections of how big Emily was, and somehow she seemed bigger on the inside even after considering Willow's power.

Zena hummed. "I don't know why she's like this, either. But she has a certain power about her. Can't you feel it?"

"Yeah, but—it's subtle. I felt it when I was—nghk… when I was lodged somewhere in the walls. Up against it I definitely felt something strong, but now that I'm just standing here? Not really… But her aura is strong. I can't see anything outside."

Owen scanned the group again and felt the presence of somebody hiding behind Zena's tail. "Um? Who's that?"

"Eep—!"

"Oh," Zena lifted her tail, revealing—nothing. "That was Tanneth. She lives, er… with Emily. She's a Vaporeon, but I think she's still a little nervous about you, Owen, Gahi."

"She is? How come?" Owen asked, feeling stupid seconds later.

"It's okay, Tanneth," Amia said. "This one's friendly. A friend of ours, Star, must have helped them!"

"A-are you sure?" someone said beneath Mispy.

Owen and Gahi got a good look at Tanneth; it was indeed a Vaporeon, though she seemed to be partway inside the floor. Once again, it reminded them of Anam.

"Actually, um, Emily was the one who helped you," Tanneth said. "She said that she felt your aura was in a lot of pain, so she healed you with a lot of her power."

"My aura was in… pain?" Gawen said. "How? Y'mean like, I was ripping apart?"

Tanneth nodded. "Emily doesn't like when Pokémon are hurt, but she can only heal others if they're very, very close to her body. But she can heal anything!"

"Anything," Owen repeated slowly. "But—but what if I went crazy? I'd've really hurt Emily, all the way in here!"

Tanneth shook her head. "Emily can't get hurt. She's really, really strong! …Defensively!"

"Defensively? So, she can't attack? But Lugia are supposed to be really strong—I read that Lugia was supposed to know Aeroblast! That could rip anything to shreds!"

"Emily…. Now that I think about it, I don't think she ever was that powerful," Zena said. "She should be strong, but her Aeroblast… I think the worst it ever did was make little whirlpools for us to play in." She looked up. "But maybe when she gets back to wherever her home is, we can talk more."

"Still strange," Owen said, crossing his arms thoughtfully. "But yeah, that sounds like a good idea. Actually, while we're waiting, I… want to try something. Can you guys give me a little bit? I want to de-fuse…"

"You can do that?" Willow asked, tapping her leg on his left goggle.

"I think so," Owen said.

"We better," Gahi said.

"We'll try," Gawen said.

Reluctantly, Gawen sat down to meditate. Demitri and Mispy crept closer to get a better look at their sparring partner. Demitri tapped at his right tusk thoughtfully. "Wow… So that's what it's like to fuse together… And you're sane, too! Who would've thought that a little healing energy would've helped, huh?"

"Star was helping, too," Gawen said. "I think it was the healing that made it feel better, but… Star was the one that helped us actually separate. We just have to finish it off."

Mispy inspected the flame at the end of Gawen's tail—the three blade-like spires of fire. "What if you… went Grass Type?" Mispy theorized.

Owen's half was intensely curious and distracted by the remark; Gahi's half was just annoyed that they couldn't concentrate in peace. The two conflicting thoughts were too much for the fusion and, in an instant, one head split off from the main one, turning irritably, "Shaddap, I'm trying ter concentrate!"

"Wah! T-two heads!" Tanneth squeaked.

"Eh?" Gahi looked down. He could move the right arm, but not the left. "Oy, lookit that!"

"Gahi! I can't feel my right side!"

"Well, I can't feel my left! C'mon, let's just keep going!"

"Um—" Mispy, in an effort to help, wrapped her vines around their arms and pulled.

The two heads grunted in strain, but, thankfully, this was the correct approach. With a little tug and some concentration, the dragon and the pseudodragon split apart, their respective halves regenerating in a dim light. They tumbled to the ground with a series of plops and damp splashes.

"Ugh! Finally!" Owen said. He shook himself off and tried to ignore the empty feeling in his chest. "Glad to be me again. No offense or anything, Gahi, but I think you dumbed me down a few pegs…"

"Feh," Gahi stuck his nose in the air. He paused as if something had dawned on him. "Hey, I ain't crazy!" He looked at his claws. "How 'bout that, eh?" And then he flexed his wings.

"I think we're going to go a little crazy when we evolve," Demitri said, looking at Mispy worriedly. "Um—when that happens, do you think you'll be able to…"

"We'll help," Owen said. "We just have to beat you and then, um… help you straighten out after that. Maybe Emily can help!"

Just then, the ground shifted. "Earth—earthquake?" Owen said. "W-wait, we're not on—"

The ground heaved, throwing them all backward. The entire area turned sideways, floors becoming walls. Owen and Gahi hit the new ground; Amia and Willow landed on top of Owen, followed by Demitri and Mispy atop Gahi, and lastly Zena, whose lengthy body pinned them all down.

They all groaned.

"Everyone okay?" Owen wheezed.

"I think I squished my webbers," Willow whined.

Tanneth's head stuck out of a nearby wall, giggling. "Hey, everyone! Emily's gonna let you guys out, now!"

Owen's expression darkened. "Please tell me she has a better way to—"

A giant wing-arm burst violently through the walls of the Lugia, presumably through her belly, fishing around her own insides like one would search for a snack in the dark. The wing was big enough to grab them all in one go. Without thinking, Owen shrieked, and they were pulled back to the outside world.






41. The Enigmatic Healer


Chapter 38 – The Enigmatic Healer

Manny crossed his arms with doubt, flying through the air with his body parallel to the ocean. "Yer gonna have ter explain that one a second time, Rhys," he said. "They all got ate, but they're just fine?"

"Y-yes, I promise, they are perfectly safe. More than safe; if anything, they might be getting healed right now."

Manny felt someone knocking on his spiritual doors. He held his hand out and Star emerged, looking a bit shaken.

"Y'alright?" Manny asked.

"Yeah, sorry, sorry," Star said. "I was just… sorting things out with Owen and Gahi."

She steadied her breath, earning a few concerned looks from Manny, and then addressed the others. "It's true. That was Emily. She's a wonderful Pokémon, but—well, I don't know if any of you are going to remember her in a little while. Y'see… well…" Star hesitated. "Actually… I'm a little surprised you're remembering her at all. Maybe because you guys are all together, it's starting to…" She trailed off. "…Guys. Do you remember seeing the Lugia at all?"

"Wh—of course! It only took up like half our view!" Manny said.

"Huh," Star said. "Well… I guess we'll see how much I can explain, then. See… Lugia Emily… ahh… she's really kind. So kind that Arceus gifted her a tiny, tiny portion of divine energy—enough to make her a true legend, but not enough to expand that influence beyond her body. She had it on the condition that she'd only be able to use that power to help others—and so, she trained to become the ultimate healer."

"The healer that… eats people," Anam said, nibbling his hand. "Does it hurt?"

"If you ask me, it's pretty cozy." Star crossed her arms. "And it's pretty spacious in there, too. Emily's basically a dense balloon filled with air. Dense enough to still dive underwater, but with all that air in the middle, it's really easy to live in. Her aura is strongest within her, so… anything that's inside of her basically can't get hurt."

"It's also quite difficult to escape," Rhys muttered.

"Oh, yeah!" Star giggled. "Back when you were a real Hunter going after divine energy, Emily was one of your targets!" She shoved Rhys by the shoulder. "She ate you and refused to let you go unless you promised not to fight her!"

"I'm surprised she didn't force me to make a Divine Promise," Rhys muttered. "But I suppose we did… chat for a while. Her and that Vaporeon within her."

"You mean, even your ultimate moves didn't work on Emily?" Anam said. "Would… would mine?"

"Maybe?" Star shrugged. "I dunno. I mean, Ghost has an advantage over her type, but Em's pretty exceptional. But I don't think she'd beat you in a fight, either. Like I said—she's an ultimate healer. Like, on a scale of one to ten, her capacity to harm is… negative one, I guess? Or close to it. Maybe if she rolled on you it'd do some damage, but…"

"I'd rather not envision this," Rhys stated flatly.

"So, they're definitely okay," Anam said.

"Yeah," Star said. "I promise—if they're in Emily's guts, they're as safe as you can get."

"Quite counterintuitive," James remarked.

"Hrm." Rhys didn't like the situation, but he couldn't deny that Owen and the others, for now, would be in good hands. He focused his attention ahead, toward the expanse of ocean.

"Where are we going?" Anam asked.

"We're following Emily back to her home base," Star said. "With any luck, we'll be able to find her pretty easily. She's on the other side of the world, so she's equidistant from all parts of the shoreline. Makes it useful to go to anywhere she can sense trouble. It shouldn't be long from now. It's a tiny island that gets flooded pretty often."

"Water is not still," Valle said.

"Oh, get over it, you already broke your own vow when Enet made you move your arms. Why don't you stop being a literal statue, anyway?"

"I cannot." Valle rumbled angrily.


"Solid ground! Thank Arceus!" Owen had half a mind to kiss, but he kept himself calm. "Wait—where are we?"

They were inside of a large, yet shallow cave. It was only ten or so paces from the mouth to the back wall, yet Owen had enough room to fly in the airspace it provided. Behind them was a small beach of white sand. In fact—and a cursory Perceive of the surroundings confirmed this—the small cave was more like a partly hollowed boulder sitting in the middle of a tiny circle of land.

Circumnavigating the tiny island on foot would take about the same amount of time as it would to eat a nice bowl of stew. Maybe one with a good set of Tamato base, some potatoes and onions…

Was Rhys going to make dinner?

"This is my home!"

The sheer volume of the voice shook Owen's chest and tossed him out of his thoughts. He worried that his heart would stop either from the percussive impact or the surprise. He briefly wondered if he and Gahi, when they had fused, had two hearts.

He spun around. "W-wow, Emily, you're… big!"

Emily seemed smaller on the outside, but she still dwarfed them all by comparison. Legends often depicted Lugia as a creature at least three times the size of a Charizard, but Emily was much more than that. Five, six times? Owen couldn't tell. He only knew that he was noticeably smaller than her head and she had to angle her gaze sharply downward to make eye contact with them. Her voice was deep and booming, but it fit for someone of her stature. He felt the innocent kindness it had, though, just like their Heart of Hearts, Anam. Perhaps that was why Zena was reminded of her through their leader.

Still, he couldn't get over the fact that there was a gaping hole in her belly where she had pulled them out. "Emily, are you okay?"

"Okay about what?" Emily asked.

"Um, Emily, dear," Amia said, pointing at where her ribcage would have been, "is it normal for you to… just have that wound?"

She didn't have any bones or blood; in fact, it seemed like the red flesh within was just for show.

"Oh, oops!" Emily said, bringing her wing-arms to her chest. She rubbed at the edges and the hole closed up, like she was shaping clay to patch a wet sculpture. "Sorry! I need to remember to keep that in one piece or people freak out…"

Demitri looked at Emily worriedly. "That doesn't hurt, does it?"

Mispy's vines twitched, ready to heal her if there were any residual injures, yet the Lugia's body was back to normal. Whatever normal was.

"Hurt?" Emily asked, but then something moved up her chest, became a lump on her shoulder, and popped toward the ground.

The Vaporeon, Tanneth, landed with surprising grace for such a drop. "Emily doesn't feel a lot of things that she should," she said. "She doesn't need to eat, or sleep, or… any of that! I dunno why. She's always been that way. Maybe she's a deity."

Emily giggled, rubbing the back of her head. "I dunno about that…."

"It's… certainly nothing like other Lugia that I've heard of," Amia said. "Oh, wait, but are there other Lugia?"

"There should be," Owen said. "I think… Then again, never saw one… Either way, Em's definitely not a normal Lugia. But… is she a Guardian?"

"A what?" Emily asked. "Yeah, I'm totally a Guardian! I'm the guardian of the seas! I keep all the salty water safe!"

"So, the Guardian of…" Zena paused. "The former Guardian of Water?"

"Huh? I mean, I don't guard all water…" Emily frowned. "I mostly just keep the ocean safer. Not rivers and stuff… Just oceans. But I can try to cover the land, but that's a lot of land… and I'm slower on land, so it's harder to help Pokémon in time."

Owen looked in the air pensively. "…I think we're working with two different definitions of Guardian."

Amia nodded. "Um, Emily, do you know what the spirit world is?"

"Spirit… world?" Emily asked. "Like, where Ghost Pokémon go? Oh, no, no!" She bopped herself on the head. "Ghosts aren't dead. It's where spirits of the dead go! Right?"

Zena hummed. "I don't think she's a Guardian. She's just… a normal guardian. Er, a non-Orb… protector… of sorts."

"Hmm…" Owen churred uncertainly. Something wasn't adding up. But he didn't have any extra information to work with yet. "I guess we should take some time to recover. Do we have a communicator with us?"

The Charizard sat down against the cave's rocky walls; the ground had soft bedding to it that was covered in a thin layer of dried kelp. Emily must have taken the time to make it, somehow, or find it some other way to craft something of this size—it was very cozy.

The cold pit in his stomach suggested that this bedding could easily be more of Emily's flesh fashioned into a soft cushion, but he avoided using his Perception to find out for sure. Some things were best left unknown.

This sentiment lasted for a few fleeting seconds. Owen checked and, indeed, it seemed to be more of Emily, like she lopped off a part of her belly and turned it into a soft cushion. He elected to not inform the others and festered in his own disgust in silence.

"We do," Amia said, pulling out her communicator. "But it didn't work inside of Emily—maybe now it will?"

"Doesn't work inside Emily? That's weird. Maybe it's aura-based," Tanneth said. "Or some other kind of technique. A lot of stuff gets blocked off by Emily… You can't even use Teleport to get in or out of her."

"Oh, goodness, that's… How do you know that?" Amia asked worriedly.

"Someone tried to use Teleport once," Tanneth said. "I don't remember who, though. I think it was an Alakazam."

"You don't say." Owen curled his tail around his hips and legs. He finally had time to decompress someplace that wasn't from his nightmares, aside from the bedding. And in that moment of silence with just his thoughts, it finally occurred to him—this was the first time in centuries that he was himself, at least mostly. His head still felt like a great fog if he tried to think back too far, but his body… He fused, and he survived it; he knew what he was capable of, and all his power. And when he was fused with Gahi, when he finally regained his sanity in that state…

"Heh…" Gahi leaned back. "I guess I c'n deal with second place."

"Huh?" Owen came out of his thoughts. "What? Were you guys talking?"

Demitri nodded. "Yeah, we were just talking about how you won the race to evolve first. And Gahi's second. So now it's just between the two of us."

"Oh, you guys are racing to evolve? That's so cool!" Emily pushed her wings together. "I wish I evolved…"

"You… don't need to get any bigger," Owen said.

"I forget being an Eevee!" Tanneth said cheerfully. "It was too long ago. Maybe I was always a Vaporeon!"

"Doubt that one, too," Owen said. "But, uh—about that… Demitri, Mispy, are you guys sure you're ready to evolve? Gahi went crazy. And when we fused, we both went totally nuts. It took a near-death experience to get us out of—oh, I wonder if my Mysticism is stronger from that…"

"What's that, dear?" Amia asked.

"Uh—nothing. Anyway, what I mean is, if you evolve, you might get hurt if we don't keep it totally safe. Because what if, you know…"

"Safe?" Emily said. "Well… if they want to evolve, why don't they just do it in me?"

Owen wished his Perception extended to the future; that way, he would've seen the trap he'd put himself in. "B-back… in you?"

"Yeah! If you need a place where you can't get hurt, then I'm definitely that!"

"I've never quite seen someone describe themselves as a place before, Emily." Zena chuckled. "I don't think you were quite this large when I knew you before!"

Emily giggled. "I missed you, Zena!" she said. "I wondered what happened to you! I can't believe I forgot!"

"I feel the same way," Zena said. "It's so odd, isn't it? But—that's not important right now. Let's talk about them evolving. Demitri, from how I understand it, you have the strength of the team, right?"

"Yeah, I think," Demitri said. "I know that it's really hard to stop my attacks…. With anything. I think I even break through Protect a little. But I'm pretty slow."

Mispy nodded. "And I'm…"

"Our defense," Owen completed. "And that includes healing. And there's also that technique Rhys taught you about passively charging your Solar Beam… It takes twice as long, but you can do other attacks in between. I dunno if normal Pokémon can do stuff like that. Imagine combining you two…" Owen paused. "What's with your aura sensing, anyway?"

Amia nodded. "Rhys told me about this a long time ago, dear. Apparently, they tried to give that to you during the design phase, but there's only so much that you can cram into a single aura at once, if that makes any sense. That was the whole purpose of fusion to begin with—to bypass that natural limit with multiple auras at the same time. So, you got Perception of the physical world and Mispy got Perception of the ethereal world…

"Imagine combining all four of you," Amia said gravely. "An unstoppable, self-healing, agile, and totally aware creature…"

Owen winced; something between a bruise and a sharp headache knocked at part of his head. "I think… that's something Star warned me not to think about," he said. "I still can't believe Eon did that… We could've been killed! Why would he unleash us like that? I definitely don't think he intended to help us!"

"Yeah, he seemed like a real jerk," Gahi said. "Hmph. Well, I'll show him. I'm gonna be stronger'n ever, and I'll be normal in the head when I do it! Think he's gonna make me fer a crazy thing…"

Owen laughed. "Yeah! And we'll make sure that Demitri and Mispy can evolve and stay sane, too. Um… so, Emily, you mentioned that…?"

"Yeah!" She slammed her wing on her belly—the shockwave alone startled Amia, who had been inspecting a mossy rock. "If you guys train and evolve in my body, you'll be as safe as possible!"

"Hmm… Well… okay. What do you guys think? Do you want to… ugh… I mean…"

"I'm fine with it," Demitri said. "Mispy?"

The Bayleef nodded. "We can go all-out?"

"Totally!" Emily said.

Owen felt the presence of someone else—no, quite a few others. "Oh," he said. "I think the others caught up to us."

"Others? Oh! Your friends?" Emily asked.

"You mean Rhys and Anam and everyone?" Demitri asked.

"Oh, good! We'll all meet up so we can—um—regroup?" Amia stepped past Emily, who was nearly as tall as the cave on the island.

"Rhys! Anam! We're over here!" The Gardevoir waved them over, sending a plume of blue fire in the sky to get their attention.

Rhys, the nearest to them, winced with recognition.

Emily waved a huge wing-arm at them. "Hey! Everyone! Over here!"

"I really don't think you need to wave to get their attention," Owen mumbled, further alarmed at how large Emily seemed when her wing was above her head.

Rhys landed gingerly and looked down, hands to his sides in respect. He bowed. "Hello, Lugia Emily."

"Hi!"

"I am Lucario Rhys. I hope… that our past encounter doesn't leave any sour feelings."

"…Huh?" Emily asked, tilting her massive head. "What do you mean?" She reached down; Rhys flinched, tensing, but didn't move otherwise. Her massive wing-arm wrapped around Rhys, two of the finger-like ends holding him like a long pastry. She brought her other wing forward and held it level, setting him on the flat of it. Then, the Lugia squinted at him. "…I met a lot of Lucario… but you do look familiar… Did you need healing?"

"I'd—No, thank you, I'm, I—there's no need for that. I was the one who… attempted to strike you down, long ago, to take your power."

"Uhh—Rhys?" Owen said. "Emily isn't a Guardian. Were you trying to harvest her power just because she had a lot of it? How do you even… harvest that sort of power?"

"It's difficult to explain," Rhys said. "I can't explain it, without you all forgetting again. You see, Emily isn't just powerful for no reason, she's the Dragon Guardian. Well… she used to be, anyway."

"…She's what, dear?" Amia said.

Rhys grumbled, but repeated himself uselessly. "I just said, she's the ex-Dragon Guardian."

Amia looked at the others; they all shrugged.

Rhys ran his claws through the fur of his head. "There is something about Emily that, if I say it, you will forget. It's as if I didn't say it at all. It's because Arceus has made it so—a Divine Decree that no normal person can remember. The Hunters… were personally involved in what became of Emily. We're able to remember. The Decree was not strong enough to eliminate that from our lives, for how major it was. But if your Mystic power becomes strong enough to defy it, just as you defy some of the other laws of reality, perhaps one day we can tell you."

Owen paused, glancing at Anam. "Do you remember?"

Anam frowned. "A little," he said. "I thought she was just a nice Lugia…"

Owen frowned. "Wait, so does that mean Nevren also remembers who Emily is?"

"Yes," Rhys said.

"And if we become strong enough, we'll be able to remember what you told us?" Owen asked. "Hmm…"

Rhys nodded. "Perhaps with some help from Star, you'll remember, too. But as of now? I doubt it."

"Try again," Owen said, staring up at Rhys. "Say it again! Who is Emily?"

Rhys rubbed his temples. "The former Dragon Guardian." He stared and waited for a reaction from the others, yet none came. They all looked at him with blank, expectant eyes.

"…You… you said something, didn't you?" Owen asked.

"I did." Rhys sighed.

"Guess now isn't the time." Star shrugged.

Emily giggled. "You're silly! You just stood there!" she said. "Can I pet you?"

It seemed that Emily didn't remember, either, Owen noticed. He hummed, puzzled.

"You… I would prefer if you did not," Rhys said, looking away.

"Aww…" Emily sadly set the Lucario down.

"You must be super important, Mister Rhys!" Tanneth said. "I bet you're a super strong hero, just like Emily!"

Rhys glanced down. "I have to disagree."

"Huh? How come?" Emily said. "You seem like a nice Pokémon!"

"Hmm…" Owen said. "We probably have to become really strong," he said. "How strong do you think? Do we have to… be stronger than Arceus himself?"

Rhys shook his head "I certainly hope not. Only a small fraction of his power should be needed to override it. This is especially true for those aligned with Star."

"…Oh," Owen said.

"Ohh, that's right," Amia said, tapping her ill-defined chin. "Owen, you never aligned with Star or Arceus. You're… your own alliance right now, aren't you?"

"I wouldn't call it an alliance," Owen said. "I just want to keep my options open. Maybe it's just my instincts."

"What?" Demitri said.

"I feel like I don't know the full story," Owen said. "Who makes decisions without as much information as they can get?"

"I mean, figure what I see's enough." Gahi shrugged. "Eh. But yer real thorough. I'll trust ya. I ain't gonna side with either a'them, then, if yer gonna do the same."

Demitri and Mispy exchanged looks, but then nodded at Owen.

"You know best," Mispy said.

"Aw, gee, guys…" Owen blushed.

"…Oh, no!" Emily said, straightening. "I have to go! A Pokémon is in trouble."

Tanneth hopped onto Emily's shoulder and burrowed into it, melting away.

The Lugia addressed them hastily. "Umm—can I come back later?"

"We should probably get going, too," Rhys said. "Perhaps another time. Er… Would you mind if we set a Waypoint to this cave, so we can visit later without the travel time? It's all the way across the world, after all…"

"Oh! Sure! That sounds cool," Emily said.

"Perfect. I will set up—you can rescue that Pokémon, now."

"Okay. See you!" Emily didn't hesitate and jumped into the ocean, creating a wave that washed all the way into the caves. Owen grumbled and raised his tail so his flames didn't get doused by the sea.

And then the waters calmed, the massive sea guardian sinking into its depths.

"She seemed nice," Demitri said. "Weird, but nice."

While everyone else nodded in agreement, Owen glanced at Anam again. All this time, his gooey body felt tense. His Perception gave him another piece of information: It felt almost like Anam was listening to somebody.

"Heart of Hearts?" Owen asked.

Anam jolted upright. "H-huh? Hi! Hello, Owen. Are you feeling okay?"

"Are you?" Owen asked.

Anam grinned. "Totally! Congratulations on evolving, Owen! That's super cool!" He clapped his slimy hands together, bowing with so much enthusiasm, combined with his incessant giggling, that it fooled everyone else in the room. "I was just thinking, now that you can fly, and fight at your best, think of all the people you're gonna be able to help! You and Gahi! Fused as the mighty Gawen—you need to come up with a cool name for all the other fusions, too!"

He looked happy as ever. And the others all grinned, too—even Rhys, suggesting that he sensed no strangeness from Anam's aura. Owen smiled, if only because the Goodra's was contagious. But he wasn't fooled.

"Okay, everyone!" Anam said, raising his arms to get their attention. "Let's go home!"

Deflating with relief after the morning's chaos, they all agreed.

Owen spared one last glance at Anam before they warped back to Hot Spot. Anam's aura looked normal, and his smile was wide as ever. But now that he was fully evolved, he realized that perhaps Anam could mask his aura from the others.

Zena nudged Owen's side.

"Oh—hey, uh, Zena," the Charizard greeted uncertainly. "Are you okay?"

While Anam's body type was familiar to him, Zena's felt foreign all over again. With a pang of frustration, he wondered if it used to be familiar before.

"Hello, Owen," she said. "I didn't get to congratulate you directly until now."

"Oh, yeah!" Owen said, grinning—genuine, this time. "I forgot how much I missed wings. I mean, I guess I never missed them, since I didn't know I had… you know what I mean."

Zena giggled. "I think so."

Owen grinned awkwardly. What else did she want him to say? "Are you tired?"

"What? Oh, I suppose so," Zena said.

"Oh, that explains it," Owen said.

Yet she didn't leave to converse with the others. "…Owen, how are your memories doing?"

"Oh." They were both masters of a awkward questions, it seemed. "Er, to be honest, I feel really muddled. I think fusing with Gahi messed with it again. But it's okay! I think they'll come back eventually. How come? Did I forget something important?"

Zena glanced away.

"Zena?" He fiddled with his claws nervously. "I didn't forget your hatch day or something, did I? I'm—really sorry if I did. And what a day for it to happen on, too…"

"No, no," Zena said. "Sorry. I'm just very sorry that you've lost your memories again. Hopefully we can recover them. Then it'll all make sense, right?"

Owen nodded. "Yeah. Then maybe I'll remember a bit more about you, too!" He laughed.

Zena didn't return it.

"Zena?"

"Set to go!" Anam said, raising the Badge in the air. Rhys and Demitri did the same, and they all disappeared in a flash of light.






42. Correct


Chapter 39 – Correct

"Sooo, can we evolve now?" Demitri balled up his fists, shaking them enthusiastically. Mispy listened, but spent her time prodding at one of the Hot Spot mushrooms with a vine to feign a lack of interest.

"Not until we're sure we can get you in a safe environment," Rhys said.

Demitri frowned, tapping into some unused Dragon pride. "Aw, c'mon! I mean—if something bad happens, you can just warp us to Emily's place, right? It's not like we can fly off like those two!" He pointed at the fully-evolved Flygon and Charizard, both of whom smirked at Demitri in almost the same manner.

"How's it feel competing fer third place?" Gahi taunted.

Owen quickly suppressed the smirk. "You know, Gahi, if they evolve fine, they'll be the only ones to do it without some kind of assistance."

"Feh, whatever helps'm sleep at night." Gahi stuck his nose in the air triumphantly, his shining body gleaming against the mushroom glow.

"Well… that much is true…" Rhys considered their reasoning, but sounded cautious.

Owen had to agree. After all, they were strongly biased toward recovering their true forms and memories. For all Rhys knew, even with the two of them stable, Demitri and Mispy could make it all fall apart with a single misstep.

Demitri frowned, looking down. Maybe Rhys was—Mispy prodded Demitri hard on the back with her other vine. "I mean—we're way better at meditating, compared to Gahi," he said. "So, since we're all behaved and all that, that means we'll stay sane easier, right?"

Gahi's right eye twitched. "Oy, that ain't my fault, Eon made me nuts!"

"It's likely a bit of both, Gahi," Rhys said, earning an indignant flinch, then a snort, from the mutant. "Hmm… but I suppose if we have enough containment procedures in place, we should be able to evolve you without waiting for another opportunity where Emily is available. How does that sound?"

Demitri lit up. "That sounds great!"

Mispy nodded eagerly.

"How does that sound to everyone else?" Rhys clarified, turning to face the remainder of the crowd.

Owen rumbled uncertainly, startling himself with how deep the growl sounded. He had to get used to that. The much larger pseudo-dragon cleared his throat.. "We'll have to make sure they can't escape. And that if we get in trouble, we can warp them right to Emily's place. But since we sorta… warped to the Chasm place, and then again to get out of it, I think the Badge is depleted for now. And—oh! The Dark Guardian! Is he—"

"I don't think we should go there for now." Rhys shook his head. "If we return now, he might feel threatened, after how Eon behaved. We should wait at least a day. Until then… Why don't we have some breakfast? A… late… very late breakfast." His shoulders slouched. It was a good thing he didn't have to eat.

Demitri and Mispy's stomachs suddenly growled. Mispy's especially, droning on for several seconds after Demitri's settled.

"W-wow, that's right—we totally forgot to eat…"

"Food," Mispy lamented.

Amia giggled. "Rhys, dear, why don't we make something special for them?"

"That will give the Badges time to recharge," Rhys agreed. "Very well. We will make something energizing. That will give me some time to prepare my training for them… I think we will be able to unlock their potential quickly."

Demitri perked up. "Ooh—is it a secret technique? How come you never showed it to us before?"

"Is it dangerous?" Mispy asked.

"No, not necessarily," Rhys said, holding up a paw. "I simply… cannot use it very often. But for this case, I think it will be worth our time. I can prepare while I am cooking with Amia." He absently rubbed along the spike on his wrist, as if polishing it to think.

"Oh!" Anam said, slapping his hands together. "Um—well, while you guys are doing that, is it okay if I go back to Kilo Village to do some checking up?"

"Oh, of course, dear!" Amia said. "Going to help out Nevren?"

"Mhm!" He clasped his fingers together in prayer. "Also, I wanna do some extra blessings. It helps to calm the mind, you know?"

"Mind bringing over some extra Orans when you do?" Owen asked. "I think someone ate all of mine when I was asleep."

Mispy shifted her weight subtly. Owen's fire flashed an angry yellow, but then settled to a resigned orange. "Good luck with training, you two."


It was later in the afternoon, but Owen was desperate for a nap. Breakfast—at this point, lunch—was still cooking, so Owen took the opportunity to retreat to his room. Zena had briefly followed him, but then saw Gahi speed along to catch up. She watched the pair pensively, but then sighed, deciding that she should remain behind with Demitri and Mispy in case they had to be Suppressed. Owen assumed that was the reasoning.

Most of the others shuffled away to their usual routines. Manny went to train with his spirits again; ADAM returned to his home to "normalize" more perceived imperfections; Valle did as he always did; Enet returned to her abode, instantly darkening the entire inside.

Content at the normalcy, Owen's pace slowed to a leisurely wobble, wondering how comfortable the rocks would feel if he decided to collapse right there. Gahi was hanging around many paces behind him, leaning against walls or otherwise prodding at mushrooms with his feet, similar to Mispy. His walking pace was almost as fast as Owen when he ran, which made him wait for agonizingly long periods of time just to stay inconspicuously behind Owen.

Between Gahi's lack of subtlety and Owen's Perceive, Owen was simply waiting for Gahi to actually speak up.

Once he was at the entryway to his home, his patience finally ran out. "Need something, Gahi?"

"Eh—hey." Gahi flinched, tail wrapping around himself. His slender-than-normal body made all the bends and curls that much more obvious.

"You tired?"

"…A li'l."

The Flygon stood awkwardly by the entrance to his room. Owen, not sure where to go, sat by his bed and left half of it for him to sit on. He noticed that it was bigger than when he had first left it; did Amia take the time to gather more Rawst leaves for his new body?

Gahi sat next to Owen and curled his tail around himself. He played with the fan at the tip, tracing the angular decorations with the back of his claws.

For a while, the silence ate at both of them. The gravity of the morning caught up. Casual air slowly condensed into a thick tension.

Owen glanced at Gahi only once, but he spared him any intense stares. Still, he could feel it; Gahi was trembling. He mimicked Gahi's body language, wrapping his tail around to play with the fire, sustaining a few embers at the tips of his claws like little candles.

"…That was… scary, huh?" Owen asked.

Gahi gulped and nodded. He didn't break eye contact with his tail. "Yeah."

Owen reached for a Rawst leaf and grabbed one; it was still soft. "I should probably get a cover for these to wrap them up. Lasts longer."

"Not like sand," Gahi said. "Stuff lasts ferever."

"Heh… yeah." Owen shifted where he sat.

Gahi scooted himself forward and leaned toward the ground. Not comfortable, he leaned back instead, stretching his slender body. Eventually, the svelte-bodied Flygon settled, belly facing the ceiling. "I just," he said. "I feel like…"

Owen mirrored Gahi again, laying down next to him until they were both staring at the ceiling. Gahi's tail twitched away from Owen's.

"Like you weren't in control?"

"Tch… yeah."

"Yeah…"

More silence.

"…I'm beat." Gahi rolled until he was on his side, facing Owen; he closed his eyes. "I'm just… gonna go fer an afternoon nap."

Owen nodded. "That's fine. I guess my bed is softer than the sand you're used to and stuff." He glanced at Gahi. It seemed like he was already drifting off. Smiling, the Charizard pushed himself into a sitting position. "I'm gonna—"

"Can you," Gahi said quickly; one eye opened.

Owen stopped.

"Can you… just stick around a li'l while?"

The Charizard's gaze softened further, breathing a small sigh that produced no flame.

"Sure, Gahi. I'll be right here."

He laid back down, staring at the ceiling again. His eyes focused on a small clutch of mushrooms in the corner. He always liked staring at that patch. He'd feel out of place if those ever fell; he'd need to find a new patch to call his favorite.

He wondered if it would help Gahi if he read a book or two. Perhaps game of marbles? Now that he actually had hands, it might be a little easier. But Owen couldn't find his voice. They continued to fester in their silence a while longer.

"Am I me?" Gahi asked.

Both of the shiny dragon's eyes were open, staring at nothing in particular, only straight to the rocks above them.

"…Feels like… I'm going through what you were going through…" Gahi's voice got quieter and quieter. "When y'were all…"

"The way you are now," Owen said, "is who you are. Back there… That wasn't you. That was just… something Eon wanted you to be a long time ago."

Gahi didn't react. He kept staring. Owen glanced at him every so often out of the corner of his eye, but Gahi didn't even notice. Owen wondered what it was like to have such little awareness. Even when he was tired, he knew where everything around him was.

Owen continued. "I think you're you, right now."

Gahi's claws dug into the scales of his palms. "I couldn't stop it… I just… wanted ter do it… ter fuse… so badly. I wanted ter fight… just… just fight… wasn't the same… was like I'd die if I didn't fight… Knew I wouldn't… but I…"

Owen kept his voice steady and soft. "I was the same way, Gahi. I remember what happened when I fought Azu the first time. I was the same way—I just went… crazy. I kept attacking, even when he was an ember. And then I tried to attack his ember. Then I started to attack Mom… but I stopped really fast there… I remember that part. I remember stopping…"

"That's pro'ly 'cause yer Mystic. But I'm just… normal. If I go crazy again… I ain't gonna stop it with that li'l… li'l privilege yeh got."

"I don't think you'll go crazy again. Not on your own. Your aura's better now. It's fixed." He made another uneasy glance at Gahi, but it wasn't returned.

Gahi didn't say anything, and the silence filled the air again.

Owen sighed. He could feel Gahi's anxiety. He didn't know how he could help. He went through the same thing—and in the end, Gahi was right. If he did lose himself again… he wouldn't be able to stop it. That was part of his design.

"I don't… I don't wanna live like this," Gahi said. "I j-just don't… don't like any o' this!"

"Gahi…"

He rolled over, sniffled, and buried his head against the leaves. "It's gonna happen. I'm gonna lose it… I'm not gonna be me… This isn't me! I ain't this! I'm—I'm just some kinda—thing! A weapon!" Gahi's claws sank deep into the bedding, tearing leaves with the pressure. "I ain't got a will—I'm just some weapon! All I wanted was ter fight! That's all I am… just like he wanted, all this time… just… just…"

Owen moved toward Gahi and wrapped his arms around him, and then his wings. Gahi trembled, reflexively leaning against Owen.

"It's okay, Gahi," Owen said. "You're okay. You're fine now, right?"

Gahi sniffed and shrank.

"You're you, right now. And that's all that matters. If you got to this state once, you can do it again. But losing your mind again…. I won't let that happen, okay? I'm the smart guy, right? I'll figure it out."

"Y-you better…"

"I will." Owen nodded, making sure that Gahi saw his smile this time.

Gahi coughed, then sniffed, and then wiped his nostrils. "Ngg…"

Owen was ready to let go, but Gahi didn't let him. His arms held him a little tighter. Owen complied, gently rubbing at the Flygon's back.

"You're alright, Gahi," he said. "I think between me and the others, we've got it all under control."

"Mn…" Gahi's eyes blinked a bit more slowly this time.

Another long silence followed, broken intermittently by the Flygon's sniffling. But this silence was cozier. Gahi's body relaxed more, deflating against the soft layers of leaves. The sniffles became less and less frequent.

Eventually, Owen's eyes grew heavy, and finally, closed. Gahi had drifted off long before then.


Some time later, Amia quietly stepped into the room and whispered, "Owen, Gahi, are you ready for—" But she saw neither of them in bed. Instead, there was a single being, curled up with a peaceful smile. Amia didn't have to read their auras to see that they were okay. With a smile, she nodded to herself and stepped back, nodding to Alex just behind her.

"Is he okay?" he asked.

"They're just fine."

With that in order, Amia led the way to the Hot Spot training grounds deeper in the complex. She tried to look casual, idly talking with Alex, who fretted about whether they would be too far from them, but Amia was confident/

"They're sleeping for now," Amia said. "I think they're tuckered out from the, um… everything. Rhys—is it safe if they're fused?"

"They fused again?" Demitri said.

Mispy closed her eyes to scan for their auras. "Mmm… Mhm." The Bayleef nodded. "But… stable."

"Yes, I sensed it as well," Rhys said, eyes closed and head down. "They're fused together, but their auras are stable. We needn't worry."

"Oh, good," Amia said. She clapped her hands together, grinning. "They had the cutest little smile! I figured they were fine, but I wanted to make sure."

Alex bumped his cannons together, and the way Alex smiled, Amia suspected he was envisioning the image of those two sleeping. "I'm glad that Owen can at least accept that part of him. Gahi, too."

Rhys nodded, lifting his head to address the others. He had been focused for so long that he almost looked strained. The cyan of his aura coursed along his undercoat. "Well, in any case, we should get to training. Demitri, Mispy, I hope you didn't eat too much. I'm prepared for your training session."

"Are you sure…?" Mispy asked. "Your aura…"

Amia nodded, frowning. "Yes, dear. Why is your aura so…"

"I have been… building it up. I'm not very used to it, so it may seem a bit… volatile. But, please—allow me to start. Give me a moment. This is a very advanced Mystic technique."

His aura flared even more and then concentrated at his paws. He put them together, like he was forming a giant Aura Sphere, and then aimed it at the ground in front of him. His entire body glowed with aura power, and then, finally, he fired—it was a continuous blast of aura energy that piled up, taking the shape of something. Rhys grunted; he stopped and staggered backwards.

"Rhys?" Amia asked.

"I—I am fine," Rhys said. "I was… a bit reckless. But I am fine. Give it a moment…"

The aural mass finished shaping itself.

"Whoa…" Demitri said.

"That's…" Mispy added.

It looked just like Rhys in shape and size, but was cyan like the Aura Spheres he attacked with, as well as slightly transparent.

Rhys wobbled his way to the side of the arena and sat down to stay conscious. "There… Aura Substitute, I call it. Now, you may fight."

"Fight… this thing?"

The aura entered a battle stance, awaiting the first move. It seemed to behave on its own in some autonomous fashion.

"How will that help?" Demitri frowned, looking disappointed. "And why'd you go through all that trouble? I wanna fight the real thing!"

"This will be significantly faster, if we wish to evolve you as soon as possible." He didn't speak again for a while, catching his breath. "The… hah… the aura you see there," he continued, "is based on my theories on a Pokémon's power, and their aura efficiency—their power and the channel that connects them to that divine energy. The aura matter that can widen and strengthen that connection… what you see before you is a manifestation of that in an almost pure form.

"It takes more and more energy to reach greater amounts of power. However, conversely, it takes relatively little energy to go from a low aura efficiency to that of a higher one. Since you are suppressed… this will be an easy way to unleash your powers again, safely."

"…Mm… I think I understand," Amia lied. "But, for the people who don't… could you explain that more simply, dear?"

"Yeah!" Willow said, popping up from behind Mispy's neck. She sprouted her fairy wings and landed on Demitri's right tusk. "That was too many words! Say it again! But easy!"

Rhys sighed. "I took from myself a bit of my great aura matter and am going to give it to them, should they…"—Rhys panted—"should they defeat it."

"Okay, dear. You rest," Amia said. "Demitri, Mispy! Do you understand that?"

They both stared.

Demitri spoke, "So we… beat it up? He can't just give it to us?"

"I could," Rhys said, "but that would waste a lot of the energy. You have to be using your aura—both offense and defense, giving and receiving—to get the most from it. No, er, no pain, no gain."

"Yes," Amia said.

Mispy shrugged. "Makes sense. Easy."

Some small amount of pride made Rhys snort. "Are you sure? I wouldn't underestimate my Aura Substitute."

"Oh, yeah?" Demitri tried to sound tough. "I'd like to see you—uh, it try."

Rhys shrugged weakly. "Enjoy yourselves." He motioned to the cyan double. "It will act when you do."

Demitri stomped on the ground, accidentally cracking a bit of the rocks below. "Uh—Go!" He rushed at the aura as quickly as he could—in other words, at a speed that Rhys could outpace by walking. Mispy sighed, shaking her head; she took the free moment to charge her Solar Beam a quarter way, wiggling her leaf at the same time to form a Light Screen barrier around the two of them.

Rhys' automaton fired an Aura Sphere directly at Demitri. It smashed against his face, yet he took the hit and kept going, closer until he was able to land the first hit, slashing with Fighting energy in his fists, hoping that this aura was still Fighting-Steel like the source material.

The aura sizzled at the attack, jumping away. It looked blurry and then solidified. Demitri looked at his claws, feeling an intense heat course through where his hand had connected until the warmth spread to his chest, and then out to the rest of his body.

"Did—did you feel that?" he said. "That was… strong! I wanna do that again!"

"Keep going!" Mispy shouted, halfway charged. She blasted Demitri with a wave of healing energy, easily repairing the damage Rhys' double had inflicted on his nose.

"R-right!" Demitri followed up with the same pattern as before. This aura copy wasn't as intelligent as Rhys and didn't think very dynamically. It also seemed to only know one technique, Aura Sphere, and kept using it against Demitri. It was raw power—but between Mispy's healing and Demitri powering through any strike, they would surely win.

Zena watched silently, looking like her mind was elsewhere. Only when Mispy's neck leaves started to glow did she snap back to the battle at hand. "I'm impressed at their teamwork. Were they trained that way, or were they designed with that cooperation?"

"I'm not sure," Amia said, "but I think at some point you need to learn how to cooperate, don't you think?"

Rhys hummed. "They could have had the base instilled in their instincts, but we had to train them the natural way for real teamwork."

Amia watched Rhys' labored breathing. "How are you feeling, dear? Does it… hurt you, when they attack that aura?"

"Not at all. It isn't me—it's just my power in a shell, working off my basic fighting reflexes. It's a tiny piece of me, just enough to let it fight at the simplest level. Nothing more."

"…You seem to use Aura Sphere a lot," Amia said.

"Well, er, it's very reliable," Rhys said. "It isn't as if I'm fighting Ghosts very often."

"Hmm… I suppose Owen will have an easier time against you, if that's the case," Amia hummed. "After all, one of his Types can handle Aura Sphere quite well. And the other one has an advantage over Steel!"

"Ngh—well, he doesn't need this training," Rhys dismissed. "…Amia, get ready to bring them to Emily if this does not go well. The moment that aura shell is destroyed, they will evolve. I know how much power I put and how much they need."

"Mm, of course," Amia said. "Zena? Can you help?"

"I will. Emily should be back at her cave by now. Unless she had to rescue someone else… We only need one Badge, right? We should still have one more with energy for a warp there. I just hope we won't have to restrain them."

Rhys wondered what a fusion of Demitri and Mispy would bring about to this group. Something that was unstoppably strong, yet also able to rapidly heal from any of their strikes? That wasn't a battle of containment. That was a battle of stalling for time.

Amia nodded. "We'll just have to hope. If anything, it's on the other side of the world, right? It should be safe. They aren't fast like Gawen. And they can't fly." The Gardevoir paused. "Rhys, they can't fly, when fused, right?"

"No, a Demitri-Mispy fusion shouldn't be able to fly. They won't have wings."

"Good, good…" Briefly, Amia had envisioned them flying using vines for wings, somehow.

"Now!" Mispy yelled.

Demitri dove out of the way and the Bayleef fired her Solar Beam straight at their shell of an opponent. It disintegrated immediately and the Beam left a bright, smoldering spot on the wall for Amia to repair later. Cyan particles rose and evaporated and Demitri and Mispy felt the power contained within rush through them.

"Ooh, I think I felt a bit of that, myself," Amia said, rubbing her arms. "Rhys, just how strong are you?"

"A bit on the strong side," Rhys said. "Shouldn't you be observing them?"

"A-ah, sorry."

Just then, a white light enveloped them both. The group watched with tension; if they had to deal with a fusion that was slow yet unstoppable, perhaps they could focus more on blowing them back with distanced techniques. Hydro Pump—that wouldn't hurt them much, but would it push them back?

More worrisome—combining that with Gawen. Hopefully they kept the same slowness that Demitri had so they could outpace them to Gawen's bed.

The usual white light was tarnished by black sparks. Their forms grew and morphed. And then it faded…

Demitri didn't change very much compared to the normal Haxorus form. A bit taller, a bit bulkier, with defined muscles along his limbs. His tail had an additional ax-like appendage on either side, and the axes on his head were somewhat longer. It looked like they were detached slightly on his cheeks, too, removable like a self-grown weapon.

Mispy, however, was dramatically different. While she still had a Meganium's head and body, her limbs and tail were replaced instead by vines that transitioned from the pale green of her body into a deeper green at the end. The vines writhed constantly and it was hard to tell what else was hidden away there. Likely, more vines, each one as thick as what her legs would have been.

"W-wow," Demitri said. "That's… that's so… powerful! I feel like I can lift a mountain! …C… can I lift a mountain?"

Demitri and Mispy both looked toward one another, then at Rhys, Amia, and Zena, all of them with a Suppressive Aura ready. It seemed that, briefly, the pair worried that they would lose themselves even more than the Suppressors were anticipating. Yet they felt normal. All of Rhys' meditation had paid off after all—at least for them.

Finally, Rhys answered Demitri. "Not quite at that level, Demitri. Mispy, how are you feeling?"

The monstrous Meganium's eyes closed, but the flower petals around her neck, a vibrant pink with a white trim, swayed serenely on their own. She looked at Rhys and smiled. "I feel… correct."

Amia and Willow cheered, the latter jumping from Rhys' head to Zena's and finally to Amia's.

"You're both okay!" Amia said. "I can't believe it! We didn't have to fight you or anything!"

"Can we still do that?" Demitri asked.

Amia held her arms up quickly. "A-ah, let's wait for a moment. Um, Rhys?"

The Lucario finally let loose a laugh. "I'm not surprised. Compared to Gahi, Demitri and Mispy were much more disciplined in their meditation. I expected them to stabilize first."

"Does that mean we beat Gahi and Owen?" Demitri said. "We stabilized first?"

"Well… you evolved last," Rhys said. "But Owen stabilized first anyway."

"But that's cheating, right? Because he's Mystic. So that means that we won, because we got to stabilize all on our own." Demitri crossed his arms defiantly. Mispy nodded sagely. If Demitri was the muscle, and the brain was a muscle, then that meant he must have said the smartest thing in the room just then. They won, and that's what mattered.

Rhys rubbed his forehead. "Yes, I suppose if you go by those rules, you two were the only ones to stabilize through training and effort alone. Congratulations. You win by default."

Amia giggled. Zena puffed her cheeks defiantly but let them have their moment.

"Great!" Demitri said, pumping his fist in the air. "We won, Mispy!" Giddy, the monstrous Haxorus held his arms against his chest, hugging himself in triumph, admiring the toughness of his new set of scales.

Mispy nudged Demitri on the side playfully with her head. A few of her vines twisted around his abdomen.

"What now?" Mispy asked

"Let's wait for Gahi and Owen to wake up," Rhys said. "After that, we can plan our next steps. With the Dark Orb in… uncertain conditions, our options are a bit narrow. The only confirmed sighting we have is the Frozen Oceanside, and we may have already lost that one…"

"But it's worth checking anyway, just in case," Amia said.

Zena hummed. "Of course. And the other, is…"

"Dark Mist Swamp," Rhys said. "Oh, and Arachno Forest. I'm certain there is a Guardian there of some kind, from my discussions with Star."

"And then there's the Orb at Zero Isle," Amia said, counting using tiny embers. "That, counting the ones we know Eon already has, and then the ones that we have…. Oh! Rhys! Isn't that everything? Aside from Brandon at the factory… that's all of the Orbs!"

"It is." Rhys hummed worriedly. "We're nearly there. If we can gain an edge against Eon, this may very well work out…"

Willow hopped onto Rhys' head, nibbling on a tuft of his fur. "And then?"

"And then…" Rhys said.

"…We beat the bad guy up?" Willow asked.

"…I suppose we do."


Gawen woke up with a sharp gasp, eyes opening instantly. Memories flooded his mind and his hand reflexively grabbed at his chest, clutching at an invisible heart. He grunted and doubled over, panting, shaking. He covered his mouth next, gagging. The phantom pain of the old memory was overwhelming. He gagged again, nausea taking over, and for a moment it felt like he had been ripped asunder. He trembled, roaring softly into the bed beneath him, slashing his tail against the wall. He scorched one of his books—thankfully, made of Rawst leaves, it did not burn.

The pain slowly passed enough for him to move again. Dizzy. By the color of the mushrooms, it was late in the morning. Had he slept the whole day and night away?

He sluggishly got out of bed and stepped outside, spotting a few of the Guardians milling about in town, passing the time as they pleased. It looked like Enet was playing a game of chase with Willow. ADAM was polishing Valle's position in the center of town, transforming it into some kind of altar. Valle appreciated the reverent feeling it gave him, and he glowed a little brighter than usual. Manny, meanwhile, was sparring against Azu, Roh, and Verd all at once, shouting something about Yen being much harder to fire them up. It seemed that Anam, James, and Nevren were still in Kilo, likely pulling another all-nighter to catch up on paperwork.

"Oh! Owen—er, Gawen, I mean." Amia approached them. "Um… look! Demitri and Mispy evolved, and they're just fine!"

Gawen stared at the evolved pair emptily. They waved. Demitri was hefting Mispy's entire body in the air as part of testing his strength, though she proved to be too light. Mispy, meanwhile, was re-learning how to walk when she had no legs, yet at the same time, had a hundred legs.

But they stopped when they realized how pale the other half of Team Alloy seemed. Demitri set Mispy down; the Meganium wrapped her vines around the Haxorus, setting him on her back. Clumsily, she slid to Gawen.

"Are you okay?" Demitri asked.

"You look…" Mispy tilted her head to look at them at a different angle.

"Did you have a nightmare, dear?" Amia asked. "It must have been so frightful, for you to look so… ghostly."

Gawen looked at Amia, then at the others. He felt sick from that final memory. And sick from it all finally piecing together. There was a glimmer of relief that it was finally all there. No—not all there. There were still swaths of memories between then and now that were a scrambled blur. But the beginning—his first life—it was all there. But these memories…

Gawen tried to steady his breathing, tried to meditate, but that incessant shaking was back again. It took a long, tense silence for him to suppress it enough to speak coherently. "I… remember."

Amia's eyes flashed in surprise. "You… do, dear?" she asked delicately.

Gawen nodded. He stared at his hands, and then intensely at Demitri and Mispy. With Owen's next words, the same memories came flooding back.

"I remember… Quartz."






43. Special Episode 3: Small World


Special Episode 3 - When the World Was Small

Bright lights lined narrow hallways of concrete and metal. White walls surrounded polished floors of marble tile. Every sound echoed for ages across the labyrinth. A youthful, albeit deep, voice echoed from the inside of one of the many rooms that lined these halls. It was monotone, growing more and more bored with each number said.

"253."

"Next."

"…812."

"Next."

"439."

"Next."

"…Uncle Hecto?"

The Charizard looked up, eyes half-closed. The canid Zygarde in front of him stared in his usual, unblinking expression. Between the big, empty room that surrounded them—a pure white cube that would take a full minute to traverse at a leisurely walk—and the only thing of note being the two individuals and the jars between them, Owen had nothing meaningful to focus on. The lack of anything was overwhelmingly underwhelming to his Perception.

"Are you unable to determine the value of this collection?" he asked.

Owen shook his head. "No, it's… it's just 170 pebbles, but… this is boring, Uncle. I feel my tail-fire dimming. I think I'm actually dying of boredom."

Between them was an assortment of glass jars of varying sizes and contents. Each jar was filled with many tiny objects. Pebbles, seeds, leaves… Owen counted the number of them in seconds.

"Hm. I see. You wish to end this test?"

"Can we just skip to the hardest one and work backward?"

Hecto looked at the many jars—about fifty in total. Then, he looked at Owen's bored, yet pleading eyes. "Very well. Three tests. If you pass them all, we can end the exam prematurely. Do you have any objections, Nevren?"

A voice echoed from the ceiling in response, out of some sort of device that emitted the sound accompanied by a static buzz that obscured the clarity of his tone. "No, that will be just fine."

"Good." The flame on Owen's tail brightened significantly.

Hecto pawed at the largest jar and slid it over. "Next."

Owen stared at the jar, filled with countless little marbles, all of the same indistinguishable color. "Exactly a thousand."

Hecto nodded and then slid the second jar over. "Next," he said. But there was a twist to this one; the jar was completely black. It was impossible to see inside.

Owen didn't take very long. "Fifty, exactly."

Hecto nodded. "Next."

Owen frowned, looking left and right. "You didn't move anything."

"There is a jar outside of this room, where you have never gone. How many items are inside, and what are they?"

Owen blinked, but then he nodded and closed his eyes. He navigated the emptiness around him, trying to focus on the presumed jar outside of the test chamber. He saw something. It felt like a container, certainly had the shape of one, but it seemed emptier than any of the others he'd dealt with. "Two Cheri Berries."

Hecto paused. He and Owen shared stares. When Owen didn't amend his response, Hecto said, "That is… incorrect."

"What? But that's all I see."

"The correct answer was two Cheri Berries, seven Oran Berries, and a Pecha Berry. Ten objects."

"But I only see two Cheri Berries," Owen said firmly. "Go check." He flicked his tail irritably.

Hecto stared, but then stood up and trotted out of the room. Owen rubbed at his arms and stretched his legs, bending his spine inward until he felt the tension release. He heaved a sigh and stretched forward next, beating his wings twice. Then he curved his neck and rolled on the cold ground, spewing a gentle plume of fire just over the jars.

He felt numb. He sat down on his left side for too long and everything felt tingly. But he couldn't strike at the numbness; that would be unbearable. He'd be incapacitated and on the ground for ages. Just rolling around was starting to hurt, transitioning from a lack of sensation to the feeling of infinite needles under his scales.

"Oh, no," Owen muttered, stiffening his whole body. "Oh no. Bad…" He was stuck. The needles took over completely. Any little muscle twitch and his whole world would shatter. No! He moved. His little toe claws twitched. Oh, it was starting to spread. Now his foot was feeling it. It squeezed along every part of his leg, needles prodding every bit of his body. Mercifully, it stopped there. Owen shut his eyes tight, praying that it would go away soon. But this was it. This was the end.

Hecto returned, staring at Owen prone on the ground. "Are you dying?"

Owen grunted. "I might be."

"Hm. We should consider five-minute breaks for extended tests like these." Hecto then looked up toward the speakers. "Owen is correct."

"What? Where did the other berries go?" Nevren said. "I was going to have those as part of my lunch!"

Still on the ground, Owen grumbled his explanation. "There are little bits of Auntie Rim's fur near the jar."

Hecto left to inspect Owen's claim. In the meantime, Owen tentatively flexed his toes again. Less pain. The needles gave way to a gentle cold. He breathed a sigh of relief, accidentally spitting up a Fire Trap sphere. He caught it before it'd hit the jars, squeezing it in his hands until it popped in a plume of fire in his face.

Hecto returned in time to see the blast, but did not comment on it. Instead, he looked up. "Owen is correct."

"Well," Nevren growled. "In any case, Owen has finished all of his tests. I will not need the extra data, considering what I have already obtained. This will do for now. Thank you, Owen. You may return to the recreational room."

"Um—actually, how are the others doing?" Owen finally found it safe enough to stand, swishing his tail behind him to rid the last of the tingly numbness brought upon him by the accursed test.

"They are nearly finished," Nevren said. "But you must remember, Owen, that their training is much more taxing on their physical bodies than yours. Your core ability isn't quite as tangible."

"Yeah, well, I'm starting to get a headache…" Owen said.

"Ah, let me note that down," Nevren said. After a pause, the voice resumed, "Well, do as you like, Owen. Just don't interfere with the testing."

"I'm gonna see Gahi first. I know the way, and he's closest, right?"

"Hmm… Let me see the map… Yes, at the moment, he is the closest, followed by Demitri, and then Mispy."

"Thought so. Okay. Thanks, Dad!"


In another room with even more white tile, a green blur flashed across the field. This open area would take a normal person at a walking pace five minutes to cross; this blur, however, was doing laps in just under five seconds—the bulk of that time being the beginning and end, where he reversed directions.

A loud buzzer sounded; the mutated Flygon stopped in the middle of the field, collapsing on all fours, panting. "Peh… peh… beh…" He rolled onto his back next, chest rising and falling rapidly. "Yeh went… way too long…"

"That was very good, Gahi," Nevren said. "I gained a great deal of data from observations and vital readings. That is your final test for the day."

"Good," Gahi wheezed out. His wings fell to his sides lazily on the ground. "Was gonna just melt away if that kept up…"

"Gahi!" Owen called

The Flygon tiredly turned his head. "Oy, how're yeh doing?"

"Fine! I just finished my tests. D'you wanna go see the others? I'm gonna see Demitri next."

"Sure," Gahi said. He was still on the ground and showed no signs of movement. If it wasn't for his quick breathing, he'd look long dead.

Owen stepped closer worriedly, tapping his chin. "Are… you gonna stand up?"

Gahi's left leg twitched weakly. "Too tired."

Owen sighed, stepping over the Flygon with an amused smile. "I'll help," he said. "Just roll over so I can carry you on my back, alright?"

He approached and got Gahi's right arm first, hauling him over his shoulders; then, on his back, Gahi wrapped his arms around Owen, and then his tail coiled around the Charizard for security.

"Thanks; I can barely move…"

They walked through the halls in silence for half of the trip. Then, a thought crossed Owen's mind. "Gahi?"

"Eh?"

"Tell me about the outside world again."

"Heh…" Gahi bumped his head against the side of Owen's neck. "It's big, and there's a huge light in the sky that makes up fer all the lights that we've got down here. Yeh saw that befer, when we were let outside. But it's different when yer flying all around in that sky… knowing yeh don't gotta go back until y'wanna. Yer free."

"Sky…" Owen repeated. "That sounds amazing. You can just… go, as far as you want, and there's no wall that keeps you enclosed."

"Yeah. No walls. No Quarts HQ ter keep us holed up in. And up there, in the sky… space. Outer space. Ain't any air, though. That's what Manny said."

"The crazy guy you met when you ran off?"

"Yeah."

"What was he like? How come you talk like him?"

"'Cause he's cool. He's like Uncle Rhys 'cept better."

"Aww, but Uncle Rhys is great," Owen said. "But this Manny guy sounds pretty cool. Maybe we'll meet him sometime. If we ever get let out again… Why'd you have to run away like that? Now we're grounded forever! Rhys said so!"

"'Cause it looked fun." Gahi shrugged, his tail squeezing a bit tighter around Owen's. "I came back!"

"After, like, a week!" Owen said. "Uncle Hecto had to search high and low for you! All of his Zygarde, too! Well, most of them…"

"Feh." Gahi rolled his eyes.

They finally reached the exit of the massive running room, entering a small, square hallway lit by lights a uniform distance away from each other. Owen suddenly smiled, as if he saw someone that Gahi couldn't. Seconds later, a tiny shadow came down from a hall to the right.

"There you guys are!"

"Auntie Star!" Gahi and Owen said.

The Mew happily floated over to greet them, bumping against Owen's chest. "How far did Nev push you this time, Gahi? Or are you just faking so Owen can carry you?"

"I ain't faking!" Gahi said. "I, eh, I was running fer a while, is all. Felt like my legs're jelly. And my wings. I tried alternating but it still got tired, all that."

"Wow, must've been for a while." She flicked her tail, forming a purple bubble beneath her. She landed on top, bouncing a few times. The ball followed them through the hallway while she ran her paws along its malleable surface.

"What're you doing back here, Star? I thought you were busy touring the world again."

"Today's a big day," Star said. "We're gonna put your final ability to the test."

"Our final ability? W-wait! Do you mean that thing that Uncle Nevren told us never to do?"

"The melty thing?" Gahi asked.

"Yeah. But now, we're gonna do it! He thinks we're ready, and I think so, too. Or, as ready as we'll ever be. If things go wrong, we'll just split you guys apart again, but—yeah! Isn't that cool? C'mon!" She pressed down on the Psychic bubble, accelerating it forward. It made an ethereal whirring noise when it sped up. "Rhys and Elder are making us some lunch, and then we can go."

"Sweet!" Owen pumped his fists toward himself, practically shaking with excitement, and picked up the pace. "Oh, but we have to get Demitri and Mispy first."

"Yeah, of course. Demitri just finished up, but Mispy's taking a little longer."

"How much did Demitri lift this time?" Owen asked.

"Well, he broke the presser, uh, again." Star rubbed her forehead. "So, I guess Nevren has to find a way to double the pressure… again. But that's for another test! D's pretty pumped about breaking Nev's things."

Star floated for a while longer, her tail curling around the bubble. She pressed her right paw a bit harder on the bubble, causing it to turn around to face them. "Walking all that way is boring. Can I just teleport you guys there?"

"You have a Badge?"

"No, silly! Nev's still testing that. I meant with Teleport. C'mon!" She tapped their shoulders, and then they all vanished in a flash of light.


Demitri's test chamber was much smaller than the others, mostly because Demitri didn't have to move very much. It was only ten feet across with a metallic pillar lodged in the ceiling, though the pillar was bent at an odd angle, jammed against its slot with no way to be pushed out or retracted inward. The ceiling also had a worrisome crack running all the way toward the wall.

"Sorry about breaking your things again, Uncle Nev…" Demitri rubbed the back of his head. "I dunno what got into me."

"Ah, but what do you mean by that?" the voice in the ceiling said.

"I felt like I was at my limit, but then I just… felt more power well up! But I think if I went any further, I'd've collapsed."

"Ahh, thank you, Demitri. That is just the information I was seeking. Perhaps we can actually move on to different another type of strength testing again. Perhaps we can revisit throwing? We've repaired the walls since the last time."

"That sounds fun! Yeah!" Demitri nodded, flicking his tail against the wall, accidentally carving into the concrete with one of his tail-axes. He jumped, looking back. "Oops—s-so, uh… What do I do about that?" he asked, pointing at the metallic pillar lodged in the ceiling.

"I will handle it later. I believe Star and the others are heading to the dining room."

"Oh, okay. But can I see Mispy first?" Demitri asked. "I want to see how she's doing with her training."

"Demitri!" Owen called, walking down the hall after having appeared in a flash of light.

"Oh, guys! Did you see Mispy yet?" Demitri tugged his tail out of the wall and followed after them.

"No, not yet," Owen said, leaning to the side. "You, uh… really need to be careful about that tail of yours, Demitri. Didn't you cut off Mispy's vines a few times?"

"I mean—yeah, but…" Demitri fidgeted. "If it gets dull, I feel all gross and stuff. I need it sharp. Maybe you should put out your tail, huh?"

Owen grabbed his tail protectively. "Th-that's totally different! That hurts! Also, I think it kills me!"

"Just a myth," Nevren sounded. "It emits steam otherwise. Though you are correct, it does hurt. The water-shock involved may also cause you to pass out, hence the myth that it spells death."

Owen shuddered. "Please don't say water shock. I'd rather die than deal with that."

"Well, considering that drowning often happens afterward, you'll likely experience both."

"Hey, um," Demitri held up a claw nervously, "can we see Mispy?"

Star spun until she was upside-down on her Psychic bubble. "Aww, what, worried about your girlfriend?"

"Sh-she's not my girlfriend!" Demitri flicked his tail, startled, accidentally leaving another mark in the wall. He reached over and yanked it back out. "I—I mean, is she still doing her tests?"

"She's nearly finished," Nevren said. "I'll have to talk to her shortly for the final phase. Feel free to go to her observation room. Star?"

"You got it, Nev," Star said.


"Well… congratulations, Mispy," Nevren said. "You've outlasted the Beammaker at its full sustainable capacity."

"Good!" Mispy said. Her countless vines writhed with pride, sitting atop a pile of burned mulch mixed with a strange, greenish, burned liquid mixed together with it. The mutant Meganium looked up. "I win?"

"Yes, you win," Nevren said. "Now, for the, ah, bonus fight."

"Bonus?" Mispy's eyes lit up. The modified Meganium bounced on the ruined ground—of all the training areas, Mispy's was the most in need of repairs. The concrete floor was riddled with craters and cracks; the metallic walls were warped and bent in some areas. Thankfully, this particular room was reinforced with a secondary wall beyond the first one, specifically because of Mispy's training.

"Yes. Ah, but we should wait. I recently got off of a talk with Demitri and the others—they've come to wait for you."

A flash of light caught Mispy's eyes.

The source of light was Owen's tail, the Charizard waving to get her attention. "Hey, Mispy! How's the Beammaker going?"

"I beat it!" Mispy said.

"Y-you did?"

Mispy nodded. "And now… the bonus fight."

Star sighed. "Wow, Mispy. That kinda blows me away, actually. For Nevren to be able to create someone so, uh… you!"

The creature giggled, covering her head with three vines.

"You mean she withstood that giant blaster?" Demitri asked. "Mispy, doesn't that hurt?"

"Nope!" Mispy said.

"Don't forget, Demitri," Star said, "Mispy doesn't register pain the way normal people do. She knows she's getting hurt, but… it doesn't hurt hurt, you know?"

"Not really," Demitri said. "Maybe if we fuse I'd understand!"

"We-e-ell, let's wait a while, huh?" Star teased. "It's scheduled first thing tomorrow morning, okay?"

"Mm." Mispy nodded, but then shooed them away with her vines. It was time for the bonus fight, after all.

"Oh, right," Star said. "Everyone! To the other room! Let's wait until Mispy gets her test done, okay? We can watch with Nevren!"

"Ahh, of course. Please head into the other room so you don't get hurt by the shockwaves or thermal energy. Be sure to put on your UBGs, too, yes?"

They shuffled out of the area and into another, smaller room. There, a thick, clear window separated them from Mispy's area. A weak buzz vibrated the ground.

"Nevren must be charging up," Owen said.

"Protective gear, everyone!" Star announced, popping her Psychic bubble. She flew over to a small chest in the corner of the room with a label on the front: Ultra Black Glasses. Opening it with a little Psychic wave, she passed along the nearly totally black lenses for the others to wear.

"Is that really necessary?" Owen said.

"No, if you don't mind going blind," Star said. "I can't heal you every time, y'know!"

"…But you can."

"Well, maybe I don't want to." Star winked.

Just then, Rim appeared behind them.

"Oh, hey Rim!" Star greeted.

The Espurr smiled.

Owen's tail fire briefly enlarged. "Rim, did you eat those berries during my test?"

The Espurr's eyes widened. "H-huh…?"

"The berries out in the hall." Owen narrowed his eyes, watching every telltale muscle of a little thief that got caught.

Rim's eyes widened even more. Owen worried that they'd pop right out of her head.

Owen snorted a small jet of flame through his nostrils. "Yeah, those were part of one of my tests."

"S… S… S-sorry…!" She looked down, shivering.

Owen's demeanor immediately softened, his once irritated attitude replaced with an urge to pet her. "Aww, it's alright. I got to prove Hecto wrong because of it! That must be, like, bonus points or something." Owen helped Rim with her pair—extra-large lenses for her body size. "Let's watch Mispy, huh? How about you rest on my head to watch better?"

Rim grinned, floating in the air until she was sitting on top of Owen's head, using his horns as support for her arms.

The vibrating got louder. The ground shook with power. "Uhh, what's Nevren doing…?"

"He's charging the Beammaker 3.0 to its fullest output," Star said. "To the point where, well, it's not gonna be operational afterward. But seeing as Mispy can withstand the non-breaking blast, I guess he's gonna have to make 4.0 anyway…" Star hummed. "We're starting to run out of power sources. You can only get so much from solar energy. We might need to look for different options soon…"

"Wow… she's so strong…!" Demitri said; Owen practically saw the Haxorus' happy eyes through the glasses. Though that was probably just his Perception.

"Of course she is," Owen said. "I mean, she has to be! She's our defender component!"

"Keep 'em on!" Star announced.

In an instant, a giant blast of light, heat, and forceful energy hit the ground where Mispy stood—it was a constant, rumbling stream that shook the very ground beneath them, not unlike a Hyper Beam. The building withstood the shaking, but Owen wondered if Mispy would be able to do the same thing. She always carried a Reviver Seed with her when this happened, hidden within the many tendrils beneath her. The Beammaker would stop prematurely if it was ever activated. But Owen still worried.

The Charizard saw many of Mispy's vines disintegrate away; at the same time, parts of her body burned and reformed at the same rate that her vines vanished. Indeed, that was the secret of Mispy's power source—by using all of that extra mass below her, she could recover constantly for quite a while. Just how long was still being determined by Nevren. Owen figured that's what the tests were for.

The Beammaker finally stopped with a stuttering blast, and Mispy, less than half her original weight and surrounded by the ash of what had been destroyed, shook her head and coughed out even more of the black, burned mass. "Ugh…" she said.

"Mispy!" Demitri called. He took off his glasses and ran into the main room, tripping over the mounds of damp ash the closer he got to Mispy. "Ugh—gross—Mispy, did it hurt?"

"No," Mispy said. "But I feel… weak."

"You feel weak?" Nevren said. "That's good to know. Thank you." He paused to log down his findings and the results in his notes. "You may eat as much as you like, Mispy. The food is ready."

"Great!" Star cheered. "Man, that's perfect! Okay, let's go! Mispy! Need help walking?"

"I'm fine," Mispy said; she was already latched onto Demitri, riding on his back with her cheek pressed against the back of the Haxorus' head. Gahi and Owen smirked at the dragon; he blushed but did nothing to push Mispy away.


The mess hall was the first room that Owen had seen all day—other than his own room—to have any sort of color to it. Reddish-brown paint colored the walls. A long table of polished, dark wood acted as the centerpiece of the room, with three quartz chandeliers uniformly hanging on the ceiling, glimmering like diamonds.

The long table was filled end to end with food and dishes made by a team of five Hectos. Star hopped onto the back of one of them. "You're such a good cook, Hec." She planted a kiss on his cheek.

The expressionless Zygarde's ears rose imperceptibly. "Thank you." The other four stared at the lucky Hecto, but then resumed their work.

Star tilted her head. "Are you sure about having five of you here? Even though Nevren helped you bypass your cell limit, five is pretty big out of a hundred."

"Five is adequate for here without weakening my observational abilities for the rest of the world," Hecto said. "Hmm… I should also point out," he said, "that I believe the Ghost Orb is stirring… A Goodra wandered into its location, and the Ghost spirits attempted to kill him. Or, well, absorb his aura to become part of their brood. However, it appears that he is too strong… They may have found a vessel."

"A Goodra?" Star said. "You don't mean…"

"Yes, Madeline's child."

An uncomfortable silence washed over the group of Divine Dragons, mutants, and Star. "Madeline…" The Mew rubbed at her left arm.

"And the Ghost Orb, you say?" Nevren repeated—this time, his voice came from himself, and not from the ceiling. The Alakazam walked toward the table and made for himself a modest plate of food. "Hidden in plain sight, yet too strong for us to approach safely… It's unfortunate that the Ghost Orb was the first one we could locate."

"Yeah… those guys are just beyond mean, too," Star said, looking off. "They like to play pranks on me. Not even I have an easy time getting close to them."

Owen lifted his plate, bringing the flame of his tail underneath it. "I mean, they're Ghost Types, right? Don't they sorta play with life and death, and you're kinda… y'know… a Creator?" He focused on the ethereal flame to make it hot enough to sizzle the dish.

"The Creator," Star corrected.

"What about—"

"Arceus didn't do the creation of life part," Star said. "That's all me. He did the physics and all that… And maybe a few on the pantheon, but, y'know."

"O-okay, okay." Owen nodded. He tested his food with his claw, now satisfied with the temperature. "But maybe they just toy with you because they kinda break your rules?"

"Pbb, rules, I didn't make any rules. W—wait! I made their species too, you know! I think they just do that because they have an advantage over my natural Type. And I guess I'm a little spooked by Ghost Types…" The last part was said too quietly for them to hear. "I should switch to Fairy…"

Owen scanned the room and spotted Rhys picking from the berry salad plate, getting a heaping pile for himself. "Uncle Rhys!" he said. "Are you good against Ghost Types? No, right?"

"Not particularly," Rhys said. "Two of my best techniques are completely ineffective."

"Isn't that awesome aura-armor thing also Fighting?"

"It's without an attribute," Rhys said. "It affects all Pokémon equally."

"Wow…" Owen said. "That's kinda cool!"

"Heh, too bad yeh pass out after usin' it," Gahi said.

"Ngh, I'm working on it," he said in a growl, angrily eating a Pecha in one bite. He scanned the room between bites, finally speaking when he downed the sweet berry. "…Where's Eon?"

"He's inspecting the lab," said Nevren. "You know how he is."

"Oh! You mean our new siblings that you're making?" Demitri asked.

"Yes! Precisely," Nevren said.

Gahi glanced off uncomfortably. Owen glanced at him, gently bumping his tail on his side. Gahi just grunted and nibbled on a piece of bread.

Nevren went on. "They're coming along very well. It won't be long before they're ready to be activated. Though, they may not be as strong as you all. Perhaps future creations… Ah, that reminds me." Nevren tapped his spoon on his chin. "When you're done eating, perhaps we should attempt the full-fusion first thing in the morning, when you're rested and refreshed from today's tests. If the Ghost Orb found a vessel… we may want to nip that in the bud now."

Mispy flinched, face stuffed full of a whole plate of sliced fish.

"Figure of speech, Mispy," Nevren said. "Hecto, how is the vessel faring?"

"He is…" Hecto said. "Befriending them."

"B-befriending?" said another, shaky voice.

"Elder!" Rhys stood up with a second plate in his hands. "I made your plate, Elder. Please, enjoy."

"Ahh, Rhys… Thank you."

The giant Torkoal—at least twice the size of the average of his kind—gave Rhys a grateful smile. He was also twice as slow; he may have been on the way to lunch all morning, for all they knew.

Elder chuckled. "It seems that Mispy is having her fill."

The behemoth's vines had morphed into mouths, chomping away at entire piles of food; the food channeled directly into her body, forming more vines to eat away. It was horrifying, but Owen and the others were so used to it that it was a comforting, if not slightly disturbing, sight to see her so content.

"She's got the right idea," Owen said.

The family settled down to eat in a brief, comfortable silence. Elder went for mostly greens and fruits, while Demitri focused on many of the meats instead. Gahi and Owen had a more balanced diet; Mispy ate whatever was placed in front of her, including one of the plates. Rhys, concerned, asked if Mispy was feeling okay. She responded with a nod, mouth too full to speak.

Star asked Elder, "Didn't you try to negotiate with the Ghost Spirits a while back?"

"I did," Elder said. "One of the first to show up before me, at least. But those spirits…" He shivered. "It's no wonder they're not hidden – even with the knowledge of where they are, approaching it is simply too difficult. Assuming you aren't killed by the feather-arrows of their commander from afar, the…" Elder shivered again.

"It's okay, Elder. Perhaps this is for the best," Rhys said. "If someone has befriended the hostile spirits, then perhaps we can then befriend the vessel. Hecto, how is…?"

"The vessel has fully assimilated the Orb. However, I was unable to determine anything more, as the copy I used to keep track of it has perished."

"O-oh." Owen gulped, fire dimming. "Did it… hurt?"

"It was surprisingly painless. Mostly. A dull ache, followed by a metallic taste in my mouth. Silent killer." Hecto nodded. "However, my final observation indicated that the Goodra was completely dormant. We should wait until tomorrow so I can scout the area again, just in case."

"Astonishing. What an incredible Pokémon," Nevren said. "I have full confidence that Madeline's son would be able to finish what she could not. Perhaps I should contact him later… He would be a substantially useful ally in gathering the Orbs, wouldn't you agree?"

"Totally," Star said, nodding. "But anyway, that's for tomorrow. I don't think you guys should be fusing after your training, so we'll do it first thing in the morning! Let's break for now. How's that?"

"Alright," Owen said, rolling his shoulders. "Urgh, yeah. I think I'm gonna take a nap or something…"

"Yep," Gahi said.

"Me, too," Demitri said.

Mispy swallowed multiple piles of food with her vines and her normal mouth. "I guess," she finally said.

Owen blinked. "Uh, Mispy? What happened to the table?"

"Mm?" Mispy looked down. There were whole chunks of wood missing in front of her. "I dunno."

"We should really move to stone tables," Nevren mumbled.


Owen threw himself onto a large, white couch, rubbing his face along the soft, cotton mattress with a low rumble from his throat. "So sooooft," he mumbled, rolling until he was on his back. He squirmed, getting that cushiony feeling all along his scales and his wings, flicking his tail against the fabric—thankfully, fire-resistant.

He watched Gahi with one eye. The Flygon prodded at one of Owen's books, reading it aloud. "Charizard and You: Best Care for Your Favorite Fiery Pokémon." Gahi stared at Owen, squinting.

"It's informative," Owen said, shrugging.

Gahi turned the book over, flipping through the pages. "How come a bunch of these're blank?" he asked, staring at one particular page that had absolutely nothing on it.

"I think it's a misprinted version or something, but a lot of the books are like that. Dad says it's because the printing technology is still sort of developing, so sometimes the words get printed funny."

Gahi shrugged. "Hey, at least yer getting knowledge outta it." He shoved the book back in its shelf, picking out another. "…There's no cover on this one," he said, squinting. "Wait, y'know, if I look at it just right…" He tilted the book.

"Oh, that might be the one with a bunch of advanced battle techniques," Owen said. "Super useful when you're fighting in pairs, too!"

"Heh." Gahi returned the book. "Y'know, I wouldn't mind a fight. Never had one in a while." He flexed his wings. "Too bad I feel like jelly."

"I could use a fight," Owen admitted. "You guys did all your physical tests, but mine were all mental. I need to get some energy out there." Owen paused, thoughts lingering on his conversation with Gahi before lunch. "Hey," he said. "I know what we can do. Everyone's busy with fusion prep and stuff, right?"

"Mhm," Mispy said.

"How about… we sneak out?"

Gahi, Mispy, and Demitri all flinched. "Sneak out?" Demitri squeaked, tail flicking worriedly. "B-but that might just get us in trouble…"

"Yeah, but what're they gonna do? They need us to fuse tomorrow! C'mon, it'll just be for a little while." Owen squeezed his fists, almost mimicking a battle stance. "Just so we can see the sky again!"

"But how?" Mispy asked.

"Aw, c'mon," Owen said, tapping his head. "I've got Perceive. This'll be easy."

"There's, like, five Hectos patrolling the halls."

"Doesn't matter. Nevren isn't watching right now, I don't think, right? Let's go." Owen nodded. "It'll be easy!"

The three looked at one another uncertainly. Eventually, Mispy nodded. She pointed a vine at him. "It's your idea."

Owen tittered. "O-okay."

He stepped toward the door and pressed his hand against the metallic door. In response to the pressure, the door slid into the walls. Owen immediately led the way; Gahi sped on after him. Mispy picked Demitri up, placed him on her back, and squeezed through the door last, vines spilling into and out of the doorway that was just barely wide enough for her to squish through.

"This way," Owen said in a whisper, rounding the corner of the grid-like arrangement of hallways. Forward, forward, left, forward, right, right.

"What're you doing?" Gahi said impatiently.

"Shh," Owen hissed. He looked ahead again and made another left, but then stopped.

Gahi crossed his arms, grumbling. Owen was thankful that Gahi was at least patient enough, or faithful enough, to keep with Owen's lead. "Okay," Owen said. "Almost!"

A few more turns and they saw a number at the end of the hall—the number three, painted in red and outlined in yellow. Owen rushed for it and waited for the others. Once they were all squeezed near the end of the hall, Owen whispered to the wall, "One."

The "3" became a "1" in a blink. They all spun around and went down a new hallway. Left, forward, right, forward, right, forward, forward, forward—"I see it," Demitri said excitedly, leaning closer.

There was a great door at the end of the grid by the western exit of Quartz HQ made of metal. Owen quickly approached the door and pressed a hand on it, hoping it would work.

By some miracle, it did. The huge doors parted, sliding into the walls, revealing—more hallways, the same as behind them. "…What?" Owen said. "No, that's not right. I know I felt the exit on the other side a little bit ago!" He rushed through. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi followed.

"What?!" Owen said again, staring up.

"Is something wrong?" Demitri asked.

"We're not on the top floor anymore," Owen said. "This isn't floor one. We're, like, three floors down again! And—" Owen spun around. "Uh oh."

"Hello." Nevren greeted, waving a spoon. "Going somewhere?"

"How did—when did—" Owen backed away, flustered.

Mispy jabbed Owen in the back, shoving him forward. "His idea!"

"Now, you know you aren't supposed to go outside," Nevren warned, shaking a spoon. "Last time that happened, we lost Gahi for a week."

Gahi pouted. "Aw, I promise I won't do that again."

"That's what you said last time." Nevren sighed. "How about this. After the fusion, we will begin arranging for taking you all out on individual trips, perhaps while we go on missions to find Orbs and whatnot. Does that sound acceptable? It may be dangerous, but we could use your talents anyway. Mispy, I plan on bringing you to see that Ghost vessel, for example."

"You promise?" Mispy growled.

"I do." Nevren gave her a formal bow. "In any case, if you're looking for entertainment, why don't you see Eon? If you have any excess energy, you can ask him for a sparring match."

Owen's tail fired up. "Sparring with Dad?" he said. "Y-yeah! Sure! Where is he?"

"Floor eight."


On the eighth floor, Owen navigated through the halls with the rest of the Alloy and finally reached another door. Owen gently pressed his hand against it; they slid open, revealing a large, open arena in the shape of a dome. The ground was marble-white, but the walls had simplistic, linear designs of blue that zig-zagged toward the top of the dome in a jagged spiral. A Greninja stood in the center of the arena, slicing the air with ease. Droplets of water surrounded him, forming small, explosive bubbles.

Then, from his hands, he blasted water into the floor, propelling him up and into the air. He landed on the ground again, then hopped higher, shooting water below him again for an even greater jump at the apex of his leap. The Greninja flipped in the air and landed gracefully on his feet. "Perfect," he said to himself.

He spun around, pleased, and took a few steps forward—promptly stepping on his own tongue. The Greninja yelped and fell forward, slipping in a spectacular front-flip that ended with his face meeting the ground. His head burst into a pile of pink slime, followed by the rest of his body, becoming nothing but a puddle.

Owen and the others giggled. "H-hey, Dad," Owen said, waving at the bubbling ooze.

"Mrrngh." The puddle re-formed into an orange mass with a flaming rear. A few seconds later, it solidified into an exact copy of Owen. "And I maintained that form for so long, too…" He rubbed his forehead, staring up at the other Charizard. "And how are you, kids?"

"Just fine," Owen said. "Hey, can we spar? The other three are tired, but I didn't get to do anything exciting all day. Just a quick fight! Please?"

While Owen spoke, Eon sighed and glanced at the other three, transforming into someone when he glanced at them. "Okay, okay," he said. "Just give me a second to get my lucky scarf."

Eon looked at Owen again, becoming a Charizard. "Want to see a magic trick?" he said. "And just like that… presto!" He flicked his hand, revealing a simple, pink scarf. "Bet you didn't Perceive how I grabbed that one."

Owen did not, and that made it all the more impressive. "W-wow! Where'd you get it?!"

Eon pointed at the small bag at the very corner of the room. "Magic." Then, he wrapped the scarf around his eyes, tying it around the back of his head. "There. Now I won't transform randomly. I want you three to stay quiet, alright?"

The rest of the Alloy knew the routine. With Eon's overactive Impostor ability, he couldn't help his transformations—anybody in the forefront of his mind would be the form he took. He usually had to stare at someone very intensely to maintain a single body for long, though the blindfold certainly helped keep things stable. For a time.

Eon grinned "Come on! I haven't got all day. Well, I do. But you need to rest."

"Okay, okay," Owen said, following the blindfolded Charizard to the center of the arena. "How about this, if you're in such a rush. The first person to land a single hit wins."

"Sure," Eon said casually. "I'll give you the first ten shots."

Owen's tail burned bright, pupils narrowing dangerously.

"I'm kidding, I'm kidding," Eon raised his hands, not even having to look to sense Owen's glare. "Two shots."

"You're gonna regret that. I know your tricks this time!" Owen stomped on the ground. "I have just the plan to get you this time!"

"Mhm, mhm." Eon tilted his head leisurely. He turned around. "Let's go, Owen. I'm waiting."

A tense silence festered between the two. Owen made careful steps around Eon, strafing the Charizard in a slow circle, looking for an opening. He watched his flame. When it flared up, Owen knew that an attack would be coming, right? Compressed air danced around Owen's claws, swirling in a spiral that collected at the very tips. His wings lit up with little specks of light, drifting away from him. The Fire Traps remained where he stood, floating delicately. It wouldn't be much, and Eon would certainly not let him make a full circle—last time he tried, Eon struck early, claiming that his extended Trap counted as two moves.

Eon's flame flashed blue.

Owen jumped to the right to avoid some invisible maneuver, yet Eon didn't move. Instead, he turned his blind eyes toward him, smirking. "Made you flinch."

Owen blinked, then snarled. "Oh yeah?!" He rushed forward, blasting Eon with an Air Slash that had been charged on his right claws. Then, he sent a beam of fire ahead of Eon, cornering him in a V-shape. The left was solid air; the right was searing flames. Still spewing fire, Owen smirked and turned his head, closing the gap.

And then Eon vanished.

And then Owen realized he'd used up his two strikes.

Eon was behind him. He sensed it. Owen spun around and closed his wings, forming a golden barrier to block him.

Eon wasn't there.

"Wh—"

Eon flicked Owen on the back of his head, between his horns. "Got you."

Owen spun around for a second time. Embers still floated in the air behind Eon, where Owen had last fired. The true Charizard stared with wide eyes. "But I—you—that—"

Eon grinned. "Hey, you almost got me that time," he said, chuckling.

"H-how'd you do that?!" Owen said, pointing at him. "You were behind me! I felt it! And then you—blipped in front of me! That's no fair!"

Eon shrugged. "Magic," he said. "I'm super-fast."

Gahi's tail flicked challengingly.

"Anyway, did you at least get a bit of your aggression out, Owen? You put your all into those attacks. I felt the heat." He tapped at his cheek.

Owen grumbled.

Eon pat Owen's shoulder. "I'll give you a proper fight tomorrow. I just don't want you to ache when you evolve." He motioned for him to follow. "Why don't I take you to your beds?"

Owen's wings drooped in defeat. "Okay…"


Metal doors parted and they were back in their room again, Eon escorting the four of them back to the couch, still blind. Along the way, they rambled to Eon about their training, how they managed to exceed Nevren's expectations yet again, and how Rim stole Nevren's berries. Eon laughed. "I guess she couldn't resist. You know how much she loves them. Just like Rhys and his Pechas."

"Or Elder and his Orans," Demitri said. "Or Owen and his Tamatos."

"H-hey, those are amazing and you know it." Owen stuck his nose in the air, snorting a small cloud of embers.

Mispy shrugged, while Gahi and Demitri both shuddered.

"I don't get you Fire Types," Gahi said.

"Well, to be fair, I think that's more an Owen thing than a Fire thing," Eon explained. With everyone inside, Eon walked toward the shelves and opened a small case. "Let's see…" He lowered his voice while struggling with the case, clearly not used to the three claws a Charizard had per hand.

The clicking of the chest opening was enough to make Mispy, Demitri, and Gahi all yawn at the same time. Even Owen was starting to feel a bit tired, longing for a good night's sleep.

Eon tossed four colorful spheres toward them. Owen caught two; Mispy caught the other half. She inspected the stickers on the top. One had a little flame symbol; Mispy handed that one to Owen. Meanwhile, Owen passed a leaf-sticker sphere to Mispy in return. Demitri's ball had a little purple claw mark sticker, leaving Gahi's as one with a small sand dune.

Demitri and Mispy stared at one another and exchanged balls such that they were holding one another's. Then, then squeezed it, thrusting them forward at one another; a beam of light enveloped them at the same time. The balls opened, splitting in half, as the Meganium and Haxorus washed away in that same, red light.

Gahi tossed his ball in the air, bumping it with his nose. It cracked open and enveloped Gahi next, the sphere falling to the ground with a dull clatter.

Owen grinned at Eon. "Hey, so," he said, "tomorrow, after the fusion… what if we sparred as the full Alloy, huh?"

"The full Alloy? I dunno if I'll win against that," Eon said, mirroring Owen's expression. "I'll wake you guys up if you oversleep." He nodded toward Owen.

Owen nodded back. "Night." Owen tilted the ball toward him and squeezed, firing the beam toward himself. Owen's vision went dark, his body felt weightless, and then he felt a rough rumble around him. His mind breathed a sigh that his body could not emulate. In this cozy darkness, he felt someone pick him up.

"Good night, you four," Eon said.

Owen felt Eon's claws wrap around the ball. His consciousness sank deeper, a grin forming where he had no face. Despite not feeling much, he felt warm in his bed.

Eon set them all on the couch and left the room.

Owen's Perceive didn't work within this space, yet despite this, he still had a subconscious idea of what was around him. He felt Gahi's bed wiggling as he settled down for bed, eternally restless. Mispy's was completely motionless. Demitri's shifted every so often until it finally rolled to the back of the couch, balanced in the corner.

The coziness was too much. Already in darkness, Owen's mind drifted away completely.


The Alloy components walked through the halls and eventually went to another training room. The four excitedly bounced with each step; Mispy nuzzled at Demitri's back and Gahi elbowed Owen, remarking that they'd finally get to put all this work to the test. And finally, they entered the training room—a somewhat smaller area, more like a waiting room than anything, and stepped into the very center of the chamber. The echoes were strongest here, as if the past was reminding them of its existence. Nevren, Elder, and the others stood at the edges of the room to observe and prepare for any potential mishaps. Rhys stood closer to keep watch on how their auras interacted.

The four components of the Alloy faced one another.

"Where's Eon?" Demitri asked.

"Right here!" Heavy footsteps—the voice came from someone that sounded exactly like Demitri. And, indeed, a doppelganger of Demitri entered the room, holding his knees. "Sorry for the wait—I lost track of time…"

"Eon, did you eat at all?" Nevren asked. "You didn't show up for lunch, or dinner, or breakfast…"

"No, I'll eat later. This is more important," Eon said, transforming into Nevren.

Nevren nodded. "Very well. Okay. Are we ready?" He turned his attention to the four synthetic Pokémon.

"Ready!" they all said.

"Use Mispy as the central figure," said Nevren. "Given her size, it will be the easiest. Good, a bit closer… Now, you must all close your eyes and focus. Relax your minds, and then your bodies. Try to tune in with the auras of one another…"

Owen breathed slowly, and he indeed could feel their presence. He breathed a bit faster when he felt his body lose its shape, enveloped in the many vines in front of him. Gahi was next to him, and his side was melting into his. He didn't know how to describe it. This happened now and then in the past, but they always woke up before they totally fused. It was such a warm, tingling feeling, as if their very nerves were being attached and intertwined with one another. But they'd always pull away. It wasn't too hard to do that. But now—was this…? He didn't want to stop. This was deeper than they'd ever gone—and he couldn't get enough. Just a little more…

"Keep going…" Nevren said slowly, glancing at something in his hands. Some sort of blue emblem in the shape of a badge.

Eon watched, tense, still taking on the form of Owen. Countless tense seconds passed, their first fusion as an Alloy done slowly and steadily. Perhaps it had been minutes. None of them could tell, especially the Alloy components themselves.

Rhys winced with unease. "Their auras are starting to link," he said. "It's… incredible, but… it feels wrong, somehow."

"It seems fine so far," Star said. "Their auras are merging fine, but it's just getting started."

Despite this, Star was playing with her pawpads anxiously.

More silent seconds passed. The auras mingled together, but the closer they got, the more their flares lashed out wildly. Nevren's blue emblem abruptly dimmed to a gray color.

Rhys' expression darkened. "Nevren. I don't think we should keep going. We should separate them."

"What's wrong?" Star asked.

"I agree," Nevren said immediately.

"Their auras aren't attaching properly. Something isn't right with it. They aren't ready—perhaps some more training, or—"

"We need to separate them." Nevren looked at his gray emblem, snorting. He shoved it in his bag. "Reverse the fusion process!"

"Guys!" Star interrupted Rhys, shouting at the four.

Gahi, Demitri, and Mispy were all too involved in the fusion to sense anything else. Owen, however, heard them. "What's… what's wrong?" he said in a slur. "Wait… I need to go… further…"

"Owen!" Rhys said. "Back away! Stop the fusion!" Rhys' paws burned with aura and he rushed toward them.

"I… I can't…! It's… too…" The fusion accelerated rapidly by Mispy's own defiance. Vines wrapped around Owen's head, and his body was lost to the amalgamation. He felt Rhys pulling at his body, but he was already attached to Mispy, part of her—just as she was part of him, and the others a part of the whole. He let out a final breath; he could hear the thoughts of his components plague his own. And his thoughts plagued theirs. He couldn't feel his arms any longer. His wings went next, and then the rest of him. His mind was the last to go.

The rest of the memories, while there, felt blurry and rushed. With his mind not fully intact, he only felt raw emotions and instincts, reflexive actions. Without any mirrors, he didn't even know what he looked like in this final, monstrous, whole form. Fading images filled his mind—fragments of memories that pieced together to show, finally, the full picture. He remembered roaring—feeling an overwhelming power that forced out all other thoughts.

He remembered Star floating in front of him with great, white wings made from long, glowing tendrils. She had tears in her eyes. Of what, he didn't know. Horror, sadness, regret? It could be any of them, or all of them. He remembered feeling blood between his claws and his vines, the squished form of one of the many Zygarde that had accompanied them torn to bloody shreds beneath him.

He remembered all of them firing tirelessly against him. Aura Sphere, Flamethrower—even Eon, who tried to mimic his body, couldn't properly copy a creature that was composed of four auras. Nevren had shouted something to Star, and then the Mew shook her head. And then she floated above them, the tiny Creator's tearful expression the last thing Owen remembered seeing.

"I'm sorry," Star said.

And then those wings… The light stabbed into his—no, their body. Light coursed through them like magma. They roared, flailing in all directions. Flamethrowers and Solar Beams scorched the walls; tremors cracked the ground; countless vines carved into the room. The pain only got worse. The twisted minds of the Alloy, combined with the exponential, excruciating, soul-splitting pain of the filaments burrowing into them became the only thing they knew.

This was the memory that had been blocked—the pain, the insanity, the creeping shockwave of madness that came back even after so many centuries sealed away. The memory that required a reset just to stay sane. But they couldn't let that happen. Not again. Never again. They had to see this memory through. They couldn't let it take them. This was all the past.

Whose memories were these? They were Owen's, but they were also from the others. Pieces of conversations from both sides flitted through the singular mind.

They all watched the same set of memories unfold. They all, now separate again, had to relive being the Alloy, as if it had just happened. Owen knew that they were seeing the same memories. And he, with Gahi, helped him deal with them, unable to handle it on his own. He guided him along, holding his hand for every step. He felt Gahi's fear, but Gahi felt Owen's confidence. And that saved him.

As the Alloy, Demitri could only think about Mispy. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to tell her that everything was okay. That nothing could go wrong, if only to assure himself that the pain would subside.

Mispy couldn't stand it. She had forgotten what pain felt like. She was the one that felt them all attach to her. She felt Demitri's fear. She wrapped her vines around him in her mind, agreeing with him. It was going to be okay. She had lost her mind first to the Alloy.

Gahi writhed from within, screaming to regain what sense of self he had. But it was all lost that day, stolen from him and melted into the rest of the Alloy. Gahi was gone. The others were all gone. Yet they were all together. He felt Owen's warmth, and that kept him anchored to the present. He felt his assuring thoughts, his calm words, and he followed that like the one light in a dark void.

Just a little longer. They had to remember just a little longer.

The wings, made from hundreds of filaments of light, parted. Still, they were pierced through their body. The light tore them apart, ripping their merged essences into quarters. Four bloodied pieces fell to the ground, indistinguishable masses of flesh.

Owen recognized his memories for his own, but he also understood the new memories that were forced into him. Foreign pasts that he would never be able to get rid of, because now, they were his, just as they were also theirs. He remembered two sides of the same conversation. He remembered winning and losing the same battle.

There were even memories where he was not present. The gentle caress of a tapestry of vines around his body and a huge head gently nuzzling against his tough scales. The feeling of air rushing past him through the air, free and in the sky, flying toward a great spire in the ground.

But now, he knew which memories were his, and which were theirs. And he accepted them all.

The pain stopped.

After countless lives repeated, the four souls breathed a sigh of relief.

End of Act I






44. Act II - A Stubborn Ego


ACT II – A Stubborn Ego

The Hall of Origin was made of pure, white, shining tile. Light shined from above, radiating off of tall ceilings. The light bounced off the walls and illuminated the floor. The passageways were so wide that an entire squad of Owens could march, wing to wing, and have room to spare. The ceilings were tall enough to even more flying far overhead. The hall led into a chamber at least four times as large. It was here that Arceus stood, staring at a great spherical projection in the air.

To the naked eye, nothing was happening. But to Arceus, he could see every event of the world through mortals' eyes. He couldn't focus on it all. He no longer had the power to do that—he lacked it for a very long time. Instead, he had his focus on one thing at a time. And right now, his attention was tuned to something that was not even a part of his own design…

The screen projection shifted until it was looking over Hot Spot Cave. It couldn't go much closer. He could only see blurry images of Owen and the others conversing with one another, looking through the eyes of the Pokémon inside. But their Mystic power made maintaining a connection too difficult. The projection suddenly fizzled out, going back into a great sphere of the world by default.

"Yo, Barky." In a flash of light, Star appeared and landed on his back. She was so small that his fur was like a field of white, tall grass. The Mew's tail flicked with an air of innocence, but the larger deity knew all too well that she was taunting him.

Barky growled. What an irritating imp.

"Still watching Owen, are you?"

Barky stared at the sphere. The projection expanded; its outer edges faded, and a thin view of Hot Spot Cave's interior came into focus, though Valle's eyes. He was particularly useful for how aware he was of the caverns and how weak his aura was. His eyes were always watching—irritably, Barky imagined—at the various motions in the cave. It showed everyone—aside from Anam and Nevren—sitting in the middle of the square. They seemed to be calming Demitri and Mispy down. But the vision was quite faded. The high concentration of divine energy between all of the Guardians made it difficult to observe them. Anywhere Anam was in particular made observation next to impossible.

"His aura stabilized," Barky said. And while Demitri and Mispy were distressed, they appeared to be in no danger of losing themselves to those old instincts. Rhys' plan worked. It took centuries… but it worked.

"Yep. Guess I won that bet after all, huh?"

Barky snorted. "I do not gamble. That is a mortal's vice."

"Being wrathful is a mortal's vice, and look where you are."

That one stung. Barky's left hoof scraped against the floor, leaving a hollow-sounding echo through the hall. Star, looking down at the hoof from atop his back, shook her head. He could never quite control his anger. Her tail flicked again. She tilted her head and arched her back, stretching every part of her body while lounging on top of him, even her little claws.

"What do you want?" Barky finally asked.

"Oh, nothing," Star said in a sing-song tone. "I'm just popping by." She twirled a lock of his fur between her tiny claws.

Barky didn't say anything in return. He went back to watching the mutated Charizard.

Star gently tugged at the fur, pulling off a few loose strands. "It's pretty impressive that science can create something that I couldn't." She looked at the blurry image of Owen and Gahi, "Look at them. Fused together into something that probably shouldn't even exist. I mean, by my standards, at least. But, y'know, I don't think I really mind that anymore. Owen's nice. And Gahi, I like his attitude. The two of them together is kinda the best of both worlds.

"Between Nevren's knowledge over genetics and Rhys' knowledge over the aura, they managed to make the perfect fighter out of four pieces. Aside from a few flaws. But… I'm glad he's finding himself. He didn't deserve that fate—none of them did."

Barky growled. "And yet, so many more have been created since then." He turned his head so his right eye stared directly at Star. The piercing, unblinking, green-red gaze made Star shrink, just slightly. "Are you proud of that?"

Star bit her lip.

If Barky had a mouth, he'd smirk with it, but he figured his eyes would say enough. He knew she hated when he was right. Sure, Owen and his team were under their own control. Independent, even if they were still a bit subservient to authority figures like Anam or Rhys and—in Owen's case—Amia. But the others? What of them? Would they be slaves to the remaining Hunters forever? Was that her fault? She probably wouldn't think so. She didn't have that kind of power, after all. The Hunters carried on after she made the mistake of trusting them. Now it was the mortals' turn to fix it, not her.

"They'll work it out," Star said. "I have faith in them."

Predictable. Barky scoffed. "Faith is for the lower creatures, not gods. We are their faith, Star. You cannot fall back on it as they do, for we are where it all ends. There is no higher authority."

Star's tail flicked irritably. Barky watched her tiny fist clench; she wanted to punch him in the back, but that would just show him her weakness. Go on, Star. Show it again.

Star relaxed, but her glare didn't subside. "You say faith is something for mortals to do, but so is bickering, but we've been doing that for the age of the universe. So, what then, huh?"

Barky had no response. He returned to watching the sphere.

Star huffed through her nose. Her toes clenched on the fur, prodding between two vertebrae on his spine. She kicked off and leaned forward, hanging her arms over part of the golden wheel attached to his back.

"Hey, Barky," Star said. "You know they're eventually going to gather them all. Someone is. And none of the Promises they made can keep that from happening. You can't wait it out. So…"

He waited, but Star didn't continue for a while. That must have been all that had to be said. And Arceus didn't have much to say back, either. He made his point. But he could tell that her talking with him just made her feel worse. Still, he had no idea what she was thinking; they couldn't read each other's minds. He'd like that, but she refused. And if she refused, then so would he.

Star cleared her throat again. "Barky…"

"Unless you plan to step down, I have nothing more to say."

After a few seconds to stare, she floated off of him. Arceus eyed her closely; he knew her for so long that it didn't take Owen's Perceive to know how she was feeling. Perhaps a heavy heart, but a stubborn attitude to deflect any guilt away from her. Maybe she wanted it to all be over. And, really, he wanted it to be the same. If only she listened to what he had to say. Was she thinking the same thing toward him? No, of course she was. Because she was a fixer. She had to help. And apparently she knew how it had to be done.

Arceus stared at those determined eyes of Mew. Fists clenched again, she spoke, "Once I have them all… you're done."

She disappeared as quickly as she came.

There was no wind in the Hall of Origin. Complete silence accompanied the tension Star left behind. The Creator broke it with a gentle tap on the ground. It echoed, on and on. Arceus wondered if he spoke too harshly toward her. Because she was right. He did get angry. But Star was no better. Star was too immature for that sort of power. She mingled with the spirits of mortals as if they were at her level. They simply weren't. Yet now, she behaved like one. And then, in the end, it always got her hurt.

"How did it come to this…?"

But he didn't like the answer.






45. Regrets and Reconciliation


Chapter 40 – Regrets and Reconciliation

Gawen watched silently as Demitri and Mispy recalled their past, or at least a small portion of it. They remembered bits and pieces of their first lives. Perhaps not all of it, but enough to understand exactly what had happened to them, and why they had been reset. Minds scrambled and left to insanity, spending centuries being slowly repaired by Rhys. At some point, Rhys must have spirited them away so they wouldn't have to fuse ever again.

The Flygon-Charizard fusion glanced at the Lucario in question. He was standing as he always had, stoic and silent, but the tension in his body spoke volumes. Compared to Owen alone, Gawen couldn't sense the extreme details, but it was enough. It was as if the guilt of a hundred lifetimes had concentrated itself into a thick, bitter bile in the pit of Rhys' stomach.

"It hurt so much," Demitri said in a shaky whisper. The Haxorus wrapped his arms around himself, shuddering. "My head was all over the place, and… a-and I didn't know what was going on, and… and I was just… I just had to move… I had to… I don't know what I had to do. I just had to… get it all out. F-fight…"

Mispy, next to him, wrapped her many, many vines protectively around her mate, pulling him close. Demitri flinched away—Gawen was certain it was because he was afraid of fusing with her, but she refused to let go. If anything, she held on tighter, pressing her head against his.

"It's okay," she said.

"Oh—M-Mispy…" Demitri shuddered again, giving in. He fell toward her, squeezing five of her vines close. The remainder wrapped around him until he was pressed against her main body. She craned her neck, brushing her cheek just above his axes. Even if she couldn't feel pain, she knew that it upset him if she accidentally cut herself on his axes. The muscle memory of how to hug him despite the axes returned to her immediately.

Demitri sniffled, relaxing when he was finally enveloped. He remembered her scent. It was always strongly of plant life like this, like grass sliced by his axes. He always liked the smell of cut grass. Now he knew why. Demitri deflated against the monstrous Meganium, still sniffling, but feeling relaxed.

Rhys and Manny both subconsciously rubbed at their aura sensors. The former glanced at Gawen, briefly meeting eyes.

"I think we should all retire for the day," Amia said delicately. "Hopefully by tomorrow, or the day after, Star will have some Orb locations for us to look for. Not too many are left, right?"

"We know where a few are," Rhys said, "but I doubt any of them would be productive. Eon is going to send someone to the Frozen Oceanside soon, though. Likely Rim. We should be ready for that."

"Do you think if we ask Hecto, he'll tell us when Eon starts making another move?" Gawen suddenly spoke up. "I mean, by now he's probably trying to keep an eye on him, right?"

"No can do there."

Gawen glanced around, spotting Star's faded form hovering just behind Manny.

"Thanks, bud," Star said.

"Heh, no problem."

Star addressed the group. "Hecto still hangs around Eon to keep an eye on him, but Eon sorta keeps a lot of things from him. There's no way he'll find out if Rim's gone. I mean, she could probably just be heading out to get supplies for the army, you know?"

Gawen gulped. "R-right. Well, Hecto can at least check if something's going on in Frozen Oceanside, right? And Star, d'you know any other spots?"

"I thought I knew where the Bug Guardian was, but she must've moved again. And she's not talking to me, so I have to go scout around the spirit world again. I'll let you guys know if I find something. I also want to get a better read on where the Ice Guardian is in Frozen Oceanside. That place is huge. You'll freeze before you find her if I can't get a good read, so sit tight, alright? That's probably one reason why Eon didn't go there right away."

Gawen nodded, looking at the others. "I guess that's the plan. Thanks, Star."

"Gonna head off. Thanks, guys!" Star disappeared into Manny.

Amia tilted her head at Manny. "Now, why does she always pick you to get summoned?"

Manny shrugged. "I dunno. Maybe she feels safer since she's got a Type advantage. I know she hates goin' through Anam. Fits the pattern. Besides, I dunno. I don't mind. It's kinda cute. Don'cha just wanna scratch under her chin?"

Zena stared. "…No."

"Bahh," Manny waved a paw at them. "I'm gonna go train. Gotta try summoning Yen again. Figure if I can half-summon Star, ain't too hard ter make'm solid."

Demitri was composed enough to nod at Mispy. "I think we're going to take a… nap."

Rhys made a motion to go after them, but Mispy was already sliding off to their room, carrying Demitri with him. Something held him back, feet planted firmly in the ground. Others in the group dispersed as usual, and Rhys, looking lost, turned and walked to the training grounds.

"Hmm…" Gawen saw that while everyone was dispersing, nobody quite paid attention to Rhys, perhaps because the Lucario was very good at leaving without being followed. He always was quiet. But something was bothering him. The Owen half was screaming to follow after, and that was enough to convince the Gahi half to take reluctant steps along.

Watching Gawen from behind, Zena opened her mouth to speak—but Gawen was already too focused on Rhys to acknowledge much else. She winced.

Amia placed a hand on Zena's neck. "Don't worry, dear. Owen is still trying to remember things—and don't forget, that's Gahi in there, too."

"He didn't remember me, Amia." Zena looked at her. "I thought he was supposed to get all his memories back. But I didn't see a single… a single flash of recognition on his face. I was just another Guardian. What if—"

"Zena, Zena, dear," Amia said delicately, placing her other hand on her ribbon.

Alex stood on Zena's other side shaking his head. "You can't force this. Owen's mind is in a delicate state right now, and memories are probably going to be coming to him in flashes for a while. Maybe a few days, or moons, or… well…" He bumped his cannons together. He wiggled his arms against one another, almost like a hand puppet, like his hands were two heads debating an idea. "I'm sorry you have to deal with this."

"We'll help you, dear." Amia took her hands off of Zena to clasp them in front of the fin on her chest. "We've had to raise Owen for so long. We know he'll remember you eventually. We just have to jog the memories out of him."

Zena could only watch Owen, fused with Gahi, walk away. "Of course."


"Rhys?" Gawen called.

Rhys jumped. "Oh—Gahi—er, Owen, er…"

"I think Willow picked Gawen," the fusion said, flashing a resigned smile.

They didn't quite make it to the training grounds. The cave was still tall and wide, making Gawen's voice echo. Rhys slowly turned around, though he was looking at Gawen's chest rather than his face. Eventually, those eyes trailed to the wall instead, trying to look casual.

It only occurred to Gawen then just how small Rhys was, now. He was at least a head or two shorter than him, fully evolved. After half of him spending almost all of his life as a Trapinch or Vibrava, actually looking down at him was a surreal feeling.

It also occurred to Gawen that they had been standing in silence for a while.

"I, er," Owen's half fumbled.

And then more silence flooded in.

Rhys shifted his weight to his left foot. "Well, if you were looking to train with me, I'm still a bit tired from donating my aura matter to Demitri and Mispy."

"Right, yeah. Ain't a problem," Gahi's half said.

The following silence didn't last as long, broken again by Rhys. "How have you been feeling? Are you… acclimating to being fused together? Is that how you prefer things?"

"I mean—either way is fine. I guess we just never bothered breaking up yet," Gawen said. "And, actually, er… I think right now, I want to be two-in-one for this."

"For… this?"

This time, Gawen shifted his weight, almost mirroring Rhys' posture. It was impossible to ignore Owen's dulled Perceive like this, with just one Lucario and everything else motionless enough to satisfy Valle.

Gawen crossed his arms, and then crossed his wings over them. "I felt how you were when Demitri was breaking down."

"Ah."

His neutral tone was characteristic as ever, but his body had tensed considerably.

"Sorry, but you know I can tell."

"Of course. I cannot blame you."

"I just wanted to say that… even if it's hard on them, I'm still happy that we can finally remember who we are. It… it hurt a lot. Back then, and remembering it now. But we had to. Because before, it was like… living in a fog. It still is, but… for the first time, it feels like that fog is clearing up. Like my head can breathe again. Like I can actually see, even if it's still blurry, and there's still so much left to clear up, and…" Gawen rolled his eyes. "Ugh. You get it. I'm sick of Owen's side explaining it. He's too wordy."

Rhys allowed a smile to escape him. "Well, that, too, is something I can't blame him for. He always was the one to read the most."

"Yeah." Gawen grinned, unfolding his wings, then his arms. "Anyway, the real reason I wanted to come here is just, I'm sorry for how guilty you feel for all this. I dunno how hard it must've been to raise me—er, to raise Gahi and the others, like that."

"You're sorry? I'm the one who should be sorry for putting you through it all." Rhys looked away, paws clenched. "I shouldn't have allowed it to happen in the first place. All the ceaseless suffering… and for what? For—"

"Rhys." Gawen thumped his tail on the ground, startling the Lucario enough to break his posture. The thud echoed for several seconds, and in a way, it didn't seem to stop. "Enough."

Rhys raised his arms in some kind of protest against an invisible force, but then lowered them, along with his head.

"Enough of that already."

Rhys nodded. "Of course."

"We're moving forward, got it?"

"Of course." His voice was even smaller.

Behind the red lenses, Gawen's eyes softened. "There's one last thing I wanted to say."

Rhys listened without a word.

"The Gahi side of me never wanted to say it, but the Owen side ain't giving me a choice. I figure it's a good idea to get it out there." He looked down, trying to make eye contact, but all Rhys was interested in were the glowing mushrooms in the corner of the cave that gave the hall its light.

"For all the time you spend raising Gahi, and Demitri, and Mispy, and for all the trouble you went through just to fix us… when it could've been easier to just leave us, or to just let us keep being weapons, or to control us, or… anything. For taking the hard route to make us better… I just wanted to say thank you. And… that I love ya, Pops."

Far in the distance, like a faint echo, Willow screeched at Enet about playing unfairly, and that she was going to shrink her and stomp her into the ground. Then, the panicked voice of ADAM drowned them both out, followed by blaring an alarm signal. That, too, was so faint that it quickly faded into nothing.

Rhys brought his paw to his mouth to hide his smile, but a chuckle betrayed him. He looked at Gawen directly for the first time, the Lucario's expression brimming with a strange light. His paw migrated to his eyes next, tilting his head back. The little chuckles got a bit louder, accented by sniffles.

"Pops," he repeated. "Oh, such an informal nickname, Gahi. And you'll never call me that as yourself, will you?" He laughed again, his mouth some strange combination of a smile and frown. "Oh! Pops…"

Gawen stepped a bit closer, bringing a hand on his shoulder. Rhys couldn't see, but he felt it. His body immediately leaned forward, though his free arm didn't move just yet. Gawen wrapped his wings around the small Lucario, pulling him closer. He had to lean a bit awkwardly to get at a good level with him, but that was okay.

Rhys' laughing eventually died down, replaced by quiet, undignified sniffles. Gawen took care to avoid the spike on his chest, but otherwise kept the Lucario in a full, warm embrace. His undercoat was so matted. He smelled vaguely of Pecha Berries that had long since gone bad, but it was only noticeable when he was right next to him. Little imperfections.

Rhys finally composed himself enough to speak, still holding Gawen close. "That's all I ever… that's all I ever wanted to hear. Oh, Gahi…"

Gawen slowly let Rhys go. He resisted at first, so he stayed that way a while longer. The sobbing Lucario eventually relented, releasing the mutant fusion to stand properly. He stretched, cracking his back once.

Rhys made one last sniff, wiping his nose with the side of his paw. "In any case," he said, accompanied by a sigh. "I did intend to meditate. I may spar with Manny again if he is not too busy with summoning his mate."

"…Wait. Mate? Yen?"

"Apparently so, from chats I've had with him," Rhys said.

"…You guys chat?"

"Why wouldn't we?"

"You guys are, like, complete opposites."

"Two sides of the same coin, hm? There is a lot to empathize between two Lucario."

Gawen still seemed unconvinced, but he nodded anyway.

"Would you care to join us? Perhaps we can spar or train as well."

At that moment, the two halves had completely different answers. Gahi wanted to lean forward to speak, while Owen wanted to look back. The result was a Flygon's head moving forward, while a Charizard's head pulled back, the original head splitting in a clay-like two before solidifying to normal.

"Hah, you bet I wanna—"

"Well, actually, I think I'm—"

The disorientation of two heads trying to control the same body made the partial-fusion fall over, caught only because Rhys was quick enough to break the fall from below.

"W-wait! Stuck! Can't—Gahi, quit moving the tail!"

"Stop movin' my arm!"

"F-focus! Just focus!" Rhys said from below, holding them up. "Perhaps it's time you separated, yes?"

"Okay, okay. Just give me a second. We did it before." Owen tried to turn his head, but his neck muscles weren't quite cooperating. "Gahi? A little help?"

"Hang on, hang on," Gahi muttered. He planted his feet on the ground. "Rhys, grab Owen's arm. Owen, wiggle yer arm. Yeah, that one. Got it? Okay, now pull… little more…"

With a tug and some focus, they separated out into two halves. Owen stood up, making sure that his flame was singular and his scales were orange. Gahi made sure his tail wasn't on fire and his body was sleek. "Finally, yer outta my headspace," Gahi snorted.

Owen grunted, holding back his own words. Instead, he nodded at Rhys. "Um—thanks, again. I'm gonna head back and… read something. I need to relax. A fight sounds nice, but… I don't know. I don't think it's healthy."

"I understand," Rhys said.

"I don't." Gahi snorted. "See ya, nerd!" In a green blur, he flew deeper into the caves.

Rhys watched, then followed, a noticeable spring in his step. It didn't take Owen's Perception to see it. The Charizard smiled at the thought, returning to the rest of Hot Spot. It wasn't a very long walk, and in no time, he spotted his home, the gentle glow of Alex's shoulders illuminating the inside of the home a bit more than the rest of the mushroom-lit caverns.

"I'm home," Owen called, tapping his claws on the doorway. "Everything alright?"

"Owen! You didn't go training with Rhys? And what about Gahi?"

"That's who went training." Owen laughed, heading to his room. He plopped onto his bed belly-first, tail raised in the air while he rummaged through a little alcove near the back of his room, searching for a good book to read. Something light. Academics were nice, but he wanted something a little more on the entertaining side.

Maybe The Steel Chemist—he couldn't remember a few of the volumes, so it would be worth reading again. Or maybe he could reread Perish Book? That sounded better. He grabbed the comic and placed it delicately at the edge of his bed, but then another thought crossed his mind. He couldn't read without getting it taken care of first.

Owen sighed, sliding the book away. He quietly stepped out to see Amia preparing dinner with Alex. Small portions, since they didn't really have to eat; it was mostly for Owen. "Hey, Mom? Dad?"

"Yes, dear?" Amia asked.

"I just wanted to say, um, since I don't think I said it before… I mean, er…" Without Gahi, somehow the words were a lot more difficult to come by. Let alone being able to say it. "I…"

Amia and Alex both turned fully this time, the Magmortar of the pair hesitantly approaching. "Are you feeling okay? What did you want to say? Does it have to do with… your memories?"

Gahi was always someone to take action. To step forward without really thinking about it. It was stupid and reckless. But sometimes, was it the right thing to do? Was he overthinking this?

Amia stepped forward next. "Owen, if—"

Owen brought his arms and wings out, grabbing them both. He pulled them in, wrapping around them, and closed his eyes. Alex suppressed a yelp in surprise, while Amia let out a quiet "Oh!"

"Thank you," Owen said.

Amia and Alex looked at one another over Owen's shoulders. They both smiled, returning Owen's gesture as well as they could. Alex leaned in, gently tapping his left cannon on Owen's back.

Far away, watching through the simple window into their kitchen, was a Milotic. And while there was a pang of envy and longing at the sight of Owen having such a close moment with two others… Zena still smiled and retired to her home.


The rest of the day passed with little happening. Hecto indeed kept an eye out for any possible movements from Rim, but nothing suggested that she had headed to the Frozen Oceanside, or anywhere else, all through the night. Still, that didn't keep some in Hot Spot from getting antsy while they waited for Star to talk about any leads on where they could be.

"Can't we just go to the places we know about?" Owen had said.

But the reply was simple. They were too exhausted from the fight against their berserk fused form to do much of anything for the day. Instead, they spend the night recovering, and felt refreshed by morning.

And to their fortune, Star had returned with news, summoned once again by Manny. "Gather everyone up! I've got three places we can look!"

Gahi and Owen had been in the middle of practicing their fusion technique again. They were getting better at the transition, though separating still took a lot longer than fusing. Demitri and Mispy were a bit more hesitant, more content with spending the day sparring with one another.

"Oh, hey, you're fused together again," Star said. "Feeling alright? Who's active right now?"

"Uh… both?" Gawen said. "I guess we sort of just shift around when we need to, but right now I'm feeling pretty fifty-fifty."

"At least he took on Owen's vocabulary," Demitri mumbled to Mispy.

"I heard that," Gawen said. "Don't think Gahi isn't still around, y'know."

"Kept Gahi's attitude," Mispy giggled.

Gawen grumbled, shaking his head. "That reminds me, Star," he said, noticing that the others had yet to fully gather, "in our memories… you were solid. How come? I thought you were dead even before all this happened."

"Oh, I was… I was actually there," Star said. "I'm… not allowed to do that anymore."

"Wait… you mean…" Demitri said. "You mean that's why you never, um, physically visit this world anymore? Because Arceus doesn't let you?"

"We don't let each other," Star said. "Barky came down after I split you four up, and… and he wasn't very happy. So, we sealed each other off, trapped in the spirit realm until we both agree that we can both descend without a summoning. So… basically neither of us can come down at full strength anymore."

"Wow…" Demitri said. "So, you guys are… in a standoff, kinda?"

"Pretty much," Star said. "Isn't really any other way to phrase it than just a divine deadlock between the two of us…. Which, by the way, is probably why he's so obsessed with this Orb business. If enough Orbs get into either of our hands, well—we'll overpower one another, and who knows after that. Whoever gets all the Orbs will tip the scales."

Gawen nodded. "…But… I'm not aligned with you, Star. Or Ba—or Arceus. Why would you want me to have an Orb? After all, you were the one who…."

"I guess," Star said, "I… think you'd know to make the right choice, in the end."

"That's not part of my design, is it?" Gawen said.

"No, no, nothing like that," Star said. "Just, once you guys all get together—"

"We're going to just put an end to what's happening and live peacefully," Gawen said firmly. "No pooling the power together. We're stopping Eon, and then we can be done." Gawen frowned. "When can we do that, anyway?"

"Once we have everyone we can have," Star said. "This is gonna be the last of it. Barky's Trinity isn't gonna help, but I want to at least give one more shot to the second person there. The Dragon Guardian's a no-go, but the Poison Guardian is… maybe there's a chance? I say we try. Don't worry—I'll go over that when everyone else gets here."

It didn't take long for everyone to be gathered, but Star's instructions were quick. She sighed, sitting on top of Gawen's head. "Alright, here's the deal. We've got the last three Guardians that we want to check out, and hopefully these can go without a hitch. Bug, Poison, and Ice. The last one is Dragon, and we ain't gonna touch that one yet."

"Why not?" Gawen crossed his arms, incredulous.

"You wanna die?"

Gawen frowned, tri-flame tail flicking. "Y'know, if this Dragon Guardian is so strong, how come Barky doesn't just send that one to Eon and be done with it?"

"Ask Barky that one," Star said. "Maybe we can have a talk with her after Eon. I'd rather take on a known evil than her. Alright?"

"I bet the Dragon Guardian is just cool and you don't like that." Gawen growled.

"I can't… tell if that was Owen or Gahi," Star said. She looked at the others, but they seemed equally unsure. The Mew rolled her eyes. "Whatever. Let's keep going. So, here's the thing. Poison Guardian, I have a team set up for that. I know how she is, and I think it'd be a good idea if the most agreeable personalities went there. So… just from my guess, that's gonna be Owen, Enet, and Amia. Oh, and, uh, I guess Gahi, since… you know."

"You sure Gahi won't be a bad influence?" Amia said.

This earned an offended look from Gahi's half, nearly splitting their heads apart; he slammed his hands on either side of his skull, as if that helped to physically keep them in place. "Not funny," Gawen muttered.

"Perhaps I should go instead." Rhys raised a paw. "As a Steel Type, I would—"

"No, no," Star said. "Bad idea. You four are fine," Star said, "And, Rhys, I think you should go to the Bug Guardian instead. You will be more useful for that. Manny, maybe… you, too. Demitri, Mispy, I think it'd be a good idea for you to go with."

Amia frowned. "Well, Anam could still go to the Poison place, right?"

Gawen, exasperated, said, "How come yer so against me?!"

"Gahi will be fine," Star said. "And about Anam, I know I said that, but…" Star looked up. "Where is he? He's still at Kilo Village, and I dunno if he'll be back for a while. I thought it'd be a quick little trip, but something must be keeping him. Is Nevren answering any of you?"

"No, not yet," Amia said. "Should we try contacting him again? Perhaps they're caught up in paperwork again."

"Yeah, try that," Star said. "I'd go try talking to Anam again, but those Ghosts play pranks too much in their realm… It's hard enough to go through them, but they've been pretty antsy lately. Anam was just about to summon them against you, Gawen, but once he held back, well, they're still pretty angry about it. If I go now, I might have a problem leaving." She shuddered. "Something about that place… doesn't sit right with me."

"Must be your Type," Manny said in a half-joke.

But to Gawen, it still didn't settle right anyway. Anam was their strongest Guardian—shouldn't he be accompanying them? "Hmm, well, we should probably keep Anam in mind once we're done with these Orbs. While that happens, we can check out the Poison Orb."

"Sounds like a good plan to me," Star said. "Rhys, how about you go to the forest with Demitri and Mispy?"

"Eh, I'll tag along, too," Manny said.

"Okay, that works. Another team of four. Zena, you think you can handle the ice?"

"Oh, er…" Zena glanced at Gawen, then at Amia, who gave her a small, apologetic smile. She sighed, looking back at Star. "Very well. If it's necessary."

"I wanna go too!" Willow said. "I said that last time!"

"I shall go as well," said ADAM. "I feel that a team of three is adequate for that location. Valle will accompany me; four will be a redundant and secure amount."

The Shiftry statue was unmoving as always, but finally spoke up. "I did not agree to this."

"You will accompany me." ADAM turned his head, and only his head, to the Shiftry statue.

The cave rumbled quietly. "Very well."

"Okay, okay," Star sighed. "You two Luvdisc can go. Someone leave a note for Anam to see when he gets back so he doesn't freak out that everyone left, alright? You know how panicked he gets if he feels alone."

"I'll get to that," Amia said.

"Okay, team. Let's break! Don't forget your communicators!"


"You know, Owen," Amia commented, "you're very obsessive about everybody's inventories. I think you were starting to rub people the wrong way."

The forest was an odd, hazy purple color. The trees were dark, and the leaves were a sickly violet. The ground felt cold and sticky, despite nothing actually sticking to their feet. The Dungeon itself was not a labyrinth like the normal variety they were used to; instead, it seemed to be by the Poison Guardian's personal design, a simple, flat, and open field of trees.

As they passed by, a hazy Pidgey watched them from above, flying away when they got too close.

"But—but you saw how they were preparing it! They had clear holes in their inventory." Gawen, with Owen as the dominant mind, pleaded his case. "Willow didn't even pack Oran Berries! Who goes on a mission without Oran Berries? Even if you're Mystic, you can't go unprepared. A single Oran Berry can mean the difference between life and death, you know. It'd be even better if you brought two. Or three."

Enet nodded. "They taste good. And things that taste good are good."

Amia rubbed her head. "Well, that's true, but did you really have to sort through their items one by one?"

"Well, I found that empty Elixir bottle in Demitri's bag, didn't I?" Owen said. "I knew something didn't feel right. What if he ran out of power for Dual Chop, tried to restore his aura, and got nothing but an empty bottle? They'd be done for!"

"O-okay, Owen, you made your point," Amia said.

"And Rhys! I can't believe him! I thought he'd be better about it, but he didn't even bring a Petrify Orb with him. It's not as if he has crowd-control techniques, either. Just because he has super cool aura powers doesn't mean he might get hit from behind. One ambush and—okay, okay, she said she gets th' point already! I'm takin' over, yer actin' up!"

Amia sighed. "Thank you, Gahi. I think Owen was getting more worked up than he needed to."

"Yeah, no kidding." Gahi snorted. "I was considering de-fusin', but af'er that, I'm gonna let'm simmer down."

"He talks a lot," Enet said. "Big words."

"Feh, worse 'n Rhys," Gahi said.

Enet nodded. Uneasy, the Zoroark took in their surroundings. They had been going through a forest, and the last river they passed was quite clear. But now it was starting to smell a bit different, and while she at first thought they had passed by a river, it was actually a thick stream of bright, purple sludge, the consistency of flowing mud.

Something dripped from a branch above them. Amia reflexively touched her shoulder and shrieked. "Oh—GROSS!"

"Wh-what?!" Enet's fur puffed up, making her look twice her size.

Amia flicked her hand against a tree trunk; purple goo spattered against the wood. "Poison Guardian indeed—oh, where's my Pecha Scarf, I'm just going to mmmnfff…" Amia tied the scarf around her face.

"Stinky," Enet complained, grabbing her own scarf.

"Good thing I prepared for this…" Owen said, taking over the body. He grabbed a scarf and wrapped one around himself. There was a spare in the bag in case they decided to separate.

They weren't even sure where the goo came from—inspecting the trees above revealed nothing. But they were certain that the Poison Orb was here. They felt the Mystic aura getting stronger, corresponding directly to the prevalent, purple fog that polluted the atmosphere. But Owen sensed another presence nearby that didn't get stronger nor weaker. Were they being followed? It felt… vaguely familiar. It was recent, compared to his long, long life—but it still felt distant. Probably a reset before his current memories, or two, or maybe three. Someone he met in a previous 'life,' in a set of scattered memories.

"Is that…?" Owen mumbled.

"Is what, dear?" Amia asked.

"I think someone's following us."

"Oh? W-well—we wouldn't want to frighten them. Maybe you should separate."

"Frighten?" Owen asked. "What, I'm scary er somethin'?" Gahi asked.

"…You… are very kindhearted," Amia said delicately. "You don't seem very scary since we know you."

Owen's wings drooped. "So, I look kinda…?"

"Big and strong and scary." Enet nodded.

"Oh, Owen, it's not your fault!" Amia said. "Or you, Gahi, it's just—how the dragon Pokémon tend to look, usually! It's just how you are, but it has nothing to do with—"

"Okay, okay." Owen sighed. Despite it, he smiled. "I'll de-fuse. I think I still sense—whoever it is…. I swear I know who it is, but…"

After a bit of focus, Gahi stepped forward from the malleable body of the fusion; Owen closed up behind Gahi, rubbing his chest to make sure everything was where it should have been. He didn't feel as empty. Maybe he was having an easier time fusing and parting, both mentally and physically, now that they were more in sync—or perhaps because he was starting to get sick of sharing a mind with Gahi.

"What d'ya see?" Gahi asked.

"I see…" Owen closed his eyes. "…It's an… it's someone sneaking around, I know that. And he's been following us for a little while… W-wait! Hey!" Owen shouted, pointing at a nearby bush. "It's—it's Aerodactyl!"

"Eh? Wait, yeh talking about the one from way back then, ehh… that was the life befer this one, right?"

"Y-yeah. Yeah, I was a Charmander, but it was before the last time our memories got reset. H-hey! Aerodactyl! I thought you were serving time!?"

At first, there was no reply. But then, a moment later, he emerged, smirking. "Well, look at you," he said. "All evolved in such a short time. Guess you were a late bloomer after all… eh?" He snorted. "…I escaped. Turns out it's pretty easy to just fly away if you find the right opportunity."

"B-but… but you could've gotten a job! And everything!" Owen opened his wings and arms completely, as if protesting reality. "Wouldn't that be better?"

"Ugh, what sort of bleeding heart are you?" Aerodactyl said. "Look, Charizard, I dunno what your deal is, but that boring kind of life isn't for everyone. I'm a Pokémon—and I can live off the land as I please!"

"Um, Owen, who is this?" Amia asked.

"Smells mean," Enet said, growling.

"He's that outlaw, remember? The one I got on one of my last missions before all this Orb stuff happened. He must've escaped and hid here where nobody could get him…."

"Yeah, well," Aerodactyl hesitated, "That's exactly it. Problem is, this place isn't exactly the best place to hide, either. Can't get too close to the center without feeling sick. Nobody comes here. No food to steal. And all the fruit tastes… tainted." He looked off. "But it's still better than how I was living after you caught me."

Owen held his chest in a similar way that Amia does, with his right arm against his heart. "B-but I was trying to help! You can't live this dangerous life! There aren't enough… resources to keep living that way!" Owen looked Aerodactyl over, realizing that he seemed skinnier than an Aerodactyl should be. He could see his ribs pressing against his skin, and his legs looked like they were barely able to hold him up.

"Pah! It's better than struggling just to make ends meet. You have it easy. You're strong, and part of the Thousand Hearts. Did you ever wonder why so many people want to get into such a dangerous business? Or why there are only really a thousand of you at any one time?"

"B-because of standards? Right? And because it's for people to help everyone! What else would you put yourself at risk for? And—and you could take a job that isn't rescuing, too! You could help clean the buildings, or gather food, or—"

Aerodactyl snarled, cutting Owen off. "I can't live off of that without living my whole life doing it. Look at you, all pampered and groomed to be a Heart. And don't think I don't know your story." He pointed at Amia. "You used to be a Heart, too! Now I don't know why you're still alive after all this time, but you guys are part of a long line of Hearts. The elite class! And then there's us, at the bottom. As if we ever had a choice."

Amia flinched. "I—I'm not who you think I am," she said. "Gardevoir simply don't live that long."

"I'd bet you come from that line, though. Am I right? Of the Fire Clan? My family line was at the bottom ever since our little feud with yours. That's how the story goes, and it seems pretty obvious, even now, that it's true!"

"Fire Clan?" Owen said. He had no idea what that was. He deduced that this was how the Fire Orb was presented to the general public, and based on how Amia had suddenly flinched and closed in on herself—even if it was slight—perhaps Aerodactyl was saying the truth after all…

Aerodactyl snorted again. "I'm in a bad mood. I haven't had a good meal in days. But you know what really fuels me? It's seeing folks like you who don't know how the world really is. It's time to even the playing field!" He got into a battle stance, wings forward and jaws clenched. "Give me all you have, and I'll let you go. Otherwise… You'll die, right here!"

Enet hissed, fur on end.

"Honestly…" Owen rubbed the back of his head, playing with his left horn with the tip of his claw. "Aerodactyl, c-can't we talk? It sounds like we have like three layers of issues to go over here! Maybe we can—"

"I'll talk if you hand over everything you have."

"That's not right, either, y'know!" Owen said.

Gahi beat his wings, kicking up a small cloud of hazy dirt. "Bah, ferget this guy! Let's beat 'im up!"

"Gahi, we can't—this isn't a normal Dungeon. If we defeat him here, he might not get sent back—and we don't even know if he'd be able to survive an ejection anyway. Look at him!"

"What, scared?" Aerodactyl said, maintaining his stance, but it didn't take Perception to see his trembling form. He was fueled by pride alone.

"Ngh… then we'll beat 'im up gently," Gahi muttered.

Owen considered their options. What Gahi proposed, at this point, was probably the best thing they could do. "Enet, stay back," he said. "I don't think you can attack softly, and I don't want to hurt him."

"Attack… softly?" Enet asked. "Like playing?"

"Not… not really. We'll handle this one, okay?"

"Hmph…" Enet didn't fight it. She took a few steps back; her foot landed in more of that purple slime. She winced and kicked away; it stuck between her paws. She sat on a nearby rock, picking away at the goop with her claws.

Owen stepped forward.

"Oh, really?" Aerodactyl said. "Hah! Charizard wants to fight?"

"Yeah," Owen said.

"I'm a lot stronger than before, you know," Aerodactyl said. "Don't think this'll be some easy repeat compared to last time!" He slashed at the air, making a small shockwave that nearly knocked him off balance.

"That's cool," Owen said uncertainly. It was a strong hit, but he had nearly fallen over from pushing too hard just with that. "I guess that training helped you out, huh? You know, with all that work, you might've even made it into the Hearts…"

For some reason, this made Aerodactyl's face screw up into some strange mixture of anger and desperation. He opened wide and chucked a Rock Blast straight toward Owen. The Charizard ducked—the blast hit Gahi, standing behind him, instead.

The three consecutive blasts broke open against the Flygon's head. "Ow," he muttered, rubbing the small wound.

Owen started to walk forward; his lithe frame, for a Charizard, allowed for easier movements, even up close to his opponent. Aerodactyl took a nervous step back. "S-stop dodging!" He took another step. "How d'you know where all my attacks go?" But then he smirked. "Heh… got you!"

Nothing happened.

"E-eh?!" he said. "But—but the—" He looked down. Owen's legs had a small tint of green; vines had covered the pitfall he had set. "Where'd those come from?! Y-you—got lucky!" Aerodactyl tripped on another vine and fell backward. His wings beat frantically to stand up, but by then, Owen was right in front. In a panic, Aerodactyl lunged forward. His teeth sank into Owen's arm—powerful jaws that could split logs in half, normally. And yet… when Aerodactyl crunched down, nothing broke. No blood spilled; not a scale got dented. Owen's body simply resisted the attack—bending against the teeth, yet not breaking. The aura behind his strike was gone.

"Aerodactyl… A lot's changed. I'm not that weak Charmander anymore. And you're… starving. This just… isn't worth my time. Please, just go. If you go back… I'll tell Anam to go easy. You can get a second chance, okay? I'll… I know. I'll buy you something to eat, too. You… you feel so hungry. I know that sounds weird, but…"

All the while, he gnawed as hard as he could against Owen, but it was as if he was immortal. Even with his strength, even if he was a little weak because of the miasma he'd been living in for so long, how could he be doing almost no damage against this Charizard? Owen felt his disbelief, and he saw the subtle blotches of poison that spread beneath his skin.

Aerodactyl let go and fired toward Owen, point blank, with a Rock Blast. Owen felt this one—he winced, but he still took the blow. A small blemish on his scales was left behind when the five consecutive blasts connected.

"Y-you're crazy! Y-you're some kind of—some kind of—freak!"

"W-well, I mean…" Owen, caught off guard, glanced away for only a second. That was all Aerodactyl needed. He jumped away with a single wingbeat, panting.

"This… this isn't over!" Aerodactyl searched for a way out; this deep, the forest looked the same in all directions.

"Hey, you ain't gonna get away! I'm faster'n you'll ever be!" Gahi threatened, taking a single, quick step forward. His foot landed right in a large puddle of purple sludge. "Aw, c'mon!" he shouted, stepping away. He glanced at Owen. The Charizard had it covered. Disgruntled, he sat next to Enet and picked at his foot with her.

Owen turned his attention back to the escaped outlaw. "Please. Just… think about it, okay?" Owen said. "I know where you'll be."

"It's… it's not worth it!" He shook his head, swinging his wing sideways at the air. "Just—leave me alone! And I'll figure out my life on my own! I don't need you to tell me how to live, you—you pampered little—"

Another glob of slime fell from the tree, landing on Aerodactyl's right wing. "Ngh—I hate this forest!" he shouted. "What is all this?! If you go even deeper into this place, what happens?! Purple goo falls from the trees! Disgusting!" He pointed toward Owen; it seemed like the purple goo was getting larger, sinking into his wing. "I hate all of this! I hate you! I hate this life! I…! I…!"

A long silence filled the air just then, like Aerodactyl couldn't find the words. He shook his head, locking eyes with Owen. The Charizard almost flinched—there was a strange… emptiness in them, like the desperate eyes of a hungry feral.

Those eyes glistened with tears at the very edges. "It's just—not—fair!"

Enet looked up for just a second. Her eyes bulged. "Wing!"

Owen focused on the wing of Aerodactyl and saw the membrane… melt away—turned into more of that poisoned goo. Aerodactyl didn't even notice it, not until Enet said so. He bent the stump of his wing back. "Wh-wh… what—"

It advanced; the goo that dripped from his wing landed on his leg, which melted next. He screamed; it didn't look painful, but the Rock-Flying Pokémon was panicking. He flailed, and that caused more goo to spatter on different parts of his body. Aerodactyl only had one leg to stand on; he tried to hop away. "S-stop… make it stop…!"

"A-Aero—it's okay!" Owen scrambled toward him, digging through his bag as if that would help.

"N-no! You get away from me!" he said, swinging his other wing. The melting was advancing rapidly—he couldn't move with his legs anymore. Even his tail had dissolved; his upper half remained, just his one wing and head. He dragged what remained of his body across the ground to keep running.

"Stop!" Owen said. "H-hang on!" He dug through his bag, his mind racing. There had to be a way to help. Had to be! And then Owen saw it—a Pecha Scarf. Could he—

Aerodactyl's wing was gone now. Without a chest or even a torso, he had no means to speak—just fearful eyes staring ahead. Owen wrapped the Pecha Scarf around his head. "Th-there!" he said… but nothing happened. It kept going; his long neck dissolved next. Just the head. Desperate, Owen stared a bit longer. "No, no…!"

He closed his eyes tight. He had an idea. He focused on his power a bit more—deep within him, that divine energy held within that Orb. He channeled it from those depths and pushed it into his claws, and then into the scarf. It was all he had left to try. All he was thinking about was trying to save this outlaw's life. He wasn't going to forget that fearful look in his eyes. What a horrible way to die. He refused to let it happen. Stop it—make it stop. Owen commanded it to stop.

And the melting… stopped. The Pecha Scarf was glowing. Not even Owen could believe it at first. With his heart racing, Owen checked to see if Aerodactyl was alive. It was hard to tell; the only indication was that he blinked. He wrapped the scarf around the stump that was Aerodactyl's neck and turned his head. "A-are… are you okay?" he said.

He opened his mouth and, somehow, was able to speak. The Scarf glowed a bit with each word. "What happened? Why am I…? I… I can't feel… I can't feel my body…"

"It's okay," Owen said. "I'll—we'll get you to Mispy, okay? She's a great healer. I bet she can patch this right up…"

"Is—is that gonna happen to me?" Gahi said. "H-hey, wait a second—ain't that mine!?" he shouted, pointing at the scarf.

"I—I feel like this is a little more important, Gahi!" Owen said.

"Ngh… yeah, I guess," he relented.

"A-Aerodactyl, sir, does… does it hurt at all…? W-we can go back right now if you want!"

"N-no, it… it never hurt. B-but I can't feel… my body anymore. I'm just a head…." His voice raised with confusion. "What happened to the rest…?"

"I—I don't know," Owen said. "But we'll figure it out, okay? We're just going to carry you with us for a little while."

Gahi sighed. He looked at his foot. "…How come that never happened to me?" he said. "I… I dunno. I feel fine. Am I in one piece?" he looked at his tail, then his wings. All fine.

"It touched all of us," Amia said. "but it only affected Aerodactyl…. That's so strange. But we should still be careful. Gahi—are you Mystic?"

"Nah," Gahi said. "I think Owen's still got all that. Still, eh… good thing I ain't a puddle yet. I don't wanna melt… Looked painful…"

"It wasn't," Aerodactyl said irritably. "Do you even listen?"

"He's not the best listener," Owen whispered.

"Oy, what're yeh sayin' about me?" Gahi growled. "Meh, let's keep goin'. If he ain't hurt he's fine."

"Okay," Owen said. "Oh—here, Gahi. Take this," Owen said, handing his Scarf over. "If you're not Mystic, this purple fog might hurt you anyway. I'll be fine."

"Thanks," Gahi said, wrapping it around his mouth. "M'kay. Let's go."

And so, the five advanced through Dark Mist Swamp.

"…Your name is Owen," Aerodactyl said.

"Yeah. Um—what's your name?" Owen asked.

He snorted. "Like I'd tell…"

Owen nibbled at his tongue but said nothing.

"…It's Jeremy," the head said. "Just call me Jerry."

Owen nodded. "I'm glad I could help, Jerry."

"Don't celebrate just yet," he growled. "If I have to live like this forever, just kill me."






46. Frozen Over


Chapter 41 – Frozen Over

The northwestern corner of the world was covered in a perpetual, thick layer of ice. The white field was dotted with black rocks and sloping hills of snow and ice. The ground wasn't stable, and there were a few incidents early on where Valle had fallen into thinner portions of the ice and had to be hauled out before he sank to the bottom. With some levitation, they were able to manage their way through the worst of it—as Mystics, the cold didn't bother them too much at first. But the deeper they went into this icy territory, the more it seemed that their Mystic powers lost their effect. The cold's horrible fingers crept into Zena and Willow the most.

Willow trembled, the frost rapidly forming on her yellow fuzz. "I can't feel my… everything!"

Zena nodded. "It is… quite cold. I am glad that I can deal with such things normally… but it may be a bit much if I go any further… I feel like my Water form would solidify completely if I transformed…"

"I guess then you'd be a pretty Milotic ice sculpture, a-at l-least," Willow said.

"System processors are functional," ADAM said. "The current temperatures are allowing my CPU to overclock safely without additional cooling."

"The temperature has little effect on me," Valle said. "But I would want to avoid water. I do not want the ice to break through any cracks in my body. The expansion may destroy my limbs."

"You could always m-move, you know," Willow said. The tiny Joltik hopped from Zena's head onto ADAM's. The bitter cold licked at Willow's fur during the jump, and Zena, for that split-second, worried that the little Joltik would turn solid right then. Thankfully, she landed and dug a claw along the side of ADAM's smooth head—he buzzed in protest.

"Mmmm… that's so much better…"

"Adam's warmer?" asked Zena.

"Mhmmm…" Willow nuzzled up against one of ADAM's smooth eyes. His optical lens flickered nervously. "It's like Owen's head," she went on. "I wish he came with us. Owen feels nice…"

"He is nice…" Zena hummed.

"Huh?" Willow asked.

"Hm?" Zena blinked, looking back at her.

"Be careful," Valle interjected. "The ice ahead of us is thin."

Indeed, it seemed like the ice in front of them was clear, the water below a lot darker. Valle levitated off of the ground, gently floating above the frozen floor.

He rotated his body. "You should do the same."

"O-okay." Zena contorted and twisted her body, and then moved up, slithering through the air, reminiscent of a Rayquaza. "Well, this isn't so bad…" she said, wobbling unsteadily in the air. The bitter cold not only got through her Mystic aura, but it also seemed to interfere with their levitation. "We simply continue onward like this?"

"Yeah! Um… but what are we looking for?" Willow asked.

"Scanning…" ADAM said. "No Mystic Aura detected. The next scan will begin in 200 seconds."

"Oh, right, Mystic auras," Willow said. "I wonder what the Ice Guardian is like. I hope she's at least a little warmer…"

"I have my doubts," Zena said. "It has been getting… c-colder every step of the way."

Willow pressed her body as hard as she could against ADAM. "But you don't step."

"It's an ex-expression," Zena grunted. "Is it—getting even colder, by chance? I—I f-feel as if my v-very blood will be… solid soon…"

"M-maybe," Willow said. While her belly looked nice and warm thanks to ADAM's heat, ice crystals formed on the fur on her back. The wind howled around them; this frozen tundra wanted no life to advance any further. Perhaps even Ice types would struggle in such low temperatures. If it was this cold for Mystics, how cold was it for a normal Pokémon?

"I'm positive the Guardian is ahead," Zena said. "It—it just has to be. Even for here, this cold—just isn't n-natural. Any colder, and we may s-solidify…"

"Even our Mystic power has no effect against this cold," Valle observed. "It indeed must be from another Mystic, in that case. Perhaps we should make our presence known. The cold may subside if we express that we are—" Valle's arm abruptly fell off, landing on the frozen lake with a dull thud, leaving a crack in the thin ice. It slipped through and sank into the abyss, and the group all stared at it, mesmerized. "…I just replaced that arm."

"L-letting ourselves be kn-known. That m-might be a good idea," Zena said. "G-Guardian of Ice! We are—the Guardians of—Water… Fairy… oh… what are the other two?"

"Normal and Rock," said Valle. "We wish to speak with you in peace. You seem to be a very skilled Guardian—I'm sure you can, in some way, read our intentions."

"Life functions lowering," ADAM reported.

"The cold is so draining," Zena said. It was like they were walking straight into Yveltal's cocoon; did this Mystic Ice have more power than just the cold behind it? Perhaps this was Icy Wind and they didn't even realize it… "Hello? Are you there?!"

They received no reply but the wind. Willow winced when a particle of snow got in her eyes; she rubbed one of her legs on the lens to clear it up, and then attempted to burrow against ADAM's smooth body. It didn't work, but she tried anyway, just to keep moving. "I can't… f-feel… my…"

"Willow?" Zena asked.

Willow stopped moving, frozen precisely on top of ADAM's head, expression caught in frigid desperation. She carefully brought her ribbons over her body, delicately picking her up even as icicles formed on her pink brows, pulling her up. The Joltik was completely stiff.

"That isn't good." Zena checked her aura; it was still there, thankfully.

Even without Mysticism, she supposed mortal Pokémon were durable enough to withstand a little freezing. More worrying was the fact that if they didn't hurry, the same thing was going to happen to them.

"I think I'll just…" Zena carefully wedged the frozen, yellow fuzz between ADAM's head and shoulders.

"W-we need to hurry," Zena said. "S-Star said it was j-just ahead."

"Valle and I can advance," ADAM proposed. "You shall stay back so your organic body does not freeze completely."

"N-no, it's fine," Zena said. "We just need to…"

But then, before they decided to fall back, the cold let up. It was still freezing to a mortal, but to a Mystic, they could finally resist the bitter frost. Zena first tried to discern any sort of difference between the snow that had fallen before compared to now, but between the total whiteout conditions and the howling wind, nothing had changed. Just the Mystic disruption that nearly froze them over.

"Thank Arceus." Zena sighed. "Let's keep going." If anything, perhaps that meant the Ice Guardian accepted them.

Willow slowly thawed, twitching back to life. "What happened? Did I sleep?"

"You froze. Are you okay?"

"Mmm…" Willow shook off some water from her body before it re-froze again and hopped off of ADAM's head, landing on Valle next. He protested halfheartedly, but at this point gave up on the tiny Joltik hitching a ride on the others. She offered to chip away at the layer of ice that had formed on his stone body, using her little legs as ice picks. He accepted this as payment.

During the walk, as Valle floated forward in an otherwise motionless stance, he asked, "Have you ever considered taking on your evolved form?"

"No, because they aren't cute," Willow said. "As the Fairy Guardian, I have to keep up an image of being cute and deadly. You wouldn't understand." She stuck her tiny body in the air. "Now hold still, I need to pick at the ice on your joints. Oh, right, you don't move!"

"Somehow, I think Valle, of all of us, would understand keeping up appearances," Zena thought aloud. "But really, cute and deadly? Why can't a Fairy be… well… just cute?"

"Some are." Willow hummed, thinking. "But that's less fun. I wanna be both! That way, I can scare people or make them coo at me, and I get to choose what and when!"

"Hm." Zena wanted to remark that Willow was one of the least deadly of the group—but recalled her little talent of shrinking her opponents. Perhaps she could be trouble if they upset her.

"I like how quiet it is," Willow said. "It reminds me of home, except it's ice instead of grass, and rocks instead of mushrooms. Do you think there are little ice demons here?"

"Oh, home?" Zena said. "My home was quiet, too. But I didn't enjoy it as much. I used to speak with my spirits a lot more often, but… in hindsight, perhaps I depressed them with my loneliness." Zena blinked, glancing at Willow. "Frost demons?"

"Yeah! I turn my spirits into screaming mushrooms to scare others away. It's really funny! We all get a good laugh out of it."

"Oh, I see." She did not. "Unfortunately, my spirits were never quite as adventurous. They must take after me. Bit of a… cycle of inaction… We felt lonely, together. Even now they aren't very enthused about, er, doing much."

"You were lonely?" Willow asked.

ADAM buzzed. "My input sensors, too, were lacking stimuli for very long ranges of time. The log files of my arrival to that strange temple have corrupted long ago. In fact, such a large amount of time passed in my lifetime that I had to add a byte to my time counter in order to accommodate for my logging. My species was not built for such large timeframes."

"I dunno what any of that is, ADAM," Willow said. "What do you mean, built? I thought your kind came from Ditto getting creative."

"…I believe that humans made my kind originally," said ADAM. "But I do not know how that is possible, if humans are from another world."

"That is curious," Zena said. "Perhaps they used to exist… but died off?"

"Maybe we ate them," Willow said. "Humans don't sound very strong. I bet they were secretly at the bottom of the food chain, and eventually we just realized that and ate them!"

"I'm not so sure," Zena said. "Remember what we heard about from the others about Brandon. They have other advantages…. Apparently, they're smarter than Pokémon, or perhaps have something else to give them an advantage over us… The way he was described, Brandon seemed very skilled, even if he isn't human anymore."

"He sounds weird," Willow said. "I dunno how I feel about humans. I don't think I like them if they're all like Brandon."

ADAM buzzed uneasily.

"There appears to be an obstacle ahead," Valle reported.

Everyone stopped their advance.

Zena squinted at the obstruction. It appeared to be transparent, but something was inside, too. A silhouette darkened the core of the large lump of clear ice. At least, she imagined it was clear; there was a layer of frosty snow that made it impossible to see through it clearly. "What is…" she said. Was it some sort of rock with a thick layer of frost? Or…

"O-oh no!" Willow said. "Someone got frozen over in the ice! I can see their aura still trapped in there!"

"Aura? How could someone survive such a freeze?" Valle said. "Most bodies would perish under such cold for so long. That's why I suggested going back for you organics, like Willow."

"It's alive, so we should try to help," Zena said, accelerating her slithering pace. "What is it?" She closed her eyes to focus her senses entirely on the aura. It was weak, but it still had a shape. How horrible—it must have been awful to freeze over in such a way. Would they even be able to speak? A brain on ice didn't sound like a good thing… "It appears to be a… Torkoal, is it not? Though he's quite large…"

Indeed, it was a large, orange Pokémon with a brown shell, frozen in ice. Based on the aura strength, he wasn't conscious, and based on its compact shape, he was hiding in his shell.

"A Fire Type on Ice," Willow said. "That must be a really strong Guardian to do something like this."

Valle floated a bit closer, tilting his entire body to get his face closer. "Hmm… How can we free him?"

"There is no need."

A deep, metallic voice filled the air this time. They turned and saw a remarkable sight—something entirely see-through, made of the very same sort of ice that surrounded the Torkoal, like glass. Zena realized that Valle might have, in some ways, made a new friend—though, unlike Valle, this Pokémon moved. An Aggron made entirely of clear, see-through ice, covered in a thin layer of blizzard snow.

"Welcome to my home," she said. "Do not stay long."

"Uh—" Willow bristled and sparked with pink dust. "Are you the Ice Guardian? We're Guardians, too! Don't we kinda have that in common to be friendly?"

"Hunters have Orbs, too. Hunters are Guardians. I wouldn't consider myself to be… that, you see." She nodded and motioned to the clump of ice that contained the Torkoal. "He doesn't have an Orb—but he is still a Hunter, the one called Elder."

She had an odd accent. While not broken, there was a sort of tough disconnectedness about the way she spoke, as if the nouns and adjectives and verbs were being placed next to one another forcibly, rather than in a flowing rhythm.

"Elder," Zena said. "That sounds… familiar. Isn't that the one that Rhys…"

"Rhys?" repeated the Aggron, the wind picking up. "I do not know of any Rhys, but if he is also a Hunter, and you are with him—"

"No, Rhys is no longer a Hunter," Zena said.

"You sound certain."

"He made a Promise to me that he would not kill another Guardian," Zena said. "A Divine Promise."

The Aggron flicked her tail, bumping against the ice that encased Elder. Her arms crossed pensively. "I see…. And how do I know you are not lying to me?"

"I could Promise to you that I did not just lie," Zena offered.

"…No. Not necessary," she said. "You have truth in your eyes."

Willow's sparks died down. "Oh. That was easy."

"The Joltik will speak with grace." The Aggron glared, her intense, icy eyes threatening to freeze Willow over for a second time.

"Eep—!" She hopped onto ADAM again and hid in the gap between his head and torso.

Step released her glare, but remained guarded. "Hm. Which Guardian is she?"

"Fairy. I suppose her personality fits," said Zena, sighing. "She means well, I assure you. My name is Milotic Zena." She moved one of her brows forward like a hand. "It is a pleasure to meet you."

"I am Aggron Step," said the Ice Guardian, bringing her right hand forward for a shake. Contact made Zena's brow freeze, but it didn't look like Step realized it, or didn't care. "It is a pleasure to meet you. I apologize if your trip here was daunting, but I stopped my Mystic blizzard so you could approach."

Zena glanced at the frozen Hunter. She also used her other brow to rub off the ice from where Step had made contact. "Could you release him?"

"The Hunter? Why?"

"I believe he is harmless."

"Of course he is harmless. He is frozen."

"Wow, ADAM," Willow said. "She's even more literal than you are."

Step growled, resuming her glare. "I shall make a frozen Joltik next if she does not watch herself."

"Nnn—" Once again, Willow hid away, though this time it was behind Zena's head, shrinking until she could fit between her scales. Her tiny voice said, "Call me when she's not scary!"

"Hmm…" Step relaxed her glare again, though not without an unamused snort. "Well. I suppose I will let him out. I intended to use him as a bargaining chip when the other Hunters came, but if you are sure it is safe…"

"Ah—about that," Zena said. "That is somewhat the reason why we came. You see, we were trying to gather the Guardians together as a sort of… strength in numbers against the Hunters, to defeat them should they try to attack us all at once."

"Oh? The opposite approach, then, to the original plan?" Step asked. "I was quite happy with my quiet solitude."

"Y-you… liked that?" Zena winced. It felt like a lie. She didn't look happy at all. What sort of Pokémon could enjoy that horrible loneliness, and crave more of it? Zena recalled many long nights cursing her existence within those damp caverns, thrashing about in frustration, yet also her fear of dying. She had stagnated in there, until Owen put his feet into her lake. That was when it all changed… Zena shook her head. The cold must have been getting to her.

"I did, yes," Step answered. "I could spend an eternity here with only myself and my spirits. There is no need for others. My mate is with me; my children visit. I even met a few of my grandchildren. I need little else."

"Wow," Willow said. "I mean… I guess so…"

Only Zena could hear Willow, given her size. "I suppose we all react differently to the plan, but for now, we do need to change. Step, would you come with us? We can bring Elder, too."

"Hmm… You understand why I am hesitant."

"Y-yes, well, what if we… bring him frozen, first? And then we will… thaw him at home, where we can be in a more controlled environment."

"Hmm…" Step crossed her arms, considering. "That will have to wait."

Valle slowly rotated until his back faced Step. "Yes, it will."

"What?" Zena asked.

ADAM buzzed with three rapid beeps. "My aura sensors indicate a team of synthetic auras as well as one Hunter is approaching."

"W-wait—ADAM, can you tell what it is?" Zena asked.

"…An Espurr… is the Hunter," ADAM said.

"Rim," Zena growled.

"Mutant auras are more difficult to identify."

"It matters not," said Step, slamming her tail against a nearby rock, which shattered. Zena flinched at the noise. "They shall all perish by my frost."

"We will help," Zena said.

It didn't take very long for Rim to arrive; behind her was a set of three mutant Pokémon. One was a Tauros with tails that were literally on fire; the next was an icy Ninetales with luminous, white fur; the final one was a Roserade with frost that fell from its petals, rather than poison. Rim herself was bundled up in thick layers of cloth such that only her big eyes were visible, floating above the three mutants like a haunted Tangela.

"For them to get this far, they may be strong," Step observed.

"Very," Zena said.

"They must have been waiting for me to halt my Mystic blizzard. How clever of them…"

Willow, returning to her normal size, said, "I can take 'em! Just let me get close and I'll shrink them down to little pebble-sized versions of themselves—and then—squish!"

"You don't actually squish your victims, do you?" Zena said.

"Well—how else am I supposed to beat them? They're tiny!"

Valle shouted to Rim, "What are you doing here? Have you come to kill the Ice Guardian?"

Rim looked down but shook her head.

"…Well. That's good, at least," said Zena.

The wind howled; the Espurr shivered and desperately rubbed her paws together, breathing into them. Frost dotted the outside of her layers of scarves.

The gray feline puffed again. Zena felt a pang of empathy for her. Neither of them were in a good condition to fight.

"Have you… d…d-decided?" Rim asked, her faint voice even more muffled beneath her cloth. It was a miracle that Step had heard her at all.

"Decided?" Zena asked.

"I have," Step said, nodding. She looked back at Elder, frozen in ice. "Elder has been speaking to me in the spirit world for quite some time. And while I agree with much of what he says…. I must point out,"—she stared at Rim—"that you brought those three Pokémon with you. Is that a threat?"

Rim flinched. "N-no, I… like… company."

"What's wrong with company?" asked Roserade, flicking a bit of ice off of her petals. "Hmph."

"I'm sure you knew what you were doing," Step said lowly. "…And I have to say, I don't agree with any of your practices. I believe Eon has lost his way. I don't intend to follow him down his confused path."

"So… you are an enemy…"

"I suppose I am," Step said, "though I do not agree with the agenda of Mew or Arceus, either. So that puts me nowhere, doesn't it?"

"No, that puts you, uh…" Willow paused. "I guess that puts you with Owen."

"Owen?" Step repeated.

"Wait," Zena said, noticing that the three mutants were getting antsy. "Do we really have to fight?"

"I mean, I was hoping we could," Roserade said. "We walked all this way and sat around for all this time, and we don't even get a fight out of it? C'mon!"

"We don't need to, though," Zena said. "What… is this all for? Why do you need all of the Orbs? Is it really to usurp Arceus?"

Rim nodded slowly.

"I mean, what else would it be for? Getting taller?" Ninetales asked. "C'mon, you're thinking too small!"

"Talking's boring," Tauros complained. "Can we fight yet?"

Zena wasn't sure if their badge was ready to warp them out. They'd have to escape quickly, but the moment they made any move for it, they'd be attacked. She had to stall until she could think of a better move, or some kind of distraction.

Still, it was a good opportunity to know what this was all about. "And why do you want to usurp Arceus?" Zena said. "What's the point?"

"You know, you're kinda asking the Hunter who isn't good at talking," Ninetales pointed out. "You know Auntie Rim has a bad stutter, right? Dunno why she can't just fix it with her Mystic power, but—"

Roserade smacked Ninetales over the head with an icy rose, then said, "Ignore him, he's an idiot. To be honest, we don't really know what Father wants from all this, but, we do know that Arceus isn't all that friendly."

"Well—" Zena couldn't dispute that. "I doubt Eon would be much better."

"Oh yeah?" Ninetales said. "Well I bet our Father is better than your Father."

"I don't revere him in that way," Zena said. "In fact, after everything we've been through, I don't think I'd revere any of them, even if we defeat you."

"Well, hey! We've got something in common!" Ninetales grinned. "Now, c'mon! How about you give up those Orbs, eh?"

"That would kill us."

Ninetales winced, but that didn't seem to deter him. "Um, we'll be gentle?"

Zena glanced at Roserade, who gave her a knowing nod. He really was an idiot.

"I don't like gentle," Tauros said, stamping his hooves.

Rim was, at this point, covered in a thick layer of frost. She used a small wave of Psychic energy to brush most of it away.

"Look," Roserade said, "the point is we have a mission to do, and the reasons behind it is locked behind one of those Decree things. My guess? Something to do with this world not being right. Father aaaalways talks about it like that."

"Yeah! I mean, what's with Dungeons in general, right?" Ninetales said. "And that Void Basin place that keeps getting bigger every year, and that's the weirdest Dungeon of them all!"

"Void what?" Zena said.

"That weird place southwest! Well, south of here, I guess, since this is northwest, and—"

"I hate directions!" Tauros said, crouching for a dash. He made several strides forward, but the slick, icy ground gave him no forward momentum. Eventually, he fell over, and Roserade, Rim, and Ninetales all looked at Tauros disappointedly.

Zena's heart skipped a beat. In that one instant, while they helped Tauros stand, she also glanced at Step, who had grown more and more impatient with every exchange. Her claws dug little rivets into her own icy arm. ADAM was constantly bussing. Willow had frozen over once more, and Valle was again behaving as some kind of centerpiece to the icy field.

But she had the badge.

Deftly, she slipped a ribbon into her bag, pulled it out, flipped it so it was hidden from view, and looked back at Tauros and the others.

Just in time. They were looking back again. A second too slow and they would have seen it.

"Team… up?" Rim asked.

Zena was so concentrated on the badge that she didn't respond. Step, then, took over for her hesitance.

"You cannot possibly think we would team up with you!" Step said. "Decree? How can we trust something you cannot prove? Dungeons? A natural part of the world! Void Basin? Pah! As if I had ever heard of such a place!"

"Well, that's probably because nobody's allowed there, and it's just a boring empty crater anyway," Ninetales said. "But that other stuff! C'mon, don't you want to deck God in the—"

"I HAVE HAD ENOUGH!" Step slammed her tail on the ground, shattering yet another boulder. A pillar of icy spikes erupted from beneath Ninetales, and he narrowly jumped out of the way to avoid it. Some of his luminous, white fur was cut from the grazing strike.

"My 'do!" Ninetales shouted, then snarled. "Okay, that's it."

Hurry, hurry! Zena begged the Badge, which felt sluggish to activate. How did Owen do it? Was a gesture required? A gesture—right! She had to raise it in the air.

Why?!

Rim raised her paw in the air, shining a strange light. The three mutants looked at it, and then understood. All three dashed toward one another, slipping clumsily, and Zena realized that it was now or never. She thrust the badge in the air—and a Psychic blast knocked it out of her ribbon. "No!"

Step caught it as it flew past her, encasing it in ice that was attached to her hands. "Is this important?" she asked.

"Yes, it's—"

The three synthetic Pokémon slammed into one another and meshed into a single being—one with the base of a Tauros with a bright glow, the color and frosty tails of a Ninetales, and thorns and petals adorning its body like scales. The fusion was in total control—not berserk, not even shaking. Rim held her paw forward; the fusion nodded and rushed them.

Valle, ending his stillness, fired another volley of rocks; Zena stopped her explanation to follow up with a chilly beam of water. ADAM didn't have time to fire another Hyper Beam. Willow was still frozen. Both attacks hit it at the same time—it roared in pain and stumbled in its dash, but still rumbled forward, even after taking two direct, Mystic hits. They didn't have time to evade the strike. There was no telling how powerful their attacks would actually be, considering how much damage it could take and still keep coming.

Step used her uncovered hand to blast a beam of freezing energy, but the energy fizzled out before it even touched the fusion.

ADAM announced, "Switching to evasive procedure."

"I am still fully capable of fighting!" Step said.

"Your Ice techniques are useless," ADAM reported. "In fact, it seems to be making the fusion stronger."

Step slammed her tail on the ground, creating a glacier just in front of the Tauros-amalgam. He spat a plume of fire on the ground, banking off of the indent it left, and ran around the rising glacier instead. Step hissed, slamming her tail down again to create another, but Zena could only hope for it to be slowed down.

"Raise the Badge!" Zena shouted to Step.

"What?!"

"Please!"

Step scowled, but she complied—however, in that instant, her guard lowered.

Between glacial uprisings, Tauros launched a giant cloud of fire toward Step. She staggered back, holding her arms up as a pathetic shield, even though those would surely melt against the incoming fire. Yet, the blast never connected. Instead, through the steam, there were three new figures blocking the strike.

"Ow," said one of them, bursting into an ember that returned to Step.

The largest of the three looked back at the Aggron. "Are you okay?"

Step grunted, shaking it off. "I got careless."

"We noticed." The Kommo-o gave Step a little smirk. "You! Porygon! Will we be evacuating?"

"Species: Porygon-Z!"

"Ra, ahead!" Step shouted.

Ra and the other remaining Kommo-o looked forward too late; a second Fire Blast incinerated them, their embers returning to Step. She slammed her fist into the ground, creating another wall of ice, but flames from the Ice-Fire Tauros melted through the layers rapidly.

"Evasive action! Evasive action!"

"Step!" Zena blasted the ice with water, hoping to slow down the fire's advance.

Step grunted and raised her icy hand in the air, and finally, it worked. In an instant, the group, and everyone within that range, vanished in a flash of light.


"Toss him in the lava. He will be fine." Step shrugged.

"But he'll melt!" Willow squeaked.

"The ice will melt. The shelled Fire will be just fine."

"But he'll… drown?" Willow protested, less enthusiastic.

Step, and the frozen Hunter, and the four other Guardians all stood in the middle of Hot Spot square, the first to return from their missions. They were all gathered around the Hunter, still in a block of ice, withdrawn in his shell. Far away, beyond the glow of the mushrooms, was the orange glow of a lava river.

"Rocks in liquid motion disturb me," Valle stated.

"Well, I obviously cannot get close to the lava," Step said, motioning to her icy body. "Valle, if you refuse to move, and Willow, if you're too small, we just have to rely on… what are you, exactly, again? Ra mentioned your species, yet it's too foreign."

"I am a Porygon-Z," ADAM stated. "I refuse to further overheat my processors."

"Overheat?" Step parsed. "Then perhaps you can use the ice to stay cool while you move it forward. Will you do that?"

"You do not have the necessary user permissions."

Step blinked, but suddenly narrowed her eyes. "Are you refusing me?" she said in a growl. "You are the most capable. Do you wish for me to melt? Perhaps I should freeze you next."

"Fear levels increasing."

"How come you want to unfreeze him?" Willow asked. "The Torkoal could try to kill us! Hunters are all super powerful!"

"This Hunter was… underwhelming," Step stated flatly. "I have little to say about his strength, as his aura exhumed no power, and he did not fight back."

"Oh." Willow moved closer to the ice, shivering when a bit of frost collected on her fur. There was a pool of water near the base of the melting ice. "I guess Hot Spot is already warm enough to thaw him out."

"This is taking far too long," Step said impatiently. "I've isolated myself for decades, and yet this feels like an eternity longer. I shall shatter his prison myself."

She stepped back—Willow and ADAM cleared the way. Valle remained where he stood, though he was already out of the way and in his usual spot in Hot Spot's central square. Step sent from her chest a single aura ember. It grew and solidified into an icy Kommo-o, taking on a battle stance toward the ice.

"Prepare yourselves for a loud noise," Step warned the others. "Now, Ra!"

Zena tensed, quickly bringing up her ribbons. "Are you sure this is a—"

The Kommo-o slammed his chest, clanging his scales. Dragon-enhanced ripples of sound reverberated across the ice, leaving countless small cracks and fissures behind.

"Hmph." Ra crossed his arms. "It was sloppy, but that will do." He looked back to Step, nodding. She nodded back, withdrawing the spirit back into her realm.

She held her chest briefly, knocking her claws against her icy armor. "It was just fine," she mumbled to herself.

Willow tilted her head at the gesture. "Are you okay?"

"Hm? Yes, I'm just fine. Go on and help the Hunter out of his prison. If I get too close, I might accidentally freeze him all over again."

"Oh! I have an idea!" Willow jumped toward the frozen Torkoal, spurting her pink wings to complete the gap. "Maybe this'll help!"

Pink mist formed around her body. After a few seconds, the hunk of ice—and the Torkoal inside—shrank down until it was no larger than Willow herself. She crawled toward the block of ice and prodded at the many cracks that Ra left behind, pulling the walls apart. With him in his shell, it was very easy to free him safely.

"Oh, oh!" Willow said. "His little legs are moving! Aww, isn't he cute? I wanna just—"

"You will not harm the Hunter," ADAM said. "I am detecting malevolence from the Fairy Guardian."

"Am not! I was just gonna poke him a little!"

"That is enough, Guardian," Step growled. "Return him to his normal size."

"W-well, maybe I don't wanna!"

"You shall return him to normal size," Step said, "or you will be frozen for a century."

"Mnnn! I can take you on… but I'm gonna do this because I'm being nice." Willow stared at the ice block a bit longer, waving her tiny legs at it, and then jumped away, landing skillfully on top of ADAM's head.

The ice returned to its normal size, as did the Torkoal within. Now that he was bigger, they could hear weak, tired groans from within his shell. "Hello? Ah… it's quite cold…"

"Torkoal Elder," Step said with a cold gaze. "I hope my spirits treated you kindly."

"Your mate is quite frightening," Elder said. "Such intense eyes."

Step smirked. "It is why he is my mate."

"Elder," Zena said, watching him carefully. "You spoke to me before. And Owen met me not long after—you told me… that if I gave up my power, I could finally leave this cave."

"Ahh… Milotic Zena, correct?" Elder asked. "Yes. I told you as much. You would be free."

"And then I refused. In fact, I believe I killed you."

"Ahh… not quite," Elder said. He brought his foot toward his neck, but then frowned. "Oh, where is my bag…?"

"The bag? I froze it and discarded it into the ice," Step said.

Elder frowned. "That had my lunch… I haven't had a lunch in such a long time. I was looking forward to it." When he was met with nothing but a cold stare, he relented. "Well… it had my Badge, and a Reviver Seed, Zena. I always use that combination to escape if I ever run into trouble. I may have looked injured when you fought me—you have a very powerful Hydro Pump, I might add—but… yes. I escaped. I typically do."

"Well, you failed this time," Step growled. "And we will be keeping you here as well."

Elder bowed his head. "Very well. I cannot fight back. And… I understand that Rhys is here, too. I cannot complain."

"You know Rhys, then."

"Yes. We…" Elder hesitated. "We are very familiar with one another. We speak often through the spirit world. And, when fate allows us, we exchange letters and gifts. Why, I know just the perfect Pecha patch… ahh, he certainly loves his Pecha Berries, but only certain kinds, you know…"

Zena felt herself getting older merely listening to him. "You do understand that Rhys is no longer a Hunter. He abandoned his role."

"He has for a while." Elder, unfazed, nodded at what Zena thought would be a shocking remark. "I do not blame him."

"And yet, you remain one."

"I did," Elder replied. "I did because I wanted to try to end this nonviolently. Without fighting."

Willow sparked with pink electricity. "So much for that!"

"Yes…" Elder sighed. "But now that most of the Guardians are with the Trinity, or with Owen, or… dead, I suppose my purpose has ended." He trotted in place, his huge body—much larger than any normal Torkoal—swaying with the shifting weight. "Eon will be very upset at my departure."

Step stared Elder down, but then looked back at the others. "I know little of this. Does he seem trustworthy to you?"

"No deception readings detected," ADAM said.

"He moves very little," Valle remarked.

"I dunno, but Owen will!" Willow said.

"Yes, if anything, Owen would be able to tell if he's lying or not. He must have some memory of you, so perhaps he's familiar with your body language."

"Owen. Who is this Owen?" Step said.

Willow giggled, hopping onto Zena's head next. "He's a super-cool mutant Charizard that gives rides on his head! Right, Zena? And you have a crush on him!"

Zena inhaled sharply, but said nothing.

"Ahh, Owen," Elder said. "Yes. He has the ability to expand his aura into the surrounding area, becoming aware of everything it touches. This includes body language. For someone he is familiar with, he can tell if someone is lying, or how they are feeling. He will certainly know if I am lying, Step."

"He is familiar with you?" Step said. "And he is a mutant? Then how can I trust him?"

"Because Owen's nice!" Willow said. "He's friends with all of us! I'd rather listen to him than to Star!"

"Really? Then he doesn't care for Star, either?" The Aggron's face, unable to show proper expression, seemed at least slightly contemplative. "Owen…"

"He's the Grass Guardian," Zena said, nodding. "I trust Rhys because he made a Divine Promise to me, but I trust Owen because…"

Step eyed Zena curiously. "Because of your crush?"

Zena looked down, finding the words and ignoring the hotness of her face. "Because he is genuine. You will see it in his eyes."

Seeing as Step did not have Owen to reference, she instead looked at Zena's eyes. Her gaze did not break. "Hm," the Aggron said. "Very well. I will see what this Owen says." She turned to Elder. "Until then, we shall wait."






47. Royalty


Chapter 42 – Royalty

"Y'know, it's kinda hard ter hate this place," Manny said. "Nice air, strong trees… Could do without all the spiderwebs, though."

Arachno Forest was brimming with life. The trees were thick with dark leaves and strong trunks; very little light reached the forest floor. The ground was lush from recent rainfall. Every boulder hid a plethora of Bug Pokémon beneath it, something that made Rhys' aura sensors tingle.

"I don't like it," Mispy mumbled, also able to sense the auras o several Pokémon hidden away. Her many vines delicately glided over the mud, hesitant to touch any rock for fear of getting bitten by whatever was inside. It wouldn't hurt her, of course—but it was a very spooky feeling to get bitten by something she didn't expect to be there.

Demitri, riding atop the mutant's back, had previous expressed if it was a good idea for Mispy in particular to come here. "You're weak against Bug Pokémon, right? And I think, like… half of them know a lot of Poison moves, too."

"None of these choices were favorable for Mispy," Rhys said. "Ice, Poison, and Bug—if you want my opinion, this may have been the best option. At least this forest is healthy."

"Infested," Mispy corrected. The petals around her neck glowed dimly.

"N-no Solar Beams yet, Mispy." Demitri gently, yet frantically, and stroked the back of her neck. This was enough to calm her down.

"I just… want to go home," Mispy said. "And cuddle…"

Demitri blushed. "W-well, that doesn't sound too bad… But let's get this Guardian, first."

"Heh," Manny looked back. "You two're close."

"Well, we trained together!" Demitri said. "We were both created, like Gahi and Owen, and we were supposed to work as a team. So, I guess in a way, this was meant to happen. I don't mind."

"Mm," Mispy said. "Demitri's cute."

"I—I am not," Demitri said, clicking a claw against one of his tusks. "Don't I look scary and gruesome? These things detach, you know!" He tugged at his right tusk, pulling it clean off. A small hole, like a giant nostril, was left behind where the tusk had been securely in place. "I think I look awesome, not cute." He wedged it back into place with a dull click.

"Both," Mispy said, turning her head back to nuzzle him.

Rhys hummed, jumping at a Spinarak that had skittered across the ground. Mispy saw it, but nobody else did, so she'd hold that against him later for second helpings at dinner.

"Now, let's focus," Rhys said.

"Heheh, what, too mushy fer yeh?" Manny teased.

"It's simply not the appropriate time," Rhys said, turning up his nose. "Besides, I feel the presence of another Mystic aura far off. But… it's difficult to tell where. It's a powerful aura—my senses are being disrupted."

"Oh, so it ain't jus' me," Manny said. "I've been trying ter sense any life that might be stalking us down… but fer the life o' me, I can't. Not a single aura. Feh…" Manny went on to mumble under his breath. "Guess it's all the spiders 'n stuff."

"Mispy?" Rhys said. "Your sense of aura is more precise than either of ours when you focus. Can you sense anything?"

Mispy shook her head. "Blind."

"This Guardian must be deliberately masking any major auras nearby," Rhys surmised. Suddenly, a strange creature skittered past them, darting from one bush into the next. It looked like an Electrike with more limbs than it should have… "At least we know we found the right… general area."

Mispy shuddered, looking at the sky for something that was at least vaguely cute. Her eyes relaxed when she saw a Pichu lounging in the treetops a bit further ahead. But then it rolled in its sleep, revealing huge, insectoid mandibles and chitinous claws where its arms should be. Hopes crushed, the Meganium elected to focus on the back of Rhys' head.

Something rustled in the bushes far to their right. Mispy jumped; half of her tendrils writhed defensively; the other half crawled over her own body and wrapped around Demitri like a cocoon.

"M-Mispy—can't see—gnck!"

"Who's there?" Rhys immediately widened his stance and held his paws up, flaring with aura. "We—have no intention to fight, but will defend ourselves!"

"Speak for yourself," Demitri, muffled, said. "I wouldn't mind some sparring, but—we aren't hostile or anything!" He squirmed until his head was free. "Mispy, can you see anything?"

Mispy didn't answer, still spooked at the sight of what appeared to be a Whismur with insect legs sprouting from its back, its normal limbs dangling uselessly while it crawled from one tree to the next.

"Who are you guys?" someone called, shrouded in the darkness of the trees' shadows. "And why do you look like… us?"

"Us?" Demitri asked. "Wait, that voice sounds… weird. I don't like it."

"…Familiar…" Mispy glanced at Demitri.

There were two Pokémon on the other side of the trees. If only because they were curious, the first one stepped aside to get a better look—it was a mirror image, an exact copy, of Demitri, down to the last detail. Moments later, an identical copy of Mispy emerged next, writhing vines and all.

"I… I don't believe it," Rhys said breathlessly. "Nevren made… another set. Or Eon, or…" He shook his head, looking back worriedly at the two mutants on the team. Mispy could already see the worry etched in Rhys' expression: he likely figured it wasn't going to bode well for their psyche after what they had just been through.

"A… another…" Demitri repeated slowly. His voice became quiet. "They're… they're us."

It made sense. That Meganium had the same strange appearance, for one, and while the other Demitri could have just been a particularly strong-looking Haxorus, she was sure those tusks were removable all the same. It made sense. If they had been created once, then it just went that they were probably created again… Were there others?

"No, they aren't," Rhys said firmly. "They look like you, but they're different entirely. That isn't you—Haxorus, what is your name?"

"Ax," said the clone of Demitri.

"And you, Meganium?"

"Ani."

"They're… less creative," Mispy noted. "Wait, but if…"

Demitri nodded. "If there are copies of us, then—um—hey!" He pointed at Ax. "Do you know a Charizard and a Flygon that, um, come with you guys?"

"You mean Har and Lygo?"

Mispy had no words for their naming convention, and instead looked down, feeling what she could only guess was disappointment in her kin.

"Yeah, eh… actually, hang on," Manny said. "Why're yeh guys here? Yer… synthetic, ain't ya? Most o' my spirits're synthetic. And they were all crazy until I helped calm 'em down."

"We were like that, once," Ax said. "But Queen Trina helped us. Now we serve her."

"Queen… Trina," Rhys said. "Interesting—and this Queen of yours… may we meet her?"

"Why?" Ax asked.

Ani glared, vines already tense for battle.

Rhys spoke slowly, knowing that anything sudden could provoke them. "Hm… we believe that she is a Guardian, perhaps of the Bug Orb? We are forming an alliance of Guardians to protect ourselves against the Hunters. If that's agreeable to her, then we would like her to relocate to our… base, of a sort."

"Hmm…" They both hummed. They stared suspiciously at Rhys; the look they gave him seemed to put the Lucario off his rhythm. Perhaps he wasn't used to being given such skeptical looks from Demitri and Mispy. That made sense, Mispy thought—they were usually looking up to him, not down at him.

But having exact copies like that presented a new opportunity.

Mispy shifted her weight. "Um…"

"What is it?" Ani, Mispy's double, asked.

"…Can we fight?" Mispy asked.

"Heheh…" Manny shook his head. "Never change."

There was a glimmer of temptation in Ani's eyes, but she scoffed. "I don't do things so childish for no reason. You won't get a fight from me unless Queen Trina makes a request for it."

"Well, all the more reason to meet her, right?" Demitri said. "Can we?"

"Well," Ax said, fiddling with his claws in the same way Demitri did. "…Fine. We will inform her that you are here. But it will be up to her if she can meet you at all, you know."

"Sounds fine ter me," Manny shrugged. "Lead the way."

The both glared at Manny.

"Wh-what my colleague means," Rhys said, "is that we would be honored to meet your queen, and humbly request that you lead us to her domain."

"That's better," Ani growled.

Ax hopped on top of Ani's back. The Meganium slowly spun around on her vines and crept forward into the forest depths. Demitri and Mispy watched them uneasily. Even his habit of riding atop Mispy was something they did. But—no, that was just a natural reaction. Mispy's body was great for traveling and carrying great weight on foot, or vine. If anything, Manny and Rhys should've been on top of her, too. If it wasn't for the Waypoints that Nevren had organized the scouts to set up for them to these locations, he would've been riding on Mispy's back anyway.

On the way to the Bug Guardian's domain, Manny mumbled to Rhys, "Well, ain't they proper… Ain't nothing like my spirits."

Rhys nodded and spoke leisurely, just loud enough for Demitri and Mispy to hear. "Mutant Pokémon are just like we are, when you take away their modified instincts. As such, they can be raised and influenced to behave in ways you wouldn't expect. It seems that this Bug Guardian is following a feral Vespiquen's approach to raising an army… How interesting. I'm curious what species she is."

The more they walked, the more the forest became blanketed in webs and silk. He could hardly see the trees through it all at this point. In fact, for a moment, that they weren't in a forest at all anymore. Even the sky was blotted out by the web; they were in some sort of bug nest. A cave out in open air.

"Hey, eh…" Manny eyed the cocoons. "You ain't… turnin' us inter lunch, are yeh?"

"Lucario don't provide very much meat," Ani said. "Eating your kind wouldn't be worth the trouble."

"Th-that's right, good thinking. 'Cause we'd give you way more trouble than it's worth."

"That's one way to put it," said Ax. "But should you give us trouble anyway, perhaps we will reconsider. I've never had Lucario before."

Manny puffed out his chest. "Feh, yer queen doesn't sound so tough. I bet I could take 'er down with just—"

Rhys was about to warn Manny to hold his tongue, but before he had the chance, both Ax and Ani spun. The mutated Haxorus sprung from Ani's back, pulled from his face one of his bladed tusks and held it against Manny's side. At the same time, Ani wrapped her vines around Manny and squeezed, making sure her thorns left a mark. He didn't have time to react to the vines; Ax and his blade was just an additional threat. At first, Manny just gave a confident smirk; a few mutants couldn't do much to him as a Guardian.

His frame cracked in three places.

"Hrngk—!" Manny wheezed, eyes wide.

"You will not threaten the queen," Ani and Ax said in a hiss. "Got it?"

"Yeah," Manny rasped. "Got it. No threats."

Ani released him, and then he collapsed to the ground, groaning. Demitri hastily got down and helped Manny onto Mispy's back to recover.

"Idiot," Mispy mumbled. This Fighting Guardian was indeed where Gahi got his attitude from. He used to be such a good guy, too. But after that rebellious runaway phase, he was a delinquent. At least, she imagined that was the case.

"Good thing I don't eat…" Manny coughed out a glob of blood and rubbed at one of his broken ribs. "These guys ain't no joke…"

Mispy wondered if healing him so soon would be a disservice to Manny; after all, would he learn anything from this?

"They're us," Demitri said, looking at Ax. "Of course, they'd be strong."

But strength alone from some mortal wasn't enough to break through Mystic protection. Manny knew not to speak up, though. Perhaps the Guardian was enhancing them in some way.

"He gets it," Ax said, smiling at his counterpart.

Mispy giggled, bumping her head against Demitri. "Um… Who's… the queen?"

"Queen Trina," Ax said, "or the Bug Guardian, like you said. She's a Serperior, and she's probably the strongest one in the world, even if you excluded her Mystic Aura. That's how strong she is."

Manny looked like he was about to question this claim, but his eyes had a flash of terror, and for what Mispy imagined was the first time in centuries, he held his tongue. Perhaps he learned something after all.

"Is she a merciful queen?" Rhys inquired.

"Absolutely. Queen Trina is the most reasonable Pokémon in the world. We owe our lives to her; we would be dead without her guidance."

"Oh? How so?" Rhys asked. "You are mutant Pokémon—that likely means you were created by Nevren, yes? You came from Quarts HQ?"

"That's right," said Ax. "But… we don't really… remember a whole lot about that. It's sort of fuzzy. I think it comes from the fact that we had to be calmed down." Ax stared back at Rhys with a hint of suspicion. "How do you know that?"

"Er—I happened to know about the area. We've been investigating the synthetic Pokémon and… those associated with them for quite some time now. It's only natural that we would be familiar."

"Hm." Apparently easily convinced, Ax continued. "A lot of us were sent here on a mission to take an Orb with us. We were led by Espurr Rim. That's probably what happened to us, too, before the Queen took us. Do you know about her?"

"I certainly do," Rhys said. "We've fought one another in the past. She is very powerful."

"Not as powerful as our queen," said Ax. "She and her army were able to take down Rim's onslaught—including us, I guess. But instead of killing us, she took us in."

"She… took you in?" Rhys asked. "Were you not in your battle modes? I doubt Rim would return you to a neutral state in the middle of a battle."

"We were still in that mode. But she took us in anyway. Her army of Bug Pokémon and her servants restrained us and dragged us to the deepest part of her cavern, the place we're leading you now. And once we were brought there…"

At this point in their walk, the forest path gave way to walls of silk, lit only by the Mystic glow of the web and the little light that could shine through the cavern's ceiling. It truly was a place made by, and for, Bug Pokémon. Massive Bug Pokémon. The cavern's ceilings were high enough to fly in, and even if they all walked side by side, they wouldn't be able to touch both walls.

A cold, twisting feeling made a knot in Mispy's stomach. She couldn't see anything by aura, even within here. Only her eyes helped her see, now. The way the cavern was constructed absorbed all echoes; sound traveled only through vibrations in the webbing. And that could only mean that everyone in the cavern knew they were here. It was too quiet. She felt thousands of eyes staring at her from all directions, yet she couldn't see a single one.

"What are… those?" She pointed a vine ahead. It was darkest there. Less and less natural light reached these parts of the labyrinthine corridors, leaving them to rely on the glow of the web instead. And with that glow, Mispy saw oval-shaped cocoons a bit larger than Rhys lining the sides of the large cavern. One of them moved. Another one twitched. The rest were completely still.

Manny tensed. Something else was moving in the darkness. Something long, slow, graceful, a lot like Zena. "I think we found her," Manny said.

"Yes," said Ax. He and Ani lowered their heads; Ax went on one knee, while Ani, lacking knees, sank lower to the ground and deeply bowed her head.

"Hm…" Rhys said. He followed suit, kneeling with his eyes closed. Demitri and Mispy, thankful to have references, mirrored the poses Ax and Ani took.

Even blind, Mispy couldn't ignore the sheer aura presence radiating from the approaching Guardian. She peeked through her left eye—Indeed, it was a Serperior. The gaze from her red eyes pierced through them. Even without talking, Mispy felt like she wanted to speak every lie she'd ever said.

The others seemed equally hypnotized.

Rhys shook the thoughts from his head and maintained his composure, and Mispy did the same.

Queen Trina indeed—her hypnotic spell wouldn't work on her. But… maybe if she opened up a little?

Rhys quietly spoke, "Demitri, Mispy. Remember your meditation."

That was enough to snap them out of it. Realizing what had happened, they watched Trina with extra caution.

"So that's yer game…" Manny wheezed. He wasn't affected at all, but between his still healing ribs and the immense pressure she radiated, he could hardly breathe.

"Queen Trina," Ax said, "we brought the guests that you desired."

"Desired?" Rhys asked.

"Yes. When you requested to see her, we felt her will, and her will was to allow it."

Ani nodded and continued for Ax. "We can feel her thoughts and commands, no matter where we are. One day, if we die, our spirits will be bonded to her will even more. Spirits that serve a Guardian are quick to become like them, or to become loyal to them. It's only natural."

"You have fulfilled your duties for the day," Trina said. "You may rest." Trina spoke deliberately. Her voice was neither loud nor soft, but perfectly controlled, like it had been practiced countless times. Her volume was enough to command attention, yet not distract with its loudness.

"We thank you." The two mutant Pokémon moved backwards, raised themselves, turned, and departed through one of the many corridors in the maze of webs.

"…That was weird," Manny said. "That's calmer than I'd ever seen a synthetic like'm befer."

"That is because I tamed them," Trina said, staring at Manny. She observed the plethora of crimson patches riddling the Lucario's crushed body. "…What have you done to elicit Ani's wrath?"

"E-eh, nothin'," Manny said. "Yer highness. I ain't meanin' nothin'."

"…You spoke badly of me."

"E-ehhh."

"I could turn you into a mere drone for that," Trina said, staring right into his eyes.

Manny quickly looked away, some primal instinct inside of him telling him to avoid eye contact. Mispy could sense the spirits in Manny's body, outraged that someone would intimidate Manny so much. "Feh…"

"Hmm…" Trina looked him over. "It is not worth my time. I can sense that you, too, are a Guardian. It would be unbecoming of me to harm your spirits. They have done nothing wrong. But I do sense something curious… Many of the auras within your body are… also without ancestry, are they not? Souls stripped of history. Actually, now that I take a closer look, all of your auras seem odd." She looked at the two Lucario and two mutants.

"Feh, not important." He tentatively moved his arm; it was back to normal. During their walk, his body healed roughly halfway. "Sorry, yer highness. Not important ter look at that, but yeah. They're mutants. I kill 'em, and then sate their hunger fer battle. Now they fight with me instead."

"Interesting… Perhaps that is another way to heal their damaged auras. You are smarter than I expected."

Mispy giggled.

"And you two," Trina said. "Your auras feel fully repaired. Just how did you do that? What treatment did you two go through?"

"We meditated a lot," Demitri said.

"…Is that a joke?"

"It is the genuine truth," Rhys spoke up. "Based on my theories of calming broken auras, and without any Mystic powers like you have, I had to put them through an intense meditation, regression, and training regimen."

"Meditation… fascinating," said Trina, eying the two. "And with just that hard work, they were able to maintain their sanity? How did you get them to meditate in the first place?"

"They were not always in these forms. I put them in their base state—in other words… their pre-evolved forms. Thankfully, in that state, their instincts are almost entirely dormant—I was able to train them, so when they returned to their—"

"How did you revert them to a pre-evolved state? Evolution is a one-way path. Only with divine influence can you reverse it. The power of a Guardian, or perhaps a Pokémon of Legendary proportions, blessed by Arceus…"

"Not quite," Rhys said with a little smile. "I have been blessed by Mew Star, in a sense. I have a tiny fraction of the same divine power you have within me, as a… former Hunter."

Trina narrowed her eyes. "And how can I be sure that you are a former Hunter?" he said. "At least now your knowledge of mutant Pokémon makes sense."

"Actually, maybe modified Pokémon is better?" Demitri asked.

"Modified? But you weren't changed at birth. You were created. Your resemblance to other Pokémon is a mere coincidence, perhaps for the ease of creativity. You are Pokémon, all the same, yet you are different. Be proud of that."

"P… proud?" Demitri repeated.

"Why would we be proud of that?" Mispy said.

Mispy eyed Rhys' aura when it wavered with guilt. Now that Mispy thought about it, he had never truly apologized to them about what had happened, why he had lied to them for so long. Was it really for their own good? Was there a better way? It felt like they had lost entire lifetimes to his plan.

"That's—that's not a way to look at it, Mispy."

"We're fake," Mispy said, eying her counterpart.

"That's hardly a healthy outlook. Hmph." Trina shook her head. "Have pride that you are powerful."

"Does Star even like us?" Demitri asked.

"Demitri—where is this coming from?" Rhys said.

Trina stared closely at both of the mutant Pokémon. "Yes, Demitri. Where are these thoughts coming from?"

"Enough games," Manny said. "What's yer influence on 'em? I know it's you."

Trina glared; Manny's tail involuntarily sank down, and he winced. He clenched his paws and brought his head up again, but little was going to bring his tail back to its original height. "You mess with the mind. Yer makin' their inner thoughts stronger. I know how you work, Queen Trina."

"…But… it's true," Mispy said. She felt that these thoughts were her own; surely she would have sensed Trina tampering with them.

Rhys frowned. "…So… that's truly how you feel about yourselves? That you're…?"

"We're strong," Demitri said. "But… I guess…"

"…Maybe we're… lesser souls."

"Preposterous," Trina said, and this time her voice was a lot firmer. Demitri and Mispy both shrank down like children. "You are artificial, but your soul shines like any other. Your aura may look different, but you are a life all the same. I may not care for Star's attitude…" Trina gave the pair a small, regal smile. "But I believe that she treats you at the same value as all other lives."

Demitri and Mispy didn't seem very convinced, looking away.

"I… I had no idea," said Rhys. "I thought that they enjoyed themselves."

"W-we do!" Demitri said. "It's just—you know, sometimes, it's nighttime, it's quiet, and you're just… alone with your thoughts… You start thinking about things… you know?"

"And it's… wrong." Mispy nodded. "We're… wrong."

"I—I don't… I wouldn't dare consider something like that," Rhys said.

"Rhys," Demitri said. "You spent centuries trying to fix us."

"That's…" Rhys hesitated, and Mispy knew that look. Trying to find a counter, frantic with his thoughts. A small part of her wished he'd find something to say to ease her worries… but that long silence meant he couldn't. Demitri was right—they were broken for the longest time, trapped in their own fighting, self-destructive instincts.

"Out of respect for your teacher," Trina said, "I have no interest in taking you into my hive. You seem to trust Rhys very much, and I see no reason why he would be a bad influence on you, if he is so dedicated to restoring your spirits. And for that, Rhys, I must praise you."

Rhys did his best to hide his wagging tail. "I appreciate it."

Just then, a muffled roar echoed from one of the cocoons. It heaved from powerful punches from within, thrashing against the wall the cocoon was attached to. A clawed fist burst out from the silk webbing.

Without missing a beat, Trina turned around and slithered toward it, hissing soothingly. The hiss reverberated in Rhys' ears, making them twitch and sink down. It was like a blanket that wrapped around his mind. He could've fallen asleep where he stood. It was even stronger on whatever was struggling inside; it let out a weak roar, and then the arm went limp. A vine emerged from her back, wrapped around the hand, and eased it back into the cocoon. She then mended the silk, slowly wrapping it back up. Her entire front secreted more of the white lines, and with each lap, the cocoon thickened. Demitri and Mispy shuddered.

"What…" Demitri said. "What're you gonna do to them? I—I thought Mystics didn't have to eat!"

"Oh, I'm hardly eating them," said Trina. "I am storing them away so they can calm down. Every night, I help them sleep. And every morning, I wake them. Slowly, they grow accustomed to my voice and my presence."

Mispy grimaced. "Creepy."

Trina scoffed. "It tames them. Most of them are quite fine once they are awakened. If a moon passes, they are tamed, and they wish to leave… then I let them leave. It isn't as if I force them to stay."

"Y-yeah, but, you brainwash them, don't you?" Demitri said. "I can't imagine myself ever calling someone a queen, and Ax was…"

"You shouldn't compare yourself to Ax," Trina said.

"Wh—bu—we're literally the same person! I mean—body!" Demitri protested.

"Yes, but you were raised in a completely different way," Trina said. "Instincts can only take you so far. In the end, I was able to soothe their minds and their auras, and then I introduced myself. Your kind are fiercely loyal to any leadership you deem worthy. So, me convincing them that I was worth their time was all I had to do."

"Well…" Demitri said.

"How did you…" Mispy stumbled over her words, and the next one wasn't coming in time. Demitri routinely rubbed at her neck, and she relaxed. Finally, the word came. "Convince them?"

"Well, after their auras were calmed," Trina said, "I offered to battle them. After beating them—"

"W-wait, you beat them? Even when they fused together?"

Trina chuckled. "Do you really think such a petty maneuver will work on me?"

"P-petty? That's hardly petty! We remember what happened—fusion was Nevren's ultimate design, or something! It took our best features, and combined them! We were, like, unstoppable."

"Oh, I'm sure, in a battle one against one, you would certainly give the average Pokémon some trouble," Trina said. "But I am not a normal Pokémon, and they did not fight against just myself, either. After all, four against one is hardly fair, hm?"

"Well… that's true…"

"A coordinated team of four could still defeat your fusion. There are limits, even to the ultimate fighter. From what I have observed, even Nevren's design is limited by how many components fuse together, and how that can weaken the peak strength of any of those individual powers you listed. And to add… Against a Mystic such as myself, there was truly no competition."

"Well, aren't you full of yourself," Demitri mumbled irritably. A bit of his pride was scraped away at Trina's matter-of-fact remarks.

Manny was prodding at the walls, marveling at the strength of the webbing. "So, eh… did yeh make this all yerself?"

"Of course. As the Bug Guardian, it is my obligation to make a home for my hive."

"…Where's it all come from?"

Trina glared. "It is uncouth to ask a Queen where it all comes from."

"Y-yeh, okay, sure," Manny said. He rubbed at his muzzle nervously, but then looked up at Mispy, who was fixated on Trina. "Hey, yeh feeling alright?"

"H-huh?" Mispy asked. "Oh—yes. Um…" She sighed, but then looked at Trina.

"…You wish to fight me," Trina said.

"Mhm."

Trina smiled. "Perhaps later. I would like to return to the subject of your arrival. You wish for me to join you all?"

"Yes, we do," said Rhys. "It may be cumbersome, but… we believe that the Hunters' strength is increasing. We cannot afford to sit passively while Eon gathers them one by one. Even now, he has three Orbs under his influence. Even with your great power, Trina, I do not believe it would be wise to fight him, should he feel the need to confront you directly. That—is no insult to your power," Rhys said quickly, noticing her strengthening glare, "but more a testament to his, simply due to his ruthless nature. He has thrice the number of Orbs, Trina. It is a matter of numbers."

"Hm. Numbers only mean so much," Trina said. "…But I do understand your sentiments." She looked up, studying the woven cave around them. "I must consider my options. You will arrive tomorrow to receive my decision. I will allow you to leave a personal Waypoint here so you may return easily."

Considering Trina's haughty nature, persisting any further would lower their chances. Mispy also figured that Rhys was irritated at all the webbing getting between his toes.

"Very well. We thank you for the opportunity." He bowed his head, and then turned to set up a waypoint near the wall of the inner chambers—though he made a conscious effort to keep away from the cocoons. He wondered if there was another Lucario somewhere in these chambers, sleeping away in Trina's prison… He wondered if it was enjoyable.

Rhys shook his head. Her influence was strong. He stopped in the middle of the chamber and held his badge up. He pressed his claw on the heart-shaped insignia twice in quick succession. It flashed. Then, Rhys lowered the Badge to the ground, and pressed once. The flash stopped. Waypoint registered, though only for this Badge. Rhys turned around. "We should go," he said. "We will return tomorrow, Trina, in the morning. Is this agreeable?"

"It is," said the Serperior.

In a flash of light, they were gone from Trina's labyrinth, and returned to Hot Spot Cave.


The halls were quiet again in Trina's labyrinth, but the vibrations of the webbing, and the general warmth around the corner, suggested someone had been listening to that conversation the whole time.

"Why so shy, Har?" Trina asked.

A snort answered her, earning a sigh from Trina.

"Is he moping around again?" Ax said. "C'mon, Har! It was just more of us!"

"It wasn't just more of us," Har said, stepping out from the shadows with his wings low. The mutant Charizard stared at Trina. "That was… those were the prototypes, weren't they? The…"

Trina frowned, but then sighed, shaking her head. "I suppose they were," she said. "Come. I shall arrange for lunch to be made. We can't have anybody upset on an empty stomach." She slithered deeper into the caves. "It's not healthy."


The mushrooms glowed brightly, suggesting that it was late in the afternoon outside. Rhys shivered. "Goodness, what is that feeling?" It was quite warm in the labyrinth of Trina's silken maze, but Hot Spot Cave was freezing. The instant they returned, a wave of cold air brushed under his fur; every exhale let out a frosty cloud.

Mispy and Demitri huddled close; Manny rubbed his arms. What kind of cold could pierces their Mystic protections? Unreal.

Rhys looked to his right and saw a home where the rocks were encased in ice. An Aggron was sitting inside, also made of ice. He thought it was a statue before it started moving. She stepped outside to greet them.

"Hello. You are also Guardians?"

"Eh, just me," Manny said.

"Are those two giving you trouble? I shall freeze them," said Step. Clouds of frost formed around her hands, and it looked like she was about to popsiclize Demitri and Mispy.

"N-no, that won't be necessary!" Rhys quickly said. "They are—safe. Allies. Yes?"

"Allies. Of the Guardians? They are mutants."

"Y-yes, friendly mutants," Rhys assured her.

"…Your aura is of a Hunter," Step said. "Perhaps I shall freeze you next."

This was not a good day for Rhys.

Manny stepped forward this time, "Oy, lemme vouch fer 'em, they're fine. Yer from Frozen Oceanside? Zena, Willow, Adam, an' Valle saved yeh?"

"My name is ADAM."

"Oy, there they are!" Manny waved.

The group of four approached, with Willow atop Zena's head. The Joltik hopped. "It's okay, Step! These four are our friends! Oh! Rhys! I'm glad you came back!"

"Oh? It wasn't as if I was leaving."

"No, because, um—we have a friend who's thawing out further in the caves!"

"A friend? Thawing out?"

"Yes," Step said. "A Hunter approached me, and I froze him so he would not cause trouble. However, I was convinced that, perhaps, he is not so bad."

"I… I see. This hunter—who—?" Rhys asked a bit hastily.

Step tilted her head. "An old friend of yours? He is known as Torkoal Eld—"

Rhys was gone in a blink; only a bit of his blue fur remained where he once stood.






48. Holy Poison


Chapter 43 – Holy Poison

Owen didn't know what it was like to slog through poisoned gunk until that day. It was thicker than water, but not quite as thick as mud. Between his scales and his thighs, it had a jelly-like feel to it in some parts, and a vague resemblance to the slime of Emily's insides in others. Every move he made, he could feel it squishing between his toes. Electing to walk through this swamp was possibly the worst decision Owen had ever made.

Amia was on his shoulders, her thin frame squeezed between the two horns behind his head; Enet was on Gahi's shoulders, legs wrapped carefully around his neck, awkwardly leaning to the side due to Gahi's backwards-facing antennae. Her fluff interfered with them, inhibiting his hearing.

Enet growled irritably. "Too thin. Can't sit."

"Oy, ain't my fault I don't got no shoulders," Gahi said. "That's just how m' body works."

Amia adjusted herself; Owen figured his back wasn't the most comfortable seat, but it would do. "It's a little easier for me. Owen's wings and shoulders are just enough for me to stay on."

"I want Owen!" Enet said. "You're lighter! Gahi's slow!"

"I'm what?" Gahi hissed.

"I—I think what Enet means," Amia said delicately, "is that you have more trouble walking with someone on your shoulders. I think I'm lighter than Enet."

If Gahi had fur, Owen was sure it would have been even puffier than Enet's natural fluff. Trying to ignore his offense, the Flygon glared ahead. "Meh…"

"Your bickering is tiring me out," Jerry mumbled. "You, Charizard. Tilt me so I can look forward. I'm tired of staring at your chin."

"Oh—sorry," Owen said.

They had been walking in silence for so long that Owen had forgotten he was holding the head of Aerodactyl Jerry—the only part of him that remained after the poisoned swamp somehow melted him. Every time he talked, the scarf wrapped around his neck glowed softly, as if it was what was allowing him to make sound in the first place.

"You know, I never realized just how heavy a head can be… But maybe that's just because of how strong your jaws are."

"Is that a compliment?"

"I think so," Owen said. "You guys are known for strong jaws, right?"

"Sure."

Owen nodded.

"This place still gives me the creeps… And I don't get why we ain't melting like this guy was." Gahi looked at the Aerodactyl head. "I ain't that different from him, terms of powers and auras. I mean, sure, I got super speed… and I'm artificial… but that… eh…"

"As far as I can tell, your aura should behave similarly to other normal auras, dear," Amia said. "So, you're right. I'm not sure why Jerry here was the only one who melted. Though, now that I get a better look at you, your aura is a bit different, Gahi. Must be the lack of ancestry, like Star said."

"Maybe they don't care for ancient Pokémon species," Jerry muttered. "Ugh, I feel like I have a cramp in my neck."

"Oh—sorry," Owen said. "Here, let me just…" He carefully loosened the Pecha Scarf, but made sure it remained wrapped around him. "How's that?"

"…Better. Thank you. Mmnh… And you're sure you can return me to normal?"

"I have a few ideas, definitely," Owen said. "Too bad it's still kinda hard to test it out while we're here. Once we're done with meeting the Guardian, we'll see if Mispy can help—that Chikorita, remember? Well, she evolved, too, and her healing powers are her specialty. And if not… maybe Emily?"

"Oh! So that's your plan, is it?" Amia looked down, giving Jerry an encouraging smile from above. "You know, I think that just might do the trick."

"Emily? Who's she?"

"She's a really, really good healer that we know about," Owen said. "If anybody can restore your body, it'd be her, no matter how damaged it is."

"Hmph. I'll believe it when I have wings again. Hey, can she fix my back, too? I threw it out a long time ago. If I twist it funny, I can barely walk after for the whole day."

"She should," Owen said.

"Oh yeah? And how about the clicking I get on my left leg? Ever since I got in a scuffle with someone, that leg has been bugging me if I bend my knee weird."

"Probably."

Jerry squinted, incredulous. "What kind of miracle worker is this Emily?"

"Like I said, she's a healer. If Mispy's work doesn't fix you, Emily's definitely will."

Jerry used his jaw to reposition himself slightly, and then turned his eye toward Owen. "Who are you?" he asked. "All of this. None of this is normal. You saved me by some miracle, and you're saying some other miracle is going to fix all this damage. Why am I not screaming in pain? How am I talking? Is this some Fire Clan ancient art?"

"…Kinda?" Owen said.

"Um—Jerry, about that," Amia said. "I really don't… think that…"

"Save it," Jerry said, closing his eyes. "I was upset. It's… it's not entirely your fault. But I definitely could have become a Heart, if it wasn't for failing that one test…"

"…Test?" Owen asked. "What test? The exams?"

"The preliminaries," said Jerry. "Did you not take them? They were three tests in total, when I applied. The academic exam, the practical exam, and, apparently, a hidden aptitude exam."

"Yeah, I did those… and we went through test missions after that, too… but an aptitude exam? What's that?"

"The one I failed," Jerry said. "I scored the highest in the mock-mission classes and had the highest score among the incoming Heart candidates, and yet, I was rejected. James himself told me that I wouldn't be advancing to the practical exams right before I'd've been given my assignment. That is how I learned that Anam himself can veto any applicant's approval, if he wants. Like he has some sixth sense about whether someone is okay to have or not. The rumor is he can sense the darkness in your heart. What a load of—" Jerry grunted, looking down. "And according to him… I just wasn't Heart material." The Aerodactyl gritted his teeth. "Anam singlehandedly put me in this life. If I ever see him again…!"

Owen thought back to Anam's presence while he was assigned to that cold, thin-air cave in the mountains. He shivered slightly at the memory. The altitude was so bad he had some sort of hallucination of Nevren trying to kill him. It felt so real! He had no intention to go back there. If a place like that could give such vivid dreams, he'd avoid the unnecessary stress. But he also remembered Anam shaking his head at a few of the applicants. Was that the veto? He thought he was just judging their test scores…

Owen also remembered that he had failed the Heart exam countless times before, despite scoring well. It was foggy, but he had been through that song and dance countless times before being accepted. Did Anam sense… darkness in his heart? Perhaps that was his old mutant self. Maybe he sensed that he wasn't ready yet, unlike now.

"I—I'm sure he didn't do it out of malice," Owen said. "Anam's one of the nicest Pokémon I know. Right?"

Amia frowned, rubbing her chin. "He is, but… he is a little eccentric. And childish…"

"And slimy," Enet said.

"Ehh, something about him rubs me the wrong way," Gahi said. "Nobody's that nice fer no reason."

"Well… at least his heart is in the right place," Amia relented checking her hair to make sure no gunk had accidentally fallen into it. "We should really focus more on what we're walking toward. It's starting to feel… more and more ominous. Does that make sense?"

"Yeah," Owen said. "I think it's the fog."

"Smells awful…" Gahi mumbled. "Glad this Pecha Scarf's keeping me safe, 'cause I think I'm gonna die if I take it off…"

They fell into another tense silence, the fog becoming so thick that they could only see a few feet ahead of them, following vague, mumbling paths through grime-encrusted trees. Amia shivered above him, no doubt her Fairy side on instinctual overdrive at being surrounded by the fog.

And then they heard singing.

"H-ha ha…" Owen inhaled deeply through his scarf, eyes widening coupled with an unnerved smile. "You guys hear that, right?"

O Light, by your eternal power…

"I definitely hear it," Amia confirmed, trying to locate the source. The fog not only obstructed their vision, but also their aura senses. Owen, however, could still get a vague sense of everything around him, at least within a short range.

Strange blobs littered the ooze, moving on their own. The singing came from those.

One thousand arms, guide my path…

"Isn't this the Psalm of Creation?" Amia said.

"The what? Which Book was that from?" Owen asked, having no familiarity with much of the Books' contents. Despite how much he read, he had never been particularly interested in those. In hindsight, perhaps he should have studied up.

More voices joined the song. Ancestor, my form is yours to mold…

"Do they want us to sing along?" Owen said. "I don't really know the lyrics… also, I'm not much of a singer…" He shifted uncomfortably. Why couldn't this Trinity Guardian be like Brandon?

The fog was getting very thick. He was starting to feel it through his scarf. "I—I don't think we should be in this for much longer," the Charizard said, glancing behind him. He couldn't even see his flame in this purple haze, which sent his instincts into a swirl of panic. He closed his eyes, easing his breath. "M-maybe we should just go. The Guardian doesn't want us here."

Gahi and Owen both stopped, but Amia shook her head. "Let me try this. Get your Badge ready in case this doesn't work." She then held her two hands together in prayer, just in front of her chest, and stared at the dull glow in the sky that was most likely the sun.

She sang along with them, following the gentle chorus. When Amia started to sing, even more voices joined them. The chorus started again:

O great Light, immortal power

Thousand arms, undying duty

Ancestor, our flame eternal

We thank you for the gift of life!

Owen wanted to cover his ears at how loud the chorus of voices was becoming, but he was holding Jerry. He glanced down at the Aerodactyl head, but to Owen's surprise, the bodiless Pokémon was grudgingly singing the psalm, too. He glanced at Gahi, who seemed lost, and then at Enet, who was howling out-of-tune with the song.

On the final note, the voices trailed and faded, and with it, the fog lifted. Owen felt like he could breathe again and risked removing his scarf. Nothing happened, so he took a deep, refreshing breath. "Finally."

Now able to get a good look at their surroundings, he saw that they were in a small clearing, though the sludge was still knee-high and looked even deeper in the middle. The trees were a bright, glowing purple, though that was certainly not the normal color of the wood. There were no leaves, and whatever was the source of those voices, they were gone, now.

The ooze ahead bubbled, giving the team pause. "Uhh," Owen said. "I think… something's there?"

From the sludge, a purple mass distinct from the rest rose.

"A-are… are you the Poison Guardian? Like… there's maybe a 99 percent chance that we're in the Poison Guardian's place at this point, so I just want to make sure for that last percent!"

"Nah," Jerry said. "That whole fog and psalm was just a random feral who got enlightened. Seriously, how can you think this isn't one of you Guardian freaks?"

Before Owen could retort, a single eye formed in the center of the top of this mass of sludge, with a pupil that strongly reflected the light in the otherwise dim swamp, making the pupil appear white. Then, two more appeared just below and beside the original eye. This strange, sludge-made creature had an ill-defined shape, but from what Owen could make out, it appeared to be a Gastrodon. "Hello…"

Owen watched sludge fall from the open mouth; his voice was a mixture of a childish song and a gurgle.

After a silence, the Gastrodon went on. "You look… interesting."

"Here's ter you," Gahi said with a wry smile. "You the Poison Guardian, Gastrodon?"

"No… But I am the Poison Guardian's bestie!"

"…Bestie." Amia repeated. "Well, um—my name is Gardevoir Amia, and this is—"

"Oh, I know who you all are!" he said with what may have been an attempt at a smile on his strange mouth. "And my name is Gastrodon Ano! I'm the lead spirit of the Poison Orb, under the rule of Guardian Altaria Ghrelle."

"Altaria…" Owen repeated. "That's a pretty interesting Pokémon to have control over an Orb, huh? But I guess it makes as much sense as my Orb." Which, Owen realized, would be completely useless in an environment like this. Why did Star want him to come to this one, again? Owen shook his head. "Can we speak to her, please? I know she's part of the Trinity, but… I think it'd be okay to just talk, right?"

"Hmm." Ano tilted his head to the left, and then his right. "I dunno. Ghrelle's usually very busy. So many people like to come to this place, you know. And she has to make sure that nobody impure can get through!" Ano blinked. "Hey! How'd you get here?!"

"Sh-shouldn't you have opened with that?!"

Ano giggled, sending small bubbles of poison in the air. They popped into more of that haze, evaporating just as quickly. "I guess I'm a little absentminded… But it felt really funny having others walk through my body!"

"WHAT?" Owen stared at the Gastrodon, but then realized how seamlessly its body blended into the sludge. Owen turned green, not due to his Orb, and said, "O-oh, you're kidding."

"It's okay! Lots of people are here."

"I'm gonna… no offense, but I'll just…" Owen focused—hard—and levitated above the sludge, creating an invisible platform to separate his feet from Ano's body. He grabbed Gahi by the hand and pulled him onto the same platform. He was thankful that the fog's lifting allowed him to actually perform levitation again.

"Thanks," Gahi said. "When we get back, I'm gonna ask Rhys ter wipe this memory."

"Don't even joke about that…" Owen mumbled. "Um—A-Ano, if this is your whole body, wouldn't that make you the Guardian?"

"Oh! Well… I'm just possessing Ghrelle's body. She likes to spend her time in the spirit world." Ano closed his three eyes. "But if you want… I think she'd like to talk to you! Yeah! Okay. Hold on. Mmmmmmmm…!"

The sludge next to Ano bubbled and churned; out from it formed another pile, which, in turn, shaped itself into a melting, delicate figure. Despite being entirely purple, the shape was unmistakably Ghrelle's.

Unnerved, Owen could only say, "U-uh, Altaria… Ghrelle…?"

She stared at Owen, right in the eyes. Even from their distance, Owen felt something electric shoot through his body, from his head to his feet. Owen couldn't place it—why did Ghrelle make him feel so uneasy? He couldn't feel anything from her body language that suggested malice. But he couldn't feel anything that suggested benevolence, either. Wait… He couldn't feel anything from her. Her body language was so perfectly masked that she had nothing for him to work off. Her consistency reminded him a lot of Anam and Emily; no real organs to work with. It was just an Altaria-shaped wad of poison.

"Greetings," the unreadable Guardian said.

"Bad." Enet growled. Her fur puffed out, making her look twice as large. Her eyes narrowed to slits against the Altaria.

Ghrelle looked at Enet with an amused glint in her eyes. "Electric Guardian Zoroark Enet," she said. "Have you spoken at all with your spirits as of late? They are still watching, you know."

Enet blinked, tilting her head.

"While you are simple at heart, you are also not a very good Guardian. You should consider giving your power up to someone worthier."

Enet hissed and snapped her teeth at Ghrelle.

"H-hey, let's not…" Owen paused. "W-wait, about that—Ghrelle! Uh—I think you melted Jerry. Can you turn him back?" He turned the Aerodactyl to face her.

"…Hmm, interesting," said Ghrelle. "That isn't my doing. Ano is the one who takes care of this forest."

"Takes care, huh? That's an interesting way to phrase it," Amia said. "There isn't much of a forest left in this place, is there?"

"Hmm. Yes. I suppose here it is more a field."

"Field of… poison, you mean," Owen said.

"Yes, that is exactly what I mean. This is known was the Swamp of Purity."

"Um." Amia raised her hand. Owen sensed that Amia was trying to choose which battle to take. "Ghrelle, if you know about Enet, and the rest of us, does that mean you've already considered joining our group in Hot Spot Cave? Because it would really help us out if, um… you know."

"I have pondered your request," Ghrelle said. "And I will have to refuse. There is no need for me to go with you while I have the blessings of the Great Creator, Arceus."

"Okay, so, since we're talking about that guy," Owen said, "when you say blessings, do you mean that in a figurative way, or, um, literally, he blessed you with some sort of… protection spell?"

"You don't study on your psalms, do you?" Ghrelle said.

"My what?"

Ghrelle shook her head. "All is blessed by Arceus. That is simply how the world operates. So long as you follow His will, the right way will always be forward."

"Oh, that's, um, that's good," Owen said. "I think that's… a good way to look at things, if it works for you. I think. Um, how old are you, again, Ghrelle?"

"It is rude to ask a lady her age." Despite this, Ghrelle's tone hadn't changed at all.

"Oh, quit being coy…" Owen crossed his arms.

"Well. I have been here for a long while, as Arceus' disciple. I am at least one thousand years old, though, if I must be honest, I have lost count a long time ago. I may be off by a few hundred. In this miasma, in this tropical climate, it can be difficult to track the days, let alone the seasons, as they pass."

"I know a few folks who can relate to that," Owen said. "That must mean you're around the same age as Klent, or maybe a little older. Klent protected the Grass Orb for half a millennium or something. After that, I spent… a few more centuries getting sane again." Owen rubbed his head. "Wow. I think you're the oldest Guardian I know." Then again, he never asked the others how old they were.

"Hey, quit the chit-chat, you gonna turn me whole or not?" Jerry asked. "Getting kinda sick of laying around!"

"The sinner will remain silent," Ghrelle hissed. Her sudden change in demeanor made Owen's scales prickle.

And then he felt like he'd been punched in the gut. For a split-second, Ghrelle had radiated some sort of power that came from her, and then reverberated off of the field of poison around him. Her aura was immense—he thought she had spread herself too thin to have any real impact on any one area, but that proved him wrong.

"What was that…?" Gahi mumbled, scratching his arm. "Felt like I got a bad case of scaleburn fer a sec…"

Amia was catching her breath. Enet's ears shrank behind her head and her fur puffed up even more.

Owen looked down. The Pecha Scarf wrapped around what remained of Jerry's neck was losing its Mystic glow.

"Gh-Ghrelle, hold on!" Owen said quickly. "It's okay! Jerry will be quiet! Right?"

"Y-yeah, whatever," Jerry said, feeling his neck liquefy. He knew his place. It seemed that despite it all, the Aerodactyl would rather lose his pride than his life.

The scarf slowly regained its glow. Owen sighed.

Ghrelle tilted her head, trading glances between Jerry and Owen. "Why do you wish to save him? He is below you."

Owen immediately countered, "No, he's not. Sure, he made some wrong choices, but… he's still a Pokémon. And I don't think I have any right to judge someone after all the mistakes I've made, and the… sure, the sins I've done. Bet you know about that, too, huh?"

"Your sins," Ghrelle repeated. "Yes. I am aware of them. I am also aware that they are not truly your own, when you were designed by one that is perhaps the most blasphemous of them all."

Owen tapped his claws on his arm. "Wouldn't that make me a demon? Or something?"

"Perhaps, in a way, you are one. But you are noble and climbed your way out of such a status. It is for that reason you were allowed to come this deep into my abode intact."

"…What?" Owen said. "Wait—hang on. Is that the difference between Jerry and us? The reason he melted and we didn't?"

"Yes. Jerry has a dark heart. I can sense it. Therefore, Ano's body rejected him, and he is destined to be purified. You four… are much more redeemable, and therefore are worthy of the living."

"B-but… but that's completely arbitrary!" Owen said. "You can't just judge if someone is good or bad! There's no metric for that! So, you just decide if someone's worth melting or not? Is that it?"

"Yes. My judgement is what decides the worthiness of a soul. I have final say in their fate." Ghrelle stared at Owen, empty, purple eyes suddenly cold. "Star was wise to send you four. While nobody can be truly perfect, you are all pure in your intentions, and lack doubt in your goals. Except for you, Owen… but that much is understandable. You are at a crossroads that nobody else will face. Perhaps, if in your scales, even I would have my doubts."

"I don't… know what you mean," Owen said flatly.

"Your power, Owen," Ghrelle said. "And your unique position in this world. You have an Orb, and you also are a synthetic Pokémon. Never intended to possess this divine power, and yet here you are. And most importantly… you have not decided on who you wish to align with. No allegiances, no ancestry, no direction but ahead. Your soul is colorless. You do not know what to do with this power, do you?"

"Of course not!" Owen nearly dropped Jerry to raise his arms, but managed to keep from letting go. "I mean—well, I kinda do. I want to use this power to help others. That's all I've ever wanted to do—to fight, yeah, but also to use that fighting to be good. Fight bad guys."

Jerry grumbled something unintelligible, followed by, "Bad guy, huh?"

"I… I guess in a way, it's what Anam did with his power, don't you think? He's one of the strongest Guardians I know, and he made the entire Thousand Hearts."

Ghrelle's eyes flashed at the mention. "Anam… I cannot fault him for his intentions. But he is a bit shortsighted, in the end. His ambition will ultimately prove fruitless."

"Fruitless?" Owen said. "What do you mean?"

"Well," Ghrelle said. "You are holding an example."

"Holding?" Owen looked down.

Jerry snorted, looking up at Owen as well as he could. "Anam is a naïve Pokémon who happened upon great power. He thinks that the world is happy and everybody can be happy together. But that just isn't how it works, kid. Pokémon are different. Some fight. Some are lazy. Some take advantage of the kindness of others. Some just… don't care. That's just how things are."

"How they are, currently, yes," Ghrelle said. "It is in your nature to be selfish. Ultimately, a sane mind would only do things because you enjoy them, or because you need to do them. Owen, how do you reconcile the fact that not all Pokémon can truly get all that they want, yet will continue to fight for it?"

The Charizard's eye ridges furrowed with uncertainty. "What? I mean… what do you mean?"

"Well. A simple example," Ghrelle said, raising a wing. Poison dripped thickly into the main body below. "There are only a thousand positions in the Hearts at any given time. It is to accommodate for the size of the world, small as it may be, to rescue all the Pokémon that are in trouble. A constant force to maintain order. Yet, many Pokémon desire that position, do they not?"

"Yeah, because who wouldn't want to help others?"

Jerry mumbled, "More like, who wouldn't want to be set for life? The pay's insane."

"The pay?" Owen said. "Oh—yeah, I guess it does pay a lot. We need a lot of money to keep our supplies at their best. And I guess all the extra is to help us feel secure and help out at home."

Ghrelle looked at Jerry. "How is your home life, Aerodactyl?"

Even without a body, what muscles remained in Jerry's head and neck segment tensed enough for Owen to feel them.

"I—I mean, he's an Outlaw," Owen said dismissively. "He didn't want to work the normal way, so of course it wouldn't be that good, right? I—I mean… Jerry, you could've turned your life around!"

"He could have, certainly," Ghrelle said. "With hard work to claw his way from the bottom. Because in the end, his family line was one that could never quite get out of their position."

Jerry cut in, "How do you know all this?"

Ghrelle chuckled. "Well, how else am I to judge a soul?" she asked. "Jerry, your family was put in their position many generations ago by the so-called Fire Clan. Is that what you were told?"

"Yeah. Is that true? D'you somehow know that?"

"The Fire Clan… is a fabrication," said Ghrelle. "But the group in question does exist. Amia, you are the latest in that line, correct? And the longest-lived. An ancient artifact that crosses lineages that constantly rip it away from each other. Bloodied claws grasping for a fragment of Arceus' holy power."

The edge of her mouth, where her beak met the soft, poisoned goo of her head, slid into a smirk, but then she returned to neutral.

"Apparently, the Orb is meant to be passed from parent to child once they're strong enough to defeat the parent. Stronger and stronger Fire Guardians. And then… you." Ghrelle tilted her head, her voice possessing an air of faux-innocence. "How did you acquire your Orb, Amia? Whispers of the spirit realm tell me that it used to follow a Hydreigon lineage. Did an ancestor kill the Hydreigon Guardian… or did you?"

Owen didn't like the tension Amia suddenly felt. Her blue hair pulsed with a dim, fiery glow. "If you can see my past, then you know I didn't kill anybody."

"I can't see the past. I can only sense your darkness. I feel… guilt surrounding this topic."

Silence.

Ghrelle hummed, breaking her stare to continue speaking. "It must weigh heavily on you, whatever it is. Did you plan to pass that guilt to your child? The child you never had. Well." She looked at the Charizard below Amia. "Until Owen came along."

Owen flinched, jerking his head up, nearly knocking the Gardevoir over. "M-Mom? You… you would've had me kill you?!"

"N-no! It's—it's not like that," Amia said immediately. "It's… it's not killing when we've already lived for so long, don't you think? And—and I wasn't going to do it until you were sane, like you are now. Oh, Owen, what am I saying—perhaps I considered it, but after all this time, I wouldn't!"

"You wouldn't have told me… and then you'd've made me be all alone! Is—is that what…?" Owen's heart raced at the retroactive panic of having to kill Amia. What was she thinking?! He's refuse it outright! He never got that impression from her. It must have been a very old thought.

"No, no! It isn't like that at all! If you didn't want it, I would've just… continued to wait."

Jerry tensed his jaw, glancing worriedly at Owen's hands. "Hey, buddy, watch those claws."

"S-sorry," Owen said, loosening his grip. "I guess that makes sense, but you could've told me! I mean, you probably couldn't have told me. That would've opened up a whole new set of questions."

Amia nodded. "I'm sorry, Owen. In all that's been happening, I forgot to tell you. To be honest, I wish I could forget I ever thought about that silly tradition. And since you already have an Orb… I guess I have to start looking again!" She forced a laugh. "But… I think I might be the last of the Fire Clan, as we're called." She looked at Ghrelle. "But what does the Fire Clan's history have to do with Jerry's family?"

Ghrelle nodded, motioning to the Gardevoir again. "Amia's ancestor was a close friend of Anam, long ago. This was before he acquired the Ghost Orb, when Anam was the leader of the Ten Hearts. I do not know the full story of this, as I never interacted with Anam before to see his side, but as the story goes, Jerry's ancestor fought for the Fire Orb all the same. And as part of that, in the savage world at the time, they had to do some… less than desirable things to stay alive.

"One of those things happened to be an attack on Anam's friend, Amia's ancestor. News came, Anam encountered this ancestor… and they were apprehended. Skip ahead to when the Thousand Hearts are still growing… the son of that ancestor wants to join. Anam remembers the parents' actions… and refuses him entry, despite their qualifications."

Owen shook his head. "It can't be that simple. Anam can't hold a grudge! He's… he just doesn't seem like the sort of person to do that."

"I am only explaining Jerry's perspective," Ghrelle said. "He comes from a long line of… rejected Heart candidates. With little other talents, and no mobility to get more education to become skilled otherwise… they are trapped searching for scraps, and living off of this ever-shrinking land."

Owen furrowed his scaly brow, feeling the little plates between his eyes press against one another. "Ever-shrinking?"

"Figuratively speaking. With the Thousand Hearts' influence, the population of civilized Pokémon is booming with the reemergence of lost technologies. Honest jobs once valid, things that any Pokémon could do, no longer bring food to the family so easily."

"If you aren't a Heart," Jerry said, "or you aren't related to one… you have to work, and work, and work, just to live, until you're too weak to work anymore. Then you sit, rot, and die. Alternatively, you have to live like a feral, and hope that the chaotic Dungeon life will give you better luck. Sounds great, huh?" Jerry's toothy grin was painfully wide. "I'll pass."

"Then… then his whole thing is justified!" Gahi said. "No offense ter yeh, Amia, but—he got the raw end o' the deal, y'know? So how come he melted, if it ain't any of his fault?"

Ghrelle chirped a solemn tune. "He is still weak-willed and blames the world for his faults. He could easily improve on his situation if he took the opportunities granted to him by Anam. Despite his claim, endless toil is not the ultimate fate for all non-Hearts. Yet, he said it himself… he shall pass."

Jerry winced, looking like he wanted to say something, yet didn't.

Gahi's fists were clenched tight, though. Owen knew that this wouldn't be enough of an explanation for the Flygon.

"You four, meanwhile, are diligent enough to do the right thing, even if that is not always the easiest path. That is the true, godly path. And it is why you are Hearts. Perhaps it is your synthetic nature, Owen, Gahi. You are loyal and dutiful. Arceus smiles upon such traits."

Gahi squeezed his claws together again, looking at Owen. "I don't buy it."

"I—I mean…" Owen looked down at Jerry, who seemed more focused on the thick bubbles in the poison pit. What was life like for the average Pokémon? Did he ever have an average life? First, he lived in a lab underground, cared for by disciples of Mew. And then, at some point later, he lived in a fabricated village where he and his immortal mother were the only ones truly alive.

None of this was normal. It was never normal. Yet… Anam wouldn't be like that. Kilo was a wonderful place. Jerry was an outlaw, and Ghrelle said so herself that he wasn't Heart material for a reason.

But it still didn't sit right with him, yet most frustratingly, Owen couldn't figure out the answer.

More tension followed, nobody knowing what to say in response. "But… can you turn him back?"

"It seems that synthetics are also very narrow-minded," said Ghrelle in a growl. "Did any of my words register with you?"

"I mean, sure!" Owen unfurled his wings as a substitute for his arms. "But Jerry's still just a head."

"What do you even care about me for?" Jerry muttered. "You heard her, I'm just some 'sinner,' and you're a godly path-walking soul or whatever. You're above me."

"I… I don't think I am."

"Pbbt."

Another little knot twisted in his gut. He shoved it away, looking back at Ghrelle. He could think about it later. Maybe the fog was starting to get to him. "And you're not going to come with us, either, huh?" Owen asked Ghrelle.

"There is no need. I have Arceus' blessing and require nothing more to be safe here. Like Brandon that you've met before, I am satisfied."

"Brandon…" Owen said. "Hey! Were you human, too?"

Her eyes shined with amusement. "Yes. A Pokémon that used to be human… how interesting, don't you think?" The Altaria churred a soft tune that made Owen's spine feel like ice. "Perhaps you should ask about that sort of thing more often."

"Eh?" Enet said.

"Yeah, what she said," Gahi said. "What're yeh gettin' at, ask more?"

Ghrelle closed her tiny eyes. "There is still a lot that you don't know, Charizard. And I believe you know this. The more you ask questions… the clearer the sky and the stars will be. It's not my place to answer. Why not ask Star? She could tell you everything if she wanted to. Perhaps then you will make your choice. And I do hope you make the correct one."

Owen gulped, looking down. "Y-yeah… thanks." He felt Amia above him, but then looked at Gahi and Enet. "I guess we should get going. Uh—if you aren't going to heal Jerry, we're just going to take him with us, okay?"

"I won't stop you," Ghrelle said. "But don't forget about his sins."

"Yeah, sure." He held Jerry with his right arm and dug through his bag with his free hand. He found the Badge and gave a little nod to Ghrelle. "I'll, uh, try to keep in touch?" He wasn't.

He then thrust the badge in the air, and then they were gone.

Ghrelle sat in the silence that returned to the poisoned forest. She churred again. "What a unique position to be in. Torn between all sides, courted by each. All because he refuses to make a Promise."

The bubbles around the swamp swirled with an idle current, perhaps Ano entertaining himself with the flow.

"Arceus, why don't we just tell him everything?" She looked at the sky, but didn't wait for an answer. "A rhetorical question."

Ghrelle raised her wings; a chorus of voices hummed into the fog.

"After all, it is rude to confess for another's sins."

Nothing answered Ghrelle in the physical realm, but the way her beak twitched after a long silence, and the way the poison around her churned, she received her answer. The poisoned Altaria descended into the muck, and silence ruled the swamp once more.






49. Overconfident


Chapter 44 - Overconfident

Owen, Gahi, Enet, and Amia all returned from the Poison Guardian's realm. They smelled of the toxic swamp's noxious fumes, but thankfully didn't take much of it with them beyond that.

"Brr—what a cold draft," Amia said, rubbing her arms. "I don't think Hot Spot Cave should quite feel like this!"

Amia held her hand forward and summoned Alex next, who immediately rubbed his cannons together. "M-more like Cold Spot Cave."

Owen looked back. "Hey, dad. I hope, uh, I hope you weren't too scared back there."

"S-scared? Why would I be scared?" Alex said with a light titter. "I'm… I'm a, er, Magmortar. I'm quite scary."

Amia giggled, rubbing his flaming shoulder. "Oh, dear, you were trembling in the Fire Orb. You aren't very good with cold personalities like Ghrelle."

"I—I suppose so." Alex slumped. "S-speaking of cold, though…"

"Y-yeah, what's goin' on?" Gahi mumbled, pressing against Owen's much warmer, fiery body. Without thinking, he rubbed his cheek against Owen's shoulder; the Charizard just accepted it, figuring Gahi needed it.

Enet shrugged and smoothed out her fur, clearly glad to finally be out of the swamp. She sniffed the air—doing her best to ignore the lingering stench—and said, "I smell… two. New."

"Two new smells?" asked Owen. "Oh—that must be the two Guardians the others got!" At least the others were able to recover their Guardians. Still, that meant they were the only ones who failed this time… Not that Owen was expecting it to work out. The Poison Guardian was part of the Trinity. In hindsight, he could have been seriously hurt if he wasn't careful. But Star was confident that he'd've been fine. He was glad that she was right.

He concentrated to feel where everyone was. Most of them were near Rhys' home across the caves, so he walked, followed by the others. A few others were off on their own. Valle was where he always was, in the middle of the town, the centerpiece of Hot Spot. Manny was brawling with his spirits again in the training grounds, though it looked like Manny was a bit tired this time around.

That meant the two new bodies were in Rhys' home.

"Hello?" Owen said, peering inside. "What's going on?"

"Hey! You're back!" Willow said, hopping off of Valle and onto Owen. Reflexively, the Charizard held free hand out, catching the tiny Joltik in midair like some sort of conditioned routine. "Eww—you smell!"

"S-sorry, I think that'll wear off. We had to slog through a giant swamp of poison, so we kinda had that get stuck everywhere. Our Mystic powers were disrupted too much to just float over it, I think. I might just hop in the lava to clean up."

"Yeah, well, I can't do that," Gahi said.

"We could fuse, and then I could do it," Owen offered. "Pretty sure I can handle the lava even if you're half of me."

Gahi looked tempted.

"How about me?" Enet asked.

"Uhh… lots of water," Owen said. There was still gunk on Enet's feet where they had dipped into the poison, and her fluffy body absorbed a lot of the stench. There was no escaping Enet's particularly horrible odor.

"Hey, how about me?" Jerry spoke up, reminding Owen that some of his cargo was alive and irritated. "I'm still just a head! You gonna fix that, 'Zard?"

Willow hopped near Jerry and prodded his cheek. "How come you aren't dead?"

"Beats me," Jerry replied. "Maybe I am and this is just my dying nightmare. I'll believe anything at this point."

"Uhh—y-yeah. Actually, hold on. Let me find Mispy…" He spotted the mutant Meganium in another room and waved her down.

Her many tendrils dragged the rest of her body toward them, squeezing out of the exit by contorting and bending the many vines to fit through.

"Wh-what's that thing?!" Jerry said. "No way! Nu-uh, those tentacles aren't going anywhere near me, you hear?"

"B-but, Jerry, this is how we're gonna heal you!" Owen said. "Trust me. Mispy's a great healer, okay? Just… can you be gentle with him?"

The Meganium inspected Jerry's head curiously, prodding at his cheek just like Willow. He growled and tried to bite at a vine. She flinched away and glared, wrapping a vine around his muzzle. He grunted, but was helpless.

"Hmph." Mispy pulled him close and closed her eyes, channeling her healing energy into him. Owen watched closely, as did the others.

"What… happened to him?" Demitri said. "Why is he a head? That's kinda…"

"We, er…" Alex knocked his arms together in thought. "Had some complications."

Owen nodded. "The Poison Guardian melted him somehow. It didn't work on us—not even Gahi—but it did for him. And so, he, er… that happened. But I was able to stop it with my Pecha Scarf, and… I think some Mystic energy, too. That's why he's not totally melted."

Zena slithered out from Rhys' room next, listening in on the explanation. "How awful," she said. "What a horrible way to…!"

Jerry stretched his jaws enough to get Mispy to let go. She rolled her eyes and gave him the opportunity to speak.

"I don't need your pity," Jerry grumbled, but then glanced at Zena. "But… thank you anyway. I'm just fine. Didn't even hurt."

"So, er, what's going on here, anyway?" Amia asked, addressing how everybody was crammed into Rhys' room, spilling out into the main hallway. "You, um…" She peered inside the next room and saw two new faces. One was Step, the Ice Aggron—quite obvious which Guardian she was—and the other was— "Oh! Are you another Guardian? The… Bug Guardian?"

"Oho, no, not at all," the giant Torkoal replied. "No. My name is Torkoal Elder—I'm glad to meet you, ahh… Gardevoir Amia, yes?"

"Yes!" Amia gave a little bow. She observed that Rhys was sitting close to Elder, practically up against his shell. "Rhys? Do you know him?"

"Y-yes, I'm… familiar," Rhys said. "Elder. He's… he's one of the Hunters—b-but, there's no need to be alarmed! He isn't… a fighter."

"Ahh, yes. That much has not changed," Elder said with a rough laugh. "I was never truly that good at fighting. I just don't have the mindset for it."

"Which one of you is Owen?" Step suddenly rumbled, glaring at the newcomers.

"Oh, er, th-that's me," Owen said, raising a claw.

Step approached Owen, sizing him up. She was a head or two taller than he was, and it looked like she was taking full advantage of it. "…You are the one they trust?"

"Sorry?"

Step huffed a small plume of frost, pointing at Elder. "Do you believe he is friendly?"

"Elder? T-totally! I mean, er, from how I remember him, even if he didn't want to be friendly, I don't think he can actually… do much against us. And Rhys likes him. They're best friends, right?"

Rhys' fur puffed out, aura sensors rising, and then he leaned against Elder again. "A tad more."

Step growled, but then settled back in her corner. "You've convinced me for now, Hunter," she told Elder, who simply bowed his head. She looked between them, but then lowered her head, as if talking to someone in her Orb.

"Elder…" Owen grinned. He took a few tentative steps at first, but then made a half-jog for the thawed Pokémon. "I missed you! I—I forgot you for a while, but now that I look back…!" He plopped down in front of him with his knees bent, feet swaying in opposite directions, rhythmically in the air. "Tell me a story!" The flame on his tail glowed a bit brighter, and his wings were tucked behind him neatly.

"O-Owen!" Amia flinched, exchanging a look with Alex. She'd never seen him regress so quickly. "Elder—did you raise Owen?"

"Ahh, I suppose I did. Not just Owen, of course."

"Heh, yeah, you raised all o' us, Gramps," Gahi said. "All th' Hunters did. Even Rim…"

"Y-yeah." Owen's enthusiasm faltered, but then he looked at Elder again. "H-how is everyone? Rim, she… She seemed friendly, but what is she really doing? She's not—she's not a bad guy, right?"

"Owen," Elder said softly. "Some things are… more complicated than black and white."

Step tensed, as if she was ready to mock him, but stifled it into a grumble to her spirits.

"I—I know, but… Rim has been… you know…" Owen thought about their chess game. She seemed happier during that. Was she happy when she was killing Guardians, too… or was that just a duty she had to uphold? Did she want that? Even if she didn't—she still killed Cara and Forrest. And nearly killed him, too, before he became a Guardian! Or… or was that just trying to scare him away? She only wanted the Orb, not his life.

"I'm not really sure what to say about Rim," Elder said, breaking Owen's trance. "She is still fiercely loyal toward Eon, of course. But beyond that, I'm sure even she has some doubts about whether he has gone too far or not. That, perhaps the means that Eon is willing to take to gather the Orbs… has no longer justified the end goal."

"What's the end goal?" Owen asked. "To usurp Arceus, right? Because… Star wanted to do that, originally. Right?"

"Yes," Elder replied, nodding slowly. "Star was not happy with Arceus and the way he is leading the world—or, perhaps more appropriately, not leading it. Star misses mingling with mortals. And Arceus won't let her."

"Sounds kinda petty," Owen said. "Why can't she visit?"

Elder winced. "I'm afraid that is part of the deadlock between the two of them. Neither will allow the other to descend. I'm sure Star has told you as much."

"Yeah, but… why? The world's just fine without all this Guardian fighting, right?"

"Heh." Jerry tried to adjust himself, but otherwise said nothing.

Owen's wings drooped, and his legs went back to the ground. "Why does Eon seem so sure that what he's doing is right? Why did… why would Rim… no. Why were you helping him, all this time? Is… what he's doing actually the right thing to—"

"Owen…!" Amia breathed.

The fire on Alex's shoulders flared up with anxiety, and despite being a spirit, his belly growled with a rapidly forming ulcer.

Owen flinched at the sudden change in atmosphere. Almost everyone looked surprised, or upset, or even hurt at that one. "S-sorry, I didn't mean it like, Eon's being a good guy, just—what's he actually trying to do? He wants to usurp Arceus himself, right? What would he do with that? What does he want to do that Arceus won't?"

Elder frowned, looking at Rhys, and then back at the group. "Are any of you familiar with Orre?"

They all stared at Elder. A few leaned forward expectantly. Manny glanced at the others, as if waiting for them to answer.

"Wait, what did you say?" Owen asked. "Familiar with what? Sorry, I think I missed that."

Elder, with defeat in his whole body, repeated helplessly. "Orre."

Owen watched Elder for a while longer. He heard something, but he couldn't, for the life of him, remember what he said. "One more time?" he asked in a squeaky titter.

Elder shook his head. "I'm afraid it's not my place to tell you much more."

"Why?" Owen asked.

Elder smiled sadly. "Because I already told you, and you all forgot."

Owen's tail sparked irritably. "You mean it's another one of those Divine Decrees. Like who Emily is. We can't know, because Arceus made it that way."

"Ah, Emily… the ex-Dragon Guardian," Elder said, testing them.

"If you said something, I have no idea what you said," Owen said, knowing he failed the test.

Elder nodded. "But if you become stronger… perhaps you can overpower the Decree. All of you, together, may have enough to defy it. Arceus' sphere of influence is wide, but it is not omnipotent."

"Hmph… That's dumb," Owen complained, flicking his tail, knocking against Gahi. "Oh—sorry."

Gahi grumbled and sat next to Owen, crossing his legs. He curled his tail around and inspected the fan at the tip; Zena, curious, slithered toward Owen and coiled in a neat pile on the opposite side. Zena nudged Owen on the side, giving him a small smile. "It's okay," she said. "You'll remember eventually. You'll remember a lot of things, right?"

Owen found himself smiling, too. "Yeah, good point. Everyone here feels so blurry, still. Hey, Zena, maybe later, can you help me remember a bit more?"

Owen felt Zena's heart flutter. "I'd—love that."

A brief silence fell among the group. ADAM drifted away, looking like he was about to leave to speak with Valle, before someone toppled him over and knocked him to the side.

"VICTORY!" Feraligatr Azu declared, hoisting a battered Manny in the air. Infernape Roh and Chesnaught Verd posed on either side of Azu, their muscles creating small shockwaves that knocked over a few empty cups and Aspear bowls from the table. "We have defeated our master, and can declare ourselves winners on this glorious day!"

"I went easy on yeh!" Manny said, even when Azu threw the Fighting Guardian on the ground. He landed surprisingly gracefully on his paws, though he staggered a bit when he pushed and landed on his feet.

Roh wagged a finger toward Manny. "Fatigue from an encounter with the Bug Guardian is no excuse for a loss. A victory is a victory, and we prevailed!"

Chesnaught posed to show off his biceps again. While the three mutant spirits congratulated one another, Manny wobbled to the others, murmuring something about having to fight off some of his frustrations.

"Just take it easy, dear," Amia said delicately.

"Feh, yeah." Manny tapped Mispy on the back. "Y'mind if I sit a spell on yer back?"

Mispy reluctantly nodded, still focused on trying to heal Jerry.

Zena turned her attention back to the Torkoal. "Elder… I remember seeing you before. My spirits scared you off, but… You tried speaking to me through them. I apologize for being so hostile."

"Ah… The Water Guardian. That was quite a while ago, wasn't it? Oho… it has been some time, yes. The past few weeks have been quite a rush, in particular."

Owen nodded; Amia and Zena, as well as a few others, seemed confused.

"I'm sorry?" Amia asked. "A… week. What is a week?"

"Seven days," Owen said.

"That's an odd measure of time," Amia said. "How does that measure compared to seasons and moons? Years?"

"Years…" Elder repeated with a slight smile. "A season is a fourth of a year, yes?"

"Mhm. But weeks. I've never heard that measurement before! How odd!"

Alex nodded along. "Is that another one of Nevren's inventions?"

"Yeah, actually!" Owen said. "Nevren gave funny names to seven days, and they always repeat. And each one ends with 'day,' but I forget what they're all called. I think it was Mon, Tues—"

"They get it, Owen," Gahi muttered, elbowing him.

"No, I don't get it," Zena said, suddenly fixated on Owen. "Please, go on. What are these days for? What does it mean? I… I feel as if I'd heard such things before, long ago! But then, they must have faded with time… Some ancient terminology?"

"Oh, uh," Owen looked at Zena. "I mean… it's kinda hard to explain it like that, but… if you have a week, you can split up your routine a little better, I think. So, on Saturdays and Sundays—those are called the week-ends, you know? Because they were at the beginning and end of the week, so, uh, I guess those are the days you take breaks?" Owen was unnerved at how wide Zena's eyes were, like she was learning something completely unfathomable. A whole world of organization. "We have a different system, I guess."

He scanned the crowd and saw the faces of the others. Zena wasn't the only one. Willow was sparking with curiosity; ADAM was buzzing, his core processors overclocking to implement this new data. Even Step, the newest Guardian, tilted her head with fascination.

"Is this all so new to you guys? I know I just got my memories back, but I dunno. It seems kinda fundamental to me," Owen said.

"Well, we never really talked 'bout weeks befer now," Gahi said. "Weird. You'd think Nev would mention it ter Anam er somethin'. Say, that means y'guys don't know what a month is, either, eh?"

"A month!" Zena exclaimed. "I do not. Is that—two weeks?"

"No, that's a fortnight," Owen said.

"A fortnight…" Zena said. "Why so many terms? I don't understand. Wouldn't just tracking the moon and the seasons be enough?"

"I guess so, but maybe you want to do something that takes a certain number of days, and those days are longer than just a few, y'know? Say… ninety days. That's about a season, but it's hard to keep track all the way up to ninety, right?" Owen rubbed his chin. He grunted and repositioned himself to a sitting position, clutching his tail out of habit.

Elder smiled, but then looked at Rhys. He gave the Lucario an affectionate nudge. "Owen hasn't changed much," he said. "Though… he does seem more…"

"Subdued?" Rhys said.

Elder chuckled. "Mature, Rhys," he said. "He's still quite… chipper, regardless."

"Ah. Well. Being a Guardian tends to force you to grow up. He's quite overdue, don't you think?" Rhys said.

Owen was busy explaining to Zena and the others the idea of a month, or perhaps was more focused on ignoring being called a kid even now.

The group was relieved to know that something familiar to them—a year—still existed in this strange measurement.

"Where'd Nevren learn it all?" Amia said. "There are lots of Alakazam out there, but Nevren seems to know more than all of them combined."

"I dunno. But he's also a Hunter, so… I guess that means he had a lot of time to fill that brain of his with all those theories, y'know?"

"Heh." Manny looked off. "Real interestin' system."

Owen glanced at Manny. "What's wrong? You don't seem as interested…"

"Eh? Ahh, it's time, who cares," Manny shrugged. "Cool system, though."

"Hm…" Owen shrugged. "Well, if you guys think that's cool, wait until I tell you guys about calculus!"

It was at this moment that Mispy, Demitri, and Gahi checked out. Their expressions glossed over into empty stares in a matter of milliseconds.

Owen snorted. "It's not boring. Here, let me show you how you can use it, okay?"

Owen's eyes suggested a long and thorough explanation, but the thick silence in the room made him hesitate.

"I got rescued by a total loser," Jerry muttered.

"Am not!" Owen said defensively. "This is really important! You'll see! N-Nevren said that knowledge is power!"

"Owen uses big words," Enet mumbled, blinking herself awake.

"I'm with you there," said another voice.

Owen swiveled his head. "Star?"

"Yo." She waved, floating out from behind Zena. "Sorry, uh, I heard there was a get-together. Didn't wanna miss out. Asked Manny to summon me."

"Heh," Manny flicked a bit of dirt off his claw. The others gave little greetings to Star, nodding or saying hello, and the Mew took the time to mingle with all the others. Jerry eyed Star with narrowed eyes.

"Hey, is nobody gonna acknowledge this?" Jerry mumbled to Owen.

"Acknowledge what?"

"That's—that's Mew isn't it? Aren't they incredibly rare? That's Star?"

"Oh—y-yeah, she is. But we all kinda know her at this point, so… It's not like we're gonna revere her or anything."

"Wait. Revere? What kind of—which Mew is she?"

"She, uh… she's Creator Mew Star. The Great Ancestor? Uhh… I dunno what other titles she has."

Jerry stared at her again. "Shouldn't she be dead? Or do Mew not…?"

"She lives in the spirit world," Owen said. "Uh. I guess that's living."

"Oh—and you!" Star said, floating toward him. "Sorry—yes, I'm Mew Star. I'm sorry that this happened to you, Aerodactyl… Jerry, right?"

"Yeah."

"So, eh…" Manny spoke up, raising a paw, "what's up with the guy, Star?"

"Jerry? Yeah, uh…" Star crossed her arms pensively. The Mew hummed in thought and checked the base of Jerry's neck, where flesh was still partially melted into poison grime. "Basically, the poison in Dark Mist Swamp only affects Pokémon that Ghrelle considers… impure. It's kinda subjective, but if she senses that you're weak-willed, or someone prone to darkness in some way, you'll melt into the swamp. And if you're a little more upstanding… you'll not melt. Or if you're Mystic."

"W-wait, so Ghrelle really was judging us?" Owen said.

"What righ' does she have ter do that?" Gahi growled.

"What's a darkness?" Enet said, poking her chest. "I'm Dark."

"No, that's—no, Enet, it's more, uh…" Star puffed out a breath if confusion. "Wow, how do you explain this?"

"Hey, wait a second," Owen said. "Why didn't you let Rhys go, then? He's totally noble!"

"Owen, he used to try to kill Guardians," Star said. "Not exactly a sin you can wash away that easily. Especially in a Guardian's eyes, like Ghrelle."

Zena nodded.

"O-oh…" Owen said. He scanned the room, thinking about those that Star said wouldn't be good to meet Ghrelle. Manny and Willow were the other ones that Star had explicitly denied. He could understand Willow. She was a bit uppity, and that sort of attitude probably wouldn't bode well with Ghrelle. And Manny, well… perhaps he was too…

"What're you looking at?" Manny said, digging a claw in his left ear.

"N-nothing."

Manny looked at Owen for a bit longer, but then turned away. "I don't wanna talk about it."

"O-oh." So, Manny himself knew why. "Okay." Maybe it had to do with how he killed all those mutants, even if they were part of his Orb, now.

Star nodded. "To be honest, I'm not totally sure about Ghrelle's judgement. It's similar to Barky—er, to Arceus' philosophy, and since she's part of the Trinity, that kinda makes sense.

"Is Ghrelle super strong?" Enet asked.

"Hey, you're getting better at using your words, Enet," Star said. "Is your, uh, language therapy coming back to you?"

"Therapy…" Enet repeated. Owen practically smelled her brain working to find the definition. "Yes!"

"That's great, Enet. But yeah," Star said. "Ghrelle's tough. I don't know how strong she is because she doesn't fight in the traditional sense, but she's up there. It's just a feeling, you know?"

"So that means we only have the Dragon Guardian that we don't know about," Owen said. His tail swayed slowly behind him, and he adjusted his wings to get an itch on his back. "…Oh! How'd the Bug Guardian go?"

"Er, we are still pending on those results," Rhys said.

"She was cool," Mispy said.

"And we met us!" Demitri said. "That was cool! I think… To be honest, I'm starting to feel a little weird about it, but…"

"Back up," Owen said, holding his claws in the air. "You met yourselves? What?"

"Are you guys all just crazy?" Jerry asked.

Mispy glared down.

"Hey, Vines! Keep the healing going!" At this point, Jerry was a head and torso.

Mispy's eyes narrowed even more. "I'll eat you."

"E-eh…" Jerry looked away. "Whatever. How come this is taking so long, anyway?"

"Yeah, Mispy, is something wrong?" Owen asked, hoping to diffuse her anger. He wasn't sure if she was serious or not about turning Jerry into lunch. She ate plates.

Mispy inspected Jerry's torso, leaning over to get a better look at what was developing. She gently prodded at one of the organs.

"Hrk—what're you doing? Don't do that. That's weird. What are—"

Mispy adjusted another one, but then furrowed her scaly brow. "It's not…" she said, but then briefly stopped her healing. She watched his body slowly turn purple, melting away again. She quickly resumed the healing.

"Wh-whoa, whoa, what was that?! Why'd everything feel warm? Hello? I can't see past your stupid—Someone, tilt my head!"

"It's—it's okay," Mispy said, but then shook her head at the others. It wasn't okay.

"Ghrelle's influence is still there." Owen winced, looking helplessly at the others.

"Ghrelle," Elder said slowly. "Ooh, she is a scary one. Even if I may be pure enough for her swamp, I would not want to go there. The Trinity in general is quite… formidable. Her Mystic power must already be implanted within Jerry. It would take a lot of power to counter it."

"Power, huh…" Owen said, but then flicked his head upward. "Mispy!"

"Y-yes?" Mispy asked.

"Let's fuse!"

"Wh-what?!"

Gahi looked, for just a moment, betrayed. "What're yeh gettin' at?"

"If I fuse with Mispy, maybe I'll get a little Mystic power to enhance her natural healing abilities. What if those two things combined can counter Ghrelle?"

"Ahh, that may work, depending on how strong you are, Owen," Elder said. "Yes! Do try it."

"W-will your auras be stable enough?" Demitri asked, grabbing one of Mispy's vines, fiddling with it. "I—I mean…"

A few more of the vines wrapped around Demitri gently, one patting his head. Mispy then looked at Owen and nodded. "Let's try."

"Okay," Owen said, standing up. Mispy's many vines writhed and crawled toward Owen—he couldn't shake the unnerving image—and he stood there, awkwardly. He glanced around. "Can you guys, maybe… not stare?"

"Eh?" Manny smirked, but his eyes were a bit wide with interest. "No way, I wanna see this."

"I'm a bit curious as well," Zena admitted.

"What's wrong?" Enet asked.

"It's… it's personal…" Owen said.

Gahi glanced off. "Feh. It's just something we do. Just do it."

Alex turned around and closed his eyes. Amia smiled at Owen and did the same. Rhys turned his head, too, but the rest were too curious to not look.

Owen shifted awkwardly, but then wondered if his fire would make Mispy uncomfortable. Probably, especially if it had been a while—a long while—since they last fused in the first place. He decided to make things easier. His scales turned green and leafy, and the flame on his tail went out; in its place, a great, white flower sprouted. He wasn't sure what felt worse—everyone marveling at the flower, or everyone watching him fuse.

Demitri shifted his weight again. "Wait, so, can I fuse, too?"

"E-er, let's not have a three-part fusion just yet," Rhys said. "We should practice with two at a time first, before we push your auras further. Just in case."

"Oh—o-okay. Just him and Mispy, then…"

"It's fine," Mispy assured Demitri with a little nudge. Then, she wrapped a vine around Owen—who squeaked in surprise—and pulled him into her matrix of vines. His body was lost to it almost immediately, and after some shuffling, the creature's colors changed to a slightly darker green. The flower around her neck turned white, and wings—useless on her heavy body—sprouted. Two horns grew from the back of her skull, and the transformation was complete.

"Uh…" Demitri said slowly. "How're you guys, uh… feeling?"

The Meganium-Charizard fusion took a steady breath. Then, she exhaled. "…I feel… okay," she said. "That wasn't so bad."

"Nope. Stop." Jerry rolled his head. "What's wrong with you guys?" His voice steadily rose. "You guys just stand there and act like it's normal? What kind of nightmare is this?! I want out! Wake me up! Is this some kinda fever dream before I die? Get it over with! I'm done! You're all nuts!"

"You,"—the fusion picked Jerry up with a vine, wrapping it around his muzzle—"need to be quiet."

"Mnnfff…"

"Let me heal you." And so, she closed her eyes and concentrated, channeling both Mystic and healing energy through the quarter-Aerodactyl.

The spectacle over, everyone settled back down to chat amongst themselves. Willow scuttled toward a few of the vines and hopped onto the nearest one. "Um…"

"Willow?"

"What's… your name?"

"My name…"

"Yeah. Owen and Gahi made Gawen. So, Owen and Mispy make…?"

"Hmm…" As the first time they ever fused, they never really thought of a name for themselves. And the idea of thinking of names for all the possible combinations sounded tiring. Owen's half quickly calculated that if they were to find the names for all the fusions, they'd have to keep track of eleven different fusion names!

"I don't care," she eventually shrugged. "Too tiring."

"I'm gonna call you Omi!" Willow said.

"Oh," Omi said. "Okay."

"Do you not like it?" Zena asked.

"No, it's fine," Omi nodded. "I just… don't know if I'll use it a lot."

"Oh, is it because the Mispy half likes sticking to Demitri all the time?"

Omi and Demitri blushed. Gahi snorted and smirked. "Sounds about right. They're just doing this 'cause they gotta."

Jerry, resigned to his fate, tried to wiggle his wings. He was surprised when he actually got feedback, and he turned his head to see the bones and muscle being wrapped in skin and scales. "It's—it's actually working."

Amia clapped quietly, yet quickly. "Hey! We didn't have to go see Emily after all!"

"Emily, right. Who's she, some master healer?" Jerry asked, sitting up once he had a bottom to sit on.

"Um… yes!" Amia said.

"Could we see her anyway?" Zena asked. "Perhaps… just to be sure that Jerry is okay."

"Ohh, Zena, we should see if we can get Anam to spare an official Waypoint tile for there so we don't need to use our Badges," Amia said. "Hmm, speaking of Anam…"

"I'm kinda starting to get worried. Been a while since he heard anything from them. Did anybody try contacting them through a communicator?"

"Tried, but guess they don't have one on 'em," Manny reported.

Star flicked her tail. "Maybe we should fly over and see what's the holdup? Between his agitated spirits and how long he's been taking, I dunno…"

"Agitated spirits… Is that possible?" Amia said.

"Not usually," Star said. "Spirits are pretty happy following their host's desires most of the time. So, them acting up the way they are is… kinda strange to begin with. I…" she paused. "I dunno. Anyway, if everything's fine here, Jerry, how about we—"

"Wait," Jerry said. He turned completely so he was facing Star. "Before you go, can I ask something? To you. Mew. Are you…?"

"Oh, sure, shoot," Star said. "Am I what?"

"Book of Mew, right?" Jerry stared at Star.

"Sure."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I mean, it's written about me, I guess," Star shrugged noncommittally. "But if you're looking for some sort of spiritual lecture, I'm not that kinda girl."

"I don't need any stupid lectures, don't worry," Jerry said, and briefly, the god and mortal shared a smirk. But Jerry's faded first. "I just… wondered if there were any connections you had, you know, because of your role."

"Uh, yeah, that's true." She flicked her tail around and inspected the very tip. "Why d'you ask, Jer?"

Jerry's jaw locked in a tight, closed position. He remained that way for what felt like an eternity. Willow sparked a few times to break the otherwise total silence; Enet dozed off again. Amia gently held her chest, as if sensing something from Jerry; Omi felt it, too, both in Jerry's body from Owen's half and his aura from Mispy's half. He didn't want to feel it for long; the way Jerry's new body's heart was beating so frantically, it was like he was afraid of Star, or something that Star would say.

Star's eyes softened. "She's fine," she said. "And she wants you to stay strong."

Jerry's jaw finally unlocked. "Alright, then." He hadn't even paused after Star finished.

Owen's half never felt such a strange reaction from Jerry's breathing. Perhaps it was because he had lungs now, but the relief that she felt billowing out of that breath. "Jerry?" Omi asked.

"What?"

"…Nothing. Um—so how are you feeling?"

Tentatively, the Aerodactyl moved his wings. Then, he flicked his tail and stretched his legs. "Mrrgh, that's actually a lot better." He nodded at Omi and then stepped away. There was a flash of a glare in his eyes, and then he looked back at Star. "Stay strong, huh?" Then, he looked at Omi. "I want you to de-fuse again."

"U-uh?" Omi asked.

"Yeah. So, I can see that kid again."

"Kid? You mean me—er, Owen?" Owen, taking over, asked. "I'm not a kid, you know. I think I'm close to five hundred."

"Whatever. You don't act it. I want to fight you again, 'Zard."

"That's…" the fused behemoth laughed. "I just patched you up."

"Owen…" Star said warningly.

"What?" He glanced at Star with a half-smirk. He was trying to hide it, but he couldn't deny how sad it would be to just beat Jerry up all over again, just because he wanted to 'prove himself' against a Heart. A Mystic Heart, no less. Jerry was already defeated before when he was just a Charmander—sure, he had help from the others, but they were all sealed and weak back then. Now, he wants to fight him not only unleashed, but also as a Mystic?

"Yeah, and I want a rematch," Jerry said. "I was weaker from all the smog, and I was hungry, too. Actually, you know what? I need food. What kinda eats you have around here? You owe me that. For letting me get melted."

"Y-you did that to yourself!" Owen protested. "I—I mean, Ghrelle did, but—either way! That wasn't our—"

"Ohh, we can spare some food, dear," Amia sighed, clapping her hands together. "Come, Jerry. Why don't we talk this over some steamed fruits?"

"Fruits?" Jerry asked, wrinkling his snout. "Do these teeth look like they eat fruits? I'd rather go hunting again."

"Beggars can't be choosers," murmured Star.

Jerry stomped on the ground. "Look, I refuse to let that battle count! We're fighting for real, one on one! I don't lose in one on one fights—especially not to some weird little wannabe Dragon mutant!"

"Excuse me?!" Suddenly, the Charizard burst forth from the fusion, leaving a startled Meganium behind. "No, that's not fair. I can't help that. J-just because I'm Fire-Flying doesn't mean it's okay for you to just call me a—"

"Then you want to settle it in the field?" Jerry taunted. "C'mon, let's fight. One on one."

"Is this really necessary?" Rhys said impatiently.

"Yeah," Owen and Jerry both said.

Owen continued, "I don't want to have to beat you again after just healing you. Jerry, it's just…" Owen sighed, rubbing his forehead. "You're sorta out of your league."

Jerry snarled, looking between all the others. Some in the group were looking at Owen uncertainly, like they wanted to say something, yet didn't. Owen, sensing this, felt a bit of the wind under his wings leave him.

"…Y'know what," Star said, breaking the silence, "go for it. I think I want to see this, Owen."

The Charizard blinked rapidly. "A-are you sure? I—I'll destroy him."

"Oh, what makes you so sure?" Jerry said. "Just because you have some fancy-glowy-powers, you can beat someone like me, who lived in the rough all his life? Please. I don't care how strong you think you are; once I get to full strength, I'll win. I have something to prove."

Owen flinched, looking at Star, then at the others. "He can't be serious," he said, addressing the group at large. "Aren't we—just beyond mortals at this point, kinda?"

Daggers. Like an iron spike hitting him right at the side of his skill, Owen felt a glare from Star. His whole body felt frozen from it. He didn't expect that from her. "R-right?" He thought about Manny's lesson on Mysticism, and how it contributed to the normal strength imbued in all Pokémon. With how much he'd trained, Mystic-wise, and now that he was in his fully evolved form, Jerry wouldn't be able to do a thing!

"Yeah," Star said slowly. "I think you two should fight."

"S-Star?" Owen said. The only reason Star would be like this would be to prove him wrong. But it just didn't add up. There had to be some other reason.

"And none of that stupid Mystic-whatever business, either!" Jerry said.

"Th-that's not fair, then I can't use my full power, either!" Owen said.

"Yeah, that's not fair, Jerry," Star said, eyes closed. "Let Owen do his thing."

"S-Star, why does your voice sound like ice?"

"Hmm…" Alex hummed, but then nodded to Amia to get something for Jerry to eat. "I think I understand what Star is talking about."

"Dad?" Owen asked. The flame on his tail flickered, shrinking as if he'd gotten in trouble. "What are you talking about? You hate when I fight!"

"I do," Alex said, nodding. "But I would rather you fight in a controlled environment than get in trouble when it counts."

"What's that supposed to—" Owen looked back at Jerry, who was making mock-wingbeats, as if practicing one of his techniques. Could Jerry actually be strong enough to hurt him? But his attacks in the swamp were nothing!

"You know, hang on," Star said, holding up her arms. "Let me help. Jerry, you can eat after. I'll give you some energy to tie you over; that's just as good as eating. How's that?"

"Oh, a divine blessing from the Ancestor herself? Thanks, but no thanks. I want to beat this kid with my own power."

"Pride'll get you nowhere," Star said. "I'm not giving you any sort of boost. I'm just restoring you to good shape."

Owen gulped. Maybe he could back out if he worded something just right. "I, uh," he said, "I think, maybe this isn't super productive. Maybe we should…"

Star glanced over to Manny and jerked her head. The Lucario approached and held her shoulder. "We doin' it like this?"

"Just a little."

Star then held onto Jerry's shoulder and focused; Manny's paw glowed briefly, and Star's paws glowed next. Jerry's stance straightened considerably, and Manny hunched forward.

"Ugh, that didn' feel good," Manny said, rubbing at the spike on his chest.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Jerry said, beating his wings. A powerful shockwave of wind blew Owen's way, threatening to put out the fire of his tail. "I feel great!" He beat his wings a second time, and Owen had to hold his stance to keep from toppling over. "So, this is what it feels like to fight on a full stomach." He crouched down, wings spread. "Heh… well. Let's get this done, huh?" Jerry's eyes shined with something that Owen couldn't recognize. It wasn't the same desperate gleam of an outlaw trying to survive. Somehow, this new shine made the Charizard's heart seize.

A fire burned in Owen's chest, ready to battle. But—his instincts still haunted him, and he didn't much care for that elation he felt for the fight. He channeled that instead to Jerry's challenge. If he wanted a fight, he'd give it to him. Then he could put it all behind him, shake hands—well, wings—with Jerry, and move on with the real dangers.

But Star's glare worried him. He glanced at Amia, but she was too busy murmuring something to Alex. He then looked at Rhys, but he was walking with his eyes on the ground, pensive. He dared to look at Star one last time on the way to the sparring grounds.

Star gave him a sweet smile.






50. The Balance of Power


Chapter 45 – The Balance of Power

Everyone, aside from Anam, his spirits, and Nevren, was gathered around at the large, rocky cavern. The warmer air made it difficult for non-Fire Types to fight for long; Step, sensing this unfair advantage, breathed out a frosty cloud, cooling the room in a matter of seconds. Alex protested quietly and rubbed his cannons together. Most of the others consciously or unconsciously huddled a bit closer to him while the room's temperature averaged out.

It was here that Owen had trained as a Charizard fighting Manny; where he had lost against the Fighting Guardian. But Owen knew he would have won if he didn't hold back. He was just trying to control himself. That's why he lost. He was already past Manny, right? And Jerry would be no different, only this time, he was in total control. He had no reason to hold back. This battle would be over even faster than their encounter in Ghrelle's domain.

"Make sure he has a Reviver Seed!" Owen remembered.

"I don't need one," Jerry said.

"Oh, for the love of—yes, you do, Jerry!" Star said, rubbing her forehead. "And so does Owen! This stupid thing is for a purpose, not for killing each other! Now make sure you have one on you, and you know the rules from there, right?"

"Pfft, rules. I'm going by street rules," Jerry said, bouncing from foot to foot.

Manny tossed a seed to Owen; he caught it and slipped it into the bag tied around his shoulder. Amia ran over to Jerry and handed him a small bag as well, containing just the seed. Realizing that Jerry's wing-hands may struggle with working something and tying it around his neck, she helped and slipped it over his head. With that, the combatants were ready.

"So, are we really doing this?" Owen asked, looking at Star.

"Yes," Star said.

"Why?" He glanced at the others, who were sharing either Owen's confused expression, or Star's stoic eyes. In particular, he was unnerved that Rhys had his arms crossed, focused not on Owen or Jerry in particular, but the battlefield as a whole.

Owen then looked to Jerry. The way his heart beat, and the way his lungs inflated and deflated with such depth… Owen could only interpret that as a flame. A fire that he thought only those of his Type could get, but no. Jerry had a fire in his heart, too. He never felt it before; Jerry had felt cold, desperate, and hungry. But now? That must be it, Owen realized. They energized him, so now he's feeling better. Hmm… maybe I should be more careful after all, even if he's not Mystic.

It wouldn't be right to act haughty with Jerry anyway. He had a rough day. He thought back to how he had fought before—he often used Rock Blast. He wasn't sure how an Aerodactyl could know such a technique, but that didn't excuse the fact that it would be bad news for his normal form. He kept his Grassy self in mind, which would dull the blow, at least compared to his Fire-Flying default.

"And…" Star raised her tiny arm up, "begin!"

Owen beat his wings in the air, creating a flurry of pinpricks of Fire Traps in all directions. Jerry doubled back, recognizing the maneuver from their first encounter.

"Don't think you can get me with that again!" Jerry shouted. "I know your trick!" He opened his mouth and fired a set of rocks at the first one, detonating it. This caused a chain reaction, every single blast fizzling into a bright flash. Owen pushed through a gap in the explosions, mouth aflame, the back of his throat aglow. He blasted a jet of flames straight to Jerry. The Aerodactyl flew into the air, glancing at the ceiling to get a feel for how much room he had, and then dove down, straight for Owen with his jaw outstretched.

Owen couldn't help but roll his eyes. Despite his initial psyche-up to not get confident, he had to marvel at the one-track mind that Jerry had for battle. He shouldn't have expected much from an almost-ex-criminal, though.

With his Mystic power, evolved form, and unleashed aura—Jerry wouldn't stand a chance. The power behind Jerry's aura and his Crunch technique, no matter how much darkness was imbued in it, wouldn't get past Owen's natural aura shield. The Charizard grimaced at the thought. Was Star punishing Jerry with this fight? That seemed a bit cruel—he already had a hard life, and now Creator Mew herself was…?

So distracted by these idle thoughts, Owen forgot to bother guarding against the inconsequential approach of the outlaw. He could have created a Protect shield, but that seemed like overkill.

He held his arm out to block Jerry's assault. Owen prepared for when the Crunch attack would squeeze his arm, just like before, and do nothing. After that, he'd just counter with a point-blank Flamethrower, and end the—

The Aerodactyl's jaws crushed Owen's arm like a twig.

Alex and Amia both turned their heads away in unison. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all gasped. Willow sparked with surprise and hopped angrily on ADAM's head, declaring Jerry a cheater. Enet agreed, pointing an accusatory claw at the Aerodactyl, having also witnessed that same attack having no effect in the Dark Mist Swamp. She rushed to Amia and shook her for an answer, but the Gardevoir only winced and said to let the battle finish. Manny rubbed his forehead. Step, Valle, and ADAM watched without reacting.

Zena bit her lip worriedly. "Owen…" She glanced to her right. "Star… why are you doing this?"

Star didn't answer.

Mispy's vines glowed brightly, ready to heal him. Rhys placed a paw on her back and shook his head.

"But—"

"No," Rhys said. "They will be fine."

Owen's eyes bulged and he jerked his arm away, screaming in surprise and pain; the Aerodactyl beat his wings to daze Owen, gaining some distance.

Trembling, he held his broken arm, fractured in multiple sections—it was useless, but that didn't matter. He could fight without it. Blood trickled to the ground from deep gashes.

"H-how…?" Owen said. "I'm—I'm Mystic! I'm invincible to—!"

Jerry pointed a wing at Owen. "I don't care what you say about your so-called divine blessings. As long as you have a body, it can break!"

"Th-that's not how it works!" Owen said, flashing a look at Star. "Y-you! You—you gave him some—some sort of blessing!"

"I didn't," Star said. "I only restored him to be in fighting shape. Go on, Owen. You can sense if I'm lying. Feel my body language. Hm?"

Owen puffed. It was hard to concentrate when his arm was throbbing and stinging. But he tried, and Jerry waited.

"Yeah," Jerry said. He folded his wings to his side and shifted to his right leg. "I want to know if this strength really is mine."

Of course, she could be masking her lies. If they had no tell, then Owen couldn't know one way or the other. Nevren was like that. He could never get a good read off of him unless Nevren was relaxed. But Star was exhibiting some sort of emotion. And it wasn't that of deceit. In fact… Owen felt something else from Star. Tense jaws, her little paws clenching and unclenching. Her tail flicking, her ears twitching. And that stare she had, directed right at him. Star… was nervous. But it didn't seem to be because she was lying. In fact, when Star had said she didn't enhance Jerry, she felt a bit less nervous. Relieved that Jerry was putting up a fight?

"S-Star…?" Owen said. "I—I get it! I think I get it now!"

"Battle's not over." Star looked off.

Owen looked at Jerry again. The pain was fading; his Mystic power was patching up the wounds. Bones mended themselves, and flesh bound together. The blood had clotted up, and was no longer painting the rocks. But he still couldn't use it.

"Can we go on, now?" Jerry said. "It's time I finished this."

"A-as if!" Owen said, stepping back. He flexed his wings and flapped them in powerful, consecutive bursts, sending waves of compressed air toward his opponent. Jerry answered with a left hop, opening his mouth. He dodged the Air Slash while firing another volley of rocks from his throat. The first one hit Owen square in the chest—the rest missed.

"What an odd move for an Aerodactyl to know," Elder remarked.

Owen, winded, was trying to get his bearings.

"Rock Blast… They can't normally do such things."

"Yeah, pretty cool, huh?" Star said. "Not the best move, but it catches people by surprise. Apparently, his family line had it for generations. All the way back to the… you know."

Elder nodded. "I suppose you once gifted an ancestor of his with the technique, then?" he asked.

"That's probably it," Star nodded. "I was a bit of a rulebreaker… I mean, I made some of those rules, so I guess it's a little different…"

Elder gave Star a wry smile, and then looked at the fight. "You didn't have to do this to Owen, you know," he said. "You could have just told him. He's responsible."

"Maybe." Star used the end of her tail to clean out her left ear. "But this is payback." She moved on to the right ear.

"Payback," Elder repeated.

With a pop, Star pulled her tail out. "Yeah. For running off and acting stupid when I told him specifically not to, back when he first got the Orb."

Elder stared at Star. "Goodness. I thought Barky was the one to hold grudges."

Star's left eye twitched. "Don't make me start holding another."

"O-of course…"

Star huffed, brushing some perceived dust off of her arms. "Fine, here's the real answer: Owen's a mutant. And no matter how tame he is, he still has some mutant instincts growling in his head. Subconsciously, I dunno if anything but a fight will convince him that he's not invincible. And I don't want that happening when it counts. May as well get it over with now."

"Gnnnck…!" Owen clutched his chest when a second volley of rocks hit him. Some of the shattered pebbles knocked against his chin. Why wasn't this working? He was supposed to be able to dodge these attacks easily! He saw every attack coming. His body just couldn't react in time to the erratic firing.

"What, getting tired?" Jerry said. "C'mon! Where's that super-Mystic-power of yours?"

"I'm—I'm getting to that!" Owen hissed, putting most of his weight on his right leg. Now he knew why. His arm. It was still distracting his movements. Even though he could see every strike, and even though he knew exactly where he had to go to dodge—he just didn't have the speed or agility to execute it. It was the fight against Gahi all over again.

He had to get clever. And so, Owen closed his eyes, slowly… and focused. His body turned green again, and his scales became leaves, his flame a flower.

"There it is," Jerry said, a sick grin spreading across his face.

"Yeah, there it is." Owen glanced at Star. He still didn't understand. He was supposed to be completely beyond Jerry's league by now, wasn't he? Or… or was Jerry just always weak and starving, until just now? He thought about his fight against Manny, and then against Gahi, and then against other synthetic Pokémon. How different were they, in the end? How great was the gap in power? Why would—

"Stop daydreaming!" Jerry fired three rocks.

"Ngh—" Owen brought his wings forward and blocked the blast with a sturdy shield. Past his barrier, beyond sight, Owen sensed Jerry closing in. He opened his wings to the sight of the Aerodactyl flying straight toward him. His fangs were bared, and they were surrounded in an icy fog. Owen tried to move, but Jerry's momentum outpaced his acceleration. Jerry crunched down on Owen's other arm—but this time, something much worse than a few fractures coursed through Owen. A stinging, freezing, crushing force pierced his muscles and spread to his chest; the Ice Fang mixed with the blood and flesh and leaves of the Grass-Flying Pokémon's body.

Owen wailed and swung his frozen arm to get Jerry off, and he complied. He released his hold and flew back with the same dazing wingbeat. Then, Jerry rushed forward for a second time. Owen sensed it, and this time, had the reflexes and adrenaline to react. He opened his mouth wide and launched from his throat a sphere of green energy. Overconfident, Jerry couldn't stop his momentum in time, and the Energy Ball exploded on his chest. The explosion sent the Aerodactyl flying backward; he beat his wings frantically to regain some control in the air and skidded to a stop once he hit the ground again. A black, circular mark colored his chest.

"Got careless that time," he grunted. But he still had fight left in him. It looked like Owen did, too. But while there was fire in Jerry's eyes, it didn't take a special power for the Aerodactyl to see the fearful, frantic confusion in Owen's. Jerry brought his wing to his neck, gently stroking at the Pecha Scarf. He didn't feel any power coming from it, so that wasn't influencing his power, either. This was his… and it was shattering Owen's Thousand-Heart pride. And he loved that. "Let's finish this," Jerry said.

Owen slammed his tail on the rocks, sending shockwaves through the cave. Vines burst from the ground in huge, monstrous columns that dwarfed even Mispy's frenzy, writhing toward Jerry. The living fossil took off, weaving past the first two vines. Vine Trap, was it? They couldn't float in the air like Owen's Fire Trap. That made them easier to predict. More importantly, they were slower. Owen, knowing this, had to find some way to make them unavoidable regardless.

Jerry spotted one in the corner of his eye, threatening to stab him with its sharp tip. He banked hard to the right, earning just a graze. Then, he banked to the left, and then moved unpredictably to the right again. The vines flicked uncertainly, hitting where Jerry would have gone just a few seconds earlier, had he continued in that trajectory.

Jerry paused as if rather than a vine, an idea had struck him. He fired five Rock Blasts again, but this time, they went in totally random directions. Two went forward. One to the right. One straight up—and another diagonally down. The two that went toward Owen were the first to catch his opponent's attention. One hit the ground and shattered into tiny fragments; the other, Owen dodged. One hit Owen's rightmost vine, getting lodged inside. The remaining two shattered into countless tiny pieces.

Those many tiny pieces falling around them like rain—the many, many rocks. Owen's eyes were wide, vacant. Watching every single shard fall like it could do harm, analyzing where each one could go, how he could use them to his advantage. Accelerations toward the ground, velocities either toward or away from Owen. Owen couldn't stop. He could only stare and count and analyze, and he briefly forgot how to move. Owen's trance lasted for only a half-second. But that was all Jerry needed.

He spiraled down and twisted his body in a cork-screw. At the last minute, the claw at the edge of his wings tensed, and he spun until he could get a good angle. He wouldn't miss this one, so close. Aerial Ace would be Jerry's finishing blow. "Street rules," Jerry mumbled, twirling with his claws outstretched. He hit something; Owen felt something. But it happened so fast in the middle of his stupor that he didn't know where it had landed.

Jerry spun around and landed behind Owen, staring at the blood on his wings. He even caught a few of the leaves.

Owen staggered back, a sudden wetness all over his chest. Everything suddenly felt dark and blurry. His neck hurt. A lot. He stared down dumbly at the blood that spilled from his throat. It hurt doubly so with his current Typing—the sting propagated throughout his body. His vision faded—Jerry had struck something vital.

Owen didn't even have a moment to properly think. His legs crumpled beneath him and he fell to the ground, limp. The seed inside his bag flashed, washing him in a golden light. Owen's wounds healed, but the exhaustion of battle remained; he groaned, unable to roll over.

That was the signal to Jerry that he won. He puffed out a sigh of relief, and then looked at the others. "Okay," he said. "I guess he put up a good fight." He tapped at his chest, wincing. "Hey," he shouted, "Vines! Can ya give me a little healing!?"

Mispy glared so harshly that Jerry looked like he'd faint anyway. Gahi's arms were shaking with rage; Demitri looked like he was about to cry.

Amia and Alex rushed toward Owen to help him up; Star leisurely floated along with them. It was Rhys who ended up giving Jerry an Oran Berry to aid in his wounds. He gratefully chomped on the blue miracle, perhaps the one fruit he'd happily eat.

"Owen, Owen, dear," Amia said. "A-are you okay? Owen?" She pushed him.

"Wh-whuh… what… what happened?" He rubbed his left horn. Owen gathered enough strength to roll onto his back, grunting. "Ugh, my neck…" He still felt a phantom pain from the slash. His chest wasn't doing any better. Something blurry and pink floated in front of him—the see-through apparition of Star… She was coming closer, staring him right in the eyes, upside-down. "Star, I'm… I'm sorry. I didn't think I'd lose to—"

"Never," Star said, her tone lower and more venomous than he'd ever heard, "talk like you're above mortals. Don't even think that you can't be beaten by one. And do not assume that just because you're Mystic, you have the favor of divinity on your side."

"S-Star, I…!" Owen shook his head, but that only made him dizzier. "I didn't mean it like I was better than—"

"I don't care," Star said. "And you didn't care when you said it. You just assumed you were stronger. That Jerry couldn't beat you. You're better than that, Owen. You knew Jerry was weakened. Yet, here you are. Beaten and bruised, on the ground, after getting your chest cracked and throat slashed. You got beat by an outlaw, and he beat you all on his own. I didn't enhance him. That scarf he's wearing is a Pecha Scarf, and it only protects against Ghrelle. I doubt she was helping you in that fight. No. It was just you, and him. And you lost."

"S-so, what?!" Owen said defensively. "H-he—he had a Type advantage… Rocks… and then Ice Fang! How was I supposed to know that?"

"You're right," Star said. "Yet, look at how you were before. I saw that eyeroll."

It suddenly became a lot harder to look at Star directly.

"I think your memories coming back made you overestimate how strong you really are. Think of how badly that fight with Jerry would have gone if he wasn't weak—if he had the fire to pierce through your Mystic powers back at Dark Mist Swamp. Wouldn't have been very cool then, huh? Then you'd be injured, in the middle of the poison, with Ghrelle watching your overconfidence. What if she melted you then? Maybe Jerry would become the Grass Guardian next."

"I…" Owen said. "Why're you being like this? I don't… I don't get it, I'm just—I'm just trying my best…!"

"You aren't, Owen," Star said. "You're slipping. You're getting too cozy with your power. You think it makes you invincible? If these Orbs made you so strong, I wouldn't be worried about some test-tube experiments hunting the Guardians down. If your Mystic powers made you invincible, Cara and Forrest would still be alive. But they aren't."

Owen puffed. The phantom pain of the battle was fading. It was replaced with a knot in his gut.

"How'd Jerry beat me?" Owen said. "I'm still Mystic, and he couldn't have become that much stronger just from being revitalized."

Owen didn't expect Star to react with silence. He had been expecting another quick retort.

"To be honest," Star finally admitted, "I didn't think he'd beat you so soundly."

"Gee, thanks," Owen huffed. That was even worse than he'd been anticipating. He refused to look at Jerry, even though he could feel his proud grin.

"But I knew he'd've given you trouble. Because he's a lot like you, Owen. Resourceful, clever, that sort of fighter. And he's also got a Type advantage on you, no matter how you slice it." Star shook her head, sparing Jerry a small nod of approval. "But I think what gave him the win… was the light in his eyes, I guess. You saw it, too, right? The fire? He had something to prove."

"What, so Jerry won… not just because his energy was back, and he had a Type advantage… but also because… of his sheer will?"

"Yes."

Owen stared. "…Willpower doesn't… do anything, though. It'll motivate you to do a little better, but the body's the body."

Star smiled slightly. "Yeah. Normally."

Owen waited impatiently for the answer.

Star obliged. "Mystic Pokémon have some advantages." She raised her hands in a shrug. "They can warp reality to what they desire, in some small ways. Change their form." Star glanced at Manny. "Evolve and un-evolve." Star nodded at Willow. "And of course, strengthen their auras. And all the other little tricks that Mystic powers let you do, by nudging the world around you a certain way. But that doesn't apply just to the Mystic." She nodded at Jerry. "In battle, Pokémon draw from their auras and tap into divine energy. That's what makes their techniques possible—and their ability to survive them from others. Their offense and defense is enhanced by the aura. This all sounds familiar, right? Rhys' aura theory?"

"Y-yeah…"

"That was by my design. And when a Mystic is in battle, that Mysticism permeate the whole field, and that Mystic aura becomes a constant presence. If a mortal's aura fire burns bright enough, they can take advantage of that in battle, too. Because in the end…" The Mew trailed off, nodding. "Drawing from that divine energy is what all Pokémon do. Mystics just have a better connection. But since Pokémon do the same thing… their auras can draw from the Mystic atmosphere. Too. And that," Star said, "is how Jerry beat you."

Owen gulped, but then he brought his head down. He understood. Mystic Pokémon were powerful in a lot of ways, and he encountered so many others who dwarfed even his power. With how much he'd been training, and how honed his aura had become, he thought he was totally beyond the average Pokémon's power.

He looked down at his chest; there were still subtle stains from his own blood. "That's why the Synthetics, who aren't Mystic at all, can still give Guardians trouble."

Star nodded. "I need to remind you of that. Sorry that I made an example out of you, but… I felt it getting out of hand. This goes as a reminder to you as much as it does to everyone else. Don't forget, yeah? No matter how strong you are, and no matter how many defenses you think you have… The moment someone gets an upper hand? And you aren't ready for that? That's it." Star made a little flourish with her tiny hands, creating little, purple bubbles of Psychic energy. "You lost." The bubbles popped.


Anam's office was quiet except for the occasional sound of papers flipping and pages turning. Then, the dull noise of a pen scribbling away.

"Ah. That must be it," Nevren said, circling his findings. "Well. I should probably dispatch someone to rescue them." He placed the paper on one of the piles. "James does good work, Anam. It's a shame he can't help me right now."

"Nn… nngg…"

Anam was slumped against the wall, eyes wide, holding his head. The feelers that sprouted on the top of his skull were throbbing uncontrollably, overwhelmed by some invisible, internal sensation.

"Yes, yes, I understand you want to help, but that's not something I can allow at the moment, either."

"Get… get out… of my…" Anam said. "P-please… Nevren…" Gooey tears hit the ground. "I thought… you were…"

"Unfortunately, that isn't part of my plans," he said. "You need not worry, Anam. This is an uncomfortable transition, but you will grow used to it soon. However, I must be honest, it would have been a lot easier if you just accepted it outright. I shouldn't have been so reckless. I would have simply revised the moment… but given how close we already are, well. Eon is impatient. I'd rather not have him upset. This will do. I'm positively giddy that it is finally working." Nevren's tone remained neutral throughout, and turned another page, reading through the next report.

"All this time… I thought…" Anam said, but his eyes were becoming empty. Vacant.

"I don't want you to get the wrong idea," Nevren said, flipping a page. He didn't spare Anam a glance, far too invested in reading the report in front of him. "I genuinely value this town and this world. And I do value your outlook, Anam. The charisma you overflow with and the morale you provide to the town has been invaluable. There is no use in destroying what you have built, let alone take it over directly. But some things have to be done for the greater good. Sacrifices are necessary. With any luck, they will only be temporary. But it is better than our current trajectory, yes? Yes.."

"No…"

"Mm, I believe you mean yes, yes?"

"N… nn…" Anam's eyes stared at the floor. "Y… yes…"

"Very good, Anam. I'm proud of you."

"Thank you… Nevren…"

Nevren suddenly glanced up, and then glanced at a small badge at the bottom left corner of the table. The badge was a sapphire color, with a gray, dim circle in the center.

"Elite Heart Alakazam Nevren!" someone shouted, rushing into the office. Nevren didn't even glance up, but he knew it was a Golem. "Th-there's a sighting of another one of those mutated Pokémon! It's running wild in the—wh-what's going on?"

The Pokémon saw the scene before him—the Association Head slumped on the wall, and Nevren, standing there, without a care, with a disturbingly neutral, indifferent expression. "E-Elite Heart Alak—"

"There is nothing to worry about here," Nevren said with a casual wave of his hand. "You won't remember any of this. Let's just wipe that mind clean of the past few moments… ahh, there we go."

Golem stared dumbly ahead.

"Now, close your eyes," Nevren said, not even looking up.

Golem shut his eyes.

"You will turn around and walk. Your mission will be to gather two Elite Hearts to neutralize the mutant. If it is close to the village, there is no other choice. If it is far, try to subdue and relocate it to the Evergreen Prairie. I will handle it from there. Go on, now." Nevren shooed him away with a gentle flick, and the hypnotized Pokémon opened his eyes.

"Understood!" He was back to normal and didn't even look back.

Nevren returned to the report, circling another bullet point. "Modifying memories is so cumbersome," he murmured to himself. "At least I had practice when Owen ran through the town as a Grass Type." He shook his head. "Perhaps I could have done that better. Ahh, but how would I hide Anam? No. What I did was best for that one. He will forget. Ahh, Anam. How are you feeling?"

The Goodra was silent.

"Hm. This is a difficult rewrite. Oh, well. It's only a matter of time. Very persistent, Anam. But I already have you. There is no way to counter me at this point. It's a losing battle, yes?"

Suddenly, a black fog emerged behind Nevren. James burst from the shadows, ready to fire a feather-arrow directly into his back. But he didn't. His body was frozen. Nevren looked at his hand; the Petrify Orb in it evaporated. Shortly afterward, the sapphire badge at the corner of his table brightened; the gray circle became a bright blue.

"In another time," Nevren said, "that would have hurt quite a bit, James. I am surprised you still have a will of your own, with Anam in such a state." He put his pen down, finishing the final document of the day. He picked up his spoons and turned to address the frozen Decidueye directly. "But then again, your spirit realm has always been… curious. Spirits usually become like their vessels. You are nothing like Anam."

James' eyes were filled with the malice of a thousand vengeful spirits. Yet, he was immobile.

"I'm sure you know as well as anyone that the wills of spirits are strongly linked to the will of their host. And, to a much weaker extent, vice versa. Perhaps that is why Anam took so long to control… If I could go back far enough, I would have tried it all again with someone else, perhaps someone less powerful, but still useful. Still, orders are orders." Nevren held his arms up in a nonchalant shrug. "In the end, this is the payoff. How are you feeling, James?"

The Decidueye kept glaring, but now there was a flash of fear, and confusion, too.

"There is no need to be afraid, James. I have no intention of rewriting your personality, or even your sense of self, let alone Anam's. I am merely altering a few goals and desires. That is all. …Hm?" Nevren turned his attention to Anam again. He was standing up.

"Ah, Anam," Nevren said. "How are you doing?"

He shambled forward. Every heavy step left behind slime and black fog.

"Hm. Abnormal," Nevren commented, though he did not move.

The Goodra held his arms forward and grabbed Nevren by the neck.

"Very abnormal," Nevren said, feeling a light pressure against his throat. "This isn't Anam anymore, is it? Ahh…" Nevren stared into Anam's eyes. That was a different glow. This glare was something Anam wasn't capable of. How fascinating to finally meet her again. "I'm very sorry if this upsets you, Madeline."

"I… will… KILL… you…"

"I'm afraid that is no longer a choice on your part," Nevren said. Slime went down his neck, down his chest, and onto the floor. The Goodra's grip tightened. This possessed Pokémon could easily crush his neck, yet it never happened. Because that part of Anam's mind was already wiped away, replaced by an instinct to never harm Nevren. And so long as this spirit was a part of Anam, that instinct was part of her hard-wiring, too.

The fact that she was being so forceful was interesting. So interesting! The power of the spirit to defy their own design by sheer will alone. Extraordinary! This was truly the power of Mysticism, of divinity itself. Yet, it was still just a ripple against the inevitable. A small disturbance that faded into the expansive lake, into oblivion. Even now, her grip was fading.

"Why…?" Madeline asked. "Anam… trusted you…"

"He trusts quite a few people. In fact, it would not be much of a stretch that Anam trusts everybody. It was that trust that allowed him to acquire the Ghost Orb in the first place, was it not? Yes… an Orb too powerful to fight, acquired by a Goodra that knew only to befriend. It was that same openness that allowed me to slowly rewrite his subconscious mind. Quite underhanded, I know. But there is no need for honor when all that matters are the results. You may let go of me, now."

The Goodra instantly let go of Nevren's neck.

With a gentle Psychic blast, the slime flew off of his body. "After five hundred years of careful subconscious writing," Nevren continued, "and constant reworking and retrying, I believe we are ready. Quite a few of the pieces are in place. The prototypes are stabilized. Their leader has the Grass Orb. Over half of the Guardians are gathered in one place. Now, if only we could penetrate the Trinity…"

"Your sins… will never… wash away…!"

"Sins?" Nevren questioned. "What a fascinating term, Madeline. Anam speaks very fondly of—ahh, but you know that. Hm. Well. In any case, I believe you are nearly gone, now. I suppose I will give you the opportunity for your final words before the rewrite?"

The Goodra's eyes were becoming vacant again. His mouth opened once to say something, but only a little breath came out. Black fog surrounded his body, swimming restlessly in his slime like an infestation of bugs. Lumps of shadow-like matter danced beneath the surface of his amorphous form.

The words that came from Anam was in an amalgamation of the thousands of spirits within him. The voice was corrupted, every single one speaking over each other in a garbled cacophony, yet they all said the same thing. "I will… cast you… into… the void…"

Nevren wasn't expecting that, leaving him in a hesitant silence. "I see," Nevren said. "I hope you considered that a productive use of your thoughts."

And then, the Goodra fell back, asleep.

The office was quiet again. Nevren gently scratched at an itch on his chin. "…Ah! I forgot about you. I apologize." Nevren reached forward and tapped James on the forehead. The Decidueye blinked and shook his head, the effects of the Petrify Orb ending upon contact.

"What… happened? A-Anam?"

"Do you not remember? You were helping me with the daily reports. Anam mentally exhausted himself, slipped into the pool, and fell asleep."

"Hrmnh… I do not," James said. "I must have exhausted myself as well. That's… worrisome. Are the reports finished?"

"Yes! They are, certainly. Once Anam wakes up, you can return to the others. Until then, perhaps you can survey the building. It has been a while since we performed a status check on the general missions, considering the… Orb gathering."

"Hm, that is true," James said. "Very well. Thank you, Nevren, for your constant help."

"It is not a problem, James."

The Decidueye sank into the ground; the resulting fog trailed out of the office.

Anam quietly mumbled in his sleep. Nevren arranged the papers into a neat stack, leaving only the summary page at the very top. They had quite a few new assignments to take care of. The Alakazam sighed. Speaking of assignments, he just finished his longest one.

"Like a weight off my chest," Nevren remarked. After nearly five hundred years, it was over. Everything was falling together.

All he had to do now was wait for enough of them to be in one place.






51. Special Episode 4: Revise the Moment


Special Episode 4 - Revise the Moment

Rotwood Fen was a cursed place.

The ground was covered in a thin, patchy layer of dark grass. Surrounding this grass was black mud, fungus, and grime, cold to the touch. Rocks were covered in mold and moss, various shades of gray and bluish-black, or some strange mixture of both. Bug Pokémon hid beneath the largest boulders, in little pockets of air and dirt, seeking shelter from the many feral predators that roamed the woods.

The trees were sparsely populated. Each one was no more than a foot in diameter—flimsy things that had few leaves. The bark flaked away to the touch, and had a fuzzy, soft texture on the surface. It wouldn't take much to push one of these damp, decaying structures to the ground. The roots were gnarled and twisted through the dirt like tentacles. Some of the trees had scraggly, vine-like, yet wooden accents to the trunk that wrapped around the main bark like Tangela or the limbs of a Carnivine.

Two Pokémon walked through this dying forest. One was an Alakazam, holding his two spoons in one hand, and a strange, square device in another. The device had a minimalistic interface, with a few numbers in the top corner that slowly decreased as they moved, and a dot near the top of the screen that moved closer to the center.

The second Pokémon was huddled behind Nevren—a small Chikorita, nervously avoiding any of the trees. She saw herself in them, and what this forest could do to plants. Would she rot away in a place like this? If she wasn't careful, she'd end up becoming some wild Pokémon's next meal. And then what?

"D-Dad," she said.

"Yes, Mispy?" Nevren asked, looking back.

She gulped. "I—I don't… like this place."

"Ahh, I understand. Not to worry. As long as you are with me, we will be perfectly safe."

"Why couldn't Demitri…?"

"I only needed you, Mispy, for the purpose of healing," Nevren said. "The others are still training. You want to evolve, after all, yes? And healing is a great way to practice your special abilities."

"Mnn." Mispy sniffed. "It's scary…"

"I understand," Nevren said. "Granted, we are a small team. Just the two of us. And you're quite used to cooperating with the other three. But ever since you fused together and lost your minds, well—" Nevren realized too late that he'd slipped.

"H-huh?" Mispy's head jerked up. "What… what d...? I—I fused? What does…?! I don't remember… I don't…" Mispy's wide eyes became even wider. Her leaf trembled—memories came flooding back. "A… Aaaa…! AAAAAHH!"

Nevren dropped his spoons to the ground and slipped the now-free hand into the bag slung around his neck. He grabbed a small, blue device with a circular, bright emblem in the middle, and clicked on the center button.

The world was dark for less than a blink. And then, the world returned to normal. Nevren was walking forward. Mispy was walking behind him. Nevren scanned his location and made sure to not lose his rhythmic steps. The tree that they had passed moments ago was ahead of him again.

"D-Dad," Mispy spoke up.

"Yes, Mispy?" Nevren asked, looking back at the Chikorita.

She gulped. "I—I don't… like this place."

"Ahh, I understand," Nevren said. "Not to worry. As long as you are with me, we will be perfectly safe." Nevren didn't pause this time. "I imagine you want Demitri and the others here, but they're still training. Your healing will be invaluable on this outing."

"Oh," Mispy said. "O-okay…"

Nevren nodded. "Very good, then. Let's continue."

They continued their walk through Rotwood. The trees were starting to get a bit denser, but they were no less rotten. The sky was darkening rapidly, and Nevren suddenly stopped his walking when he sensed a change in the atmosphere. "Mispy," he said, "you should stay close to me, yes?"

"H-huh?"

Nevren turned around. Just as he thought. Behind him was a great expanse of repeating trees and mossy rocks. Not the same trees that they had just passed. The entire world around them had shifted and changed, and he could already feel the mystical effects take place through his body.

"We entered a distortion. It seems that we can only advance to our destination by completing it."

"Distortion? But…!"

"There is no need to worry." Nevren raised a spoon. "Remember. The greatest danger of a distortion is getting lost. The next greatest danger is being defeated in one, losing contact with the rest of your team." He inspected the distortion. "It seems that the Divine Dragon already blessed this place, since it seems to have its typical, labyrinthine arrangement instead of something more unpredictable. That's a good start." He turned and advanced through the paths. "Being defeated in a distortion, or rather, a Dungeon, will cause you to be rejected from it. You will be away from whatever danger caused you those injuries, but anything that you brought with you, now belongs to the Dungeon. But, more concerning—" he looked back, "—is that you will still be weak. Assuming you do not succumb to the strain to begin with, many predators live at the entrance to Dungeons for this reason, preying on the defeated. While you escaped your captor, what happens afterward is… less than desirable. You must be careful to not fall victim to these opportunistic inhabitants."

Mispy sniffed, but suddenly stopped. "L-let's go back," she said. "I—I don't…! I don't want to—" She sniffled again. "Die…! B-be… eaten…!" Her red eyes filled with tears.

"There's no need to cry," Nevren said. "Come. There is no way out of a Dungeon once you enter it, but to go forward. Perhaps it won't be very long."

With Nevren's back turned toward Mispy, he continued. Mispy timidly followed in a light gallop, trying to keep up. She tripped over a root and squeaked in surprise. Nevren stopped again. "Mispy, you shouldn't—"

When Nevren turned around, he spotted a small tree moving. No, not a tree. Between gaps in its wooden armor was a black mass that made up its core; false leaves covered its large hands and head, and a single, great, red eye stared Mispy down. At first, Nevren thought it was a Trevenant, but something was different about it. No, that was just his eyes playing tricks on him. Surely it was just some feral Trevenant.

With a single strike, dark claws slashed through Mispy's body, tearing her plant-like flesh, straight to the bone. She cried out and collapsed, and a second claw through her back finished it. Her mangled body disappeared from the Dungeon.

Nevren stared dumbly. He didn't have time to react. A second Shadow Claw went right along his chest—a splitting, yet numbing pain coursed through him. He saw red gush from his body, and the second Shadow Claw going straight for his skull. The shadowy fog wasn't the normal Ghostly sort. It felt worse.

The next thing he knew, Nevren was lying on the ground, a horrible pain gnawing at his chest. He must have been rejected from the Dungeon, but—he was too weak to move. His head felt light. But he forced himself to open his eyes. He saw a swift motion against his chest—a Mightyena, with its black fur and sharp teeth, was tearing away at him. He couldn't gasp. His lungs were filled with blood—and the realization of what was happening doubled his pain. His arm twitched, and he attempted a reflexive Psychic attack on the Pokémon. Nothing. He should have expected as much. He turned his head, searching for Mispy. She'd be here, too. The Mightyena crunched down; a gurgling gasp escaped Nevren's throat.

His vision was blurry, but he saw something green and red crumpled up a few paces away, motionless. More dark shapes surrounded this figure, shuffling around.

"Distortion? But…!"

Nevren jolted where he stood, losing his rhythm. He blinked a few times and held his chest. Nothing. He looked around to gather his surroundings. He had just entered the Dungeon. Mispy was behind him. His heart rate picked up, and he slowly clenched his fist. One breath was all he needed to steady himself.

"There is no need to worry," Nevren said, remembering his own words. "Remember. The greatest danger of a distortion, that is, a Dungeon, is getting lost. And—" Nevren hesitated. "For that reason, you should stay close to me. Understood?"

"Y-yes! Okay," Mispy said, trailing off.

"For example," Nevren said, and then his eyes flashed with energy at a nearby tree. It screeched and wailed; its body twisted into a spiral, splitting apart at the wood. And then, it vanished from view. Unsettlingly, more of that black mist remained where it had once been. Was that a wraith? But this place is blessed… Isn't it?

"That was a Trevenant," Nevren lied. "Quite territorial, if I had to guess. But it can't hurt us anymore."

"Oh…!" Mispy beamed. "Dad! You're," she paused to find the right words, "so cool!"

Nevren chuckled. "Come, Mispy. Let me hold you for this Dungeon."

She happily complied, jumping into his arms. The Alakazam made sure that she was in one piece, the blurry vision of her mangled body still fresh in his mind. Nevren held her a bit tighter.

He looked into his bag, staring at the cyan device. The dot in the middle was gray, and he slowed down, scanning his surroundings. It was still the same, dreary atmosphere of endless, repeating walls of gray mud and black trees. He stopped walking, and Mispy looked up at him, confused.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

Nevren stared at the device. A few seconds passed, and the gray dot brightened again. "Nothing," he said. "I was just waiting for my device to start again. It helps with Dungeons. A bit of a good luck charm."

"Oh!" Mispy nodded. "Okay."

Nevren gently inspected that cyan device again.

Mispy shifted uncomfortably in his hold and leaned against his left arm. "Weird."

"Hm? What was that?"

"Dream," she said slowly.

"A dream? Of what?"

Mispy trembled, shaking her head. "S-scary."

Nevren looked down at Mispy briefly, then at his device. Then, back at Mispy. He gently rubbed at her head, wrapping his fingers around the base of the leaf atop her skull. "There's nothing to worry about, Mispy," he said, and sent a subtle, weak energy into her. "Now, what were you talking about?"

"Hm?" Mispy asked, looking up. "Talking about what?"

"You were dreaming. Do you remember?"

"Dreaming?"

"Ah. I must have misheard." Nevren nodded. He looked forward again. "Ah, look, Mispy. Do you see that?"

It was subtle, but the passageway ahead of them had an odd distortion of light through it, like thick, rippling water. Unless one was paying close attention, it would go completely unnoticed. It took Mispy twenty seconds to see what he was talking about.

"Oh! Water? In the air?"

"Not quite. That is a passageway into the next section of the Dungeon. Watch." He stepped into the distortion. The world around them blurred, and the trees rearranged themselves in a blink.

He was also surrounded by five Pokémon in a small, cramped space. Mispy yelped in surprise and flailed helplessly in Nevren's arms; he couldn't react in time and felt another rotten claw slash through his spine. He lost feeling in his legs instantly. He immediately searched for the device to try again, but then saw a sphere of black energy hurtling toward him. He raised his arm reflexively to block it. It seemed like Shadow Ball, but the way it reacted to his body was anything but. Almost instantly, the black energy exploded, the mist sealed inside wrapping around his arm. It infested it down to the very marrow, rotting it from the inside-out. He hissed and tried to use it to grab his device again, but the Shadow Ball did its work perfectly—he couldn't use that arm if he tried. He desperately used his other arm, dropping his spoons and Mispy in the process. She squeaked, and he hit the button.

Nevren stood still, staring at the passageway. The little distortion in space beckoned for him to enter. He steadied his breath and looked down at Mispy; she was squinting at the oddly refracted light.

"Oh! Water? In the air?"

"Not quite," Nevren said. "That is a passageway into the next section of the distortion. However." He closed his eyes. "I am having a, hrm, Psychic premonition about this passageway. We need to be ready for anything, Mispy. I would like you to prepare yourself. Once we pass through, I want you to perform two of your techniques, yes? A Reflect, and then a Light Screen. I will handle the rest."

Mispy whined, nuzzling against Nevren's chest.

"It will be fine. I will protect you if you protect me."

They stepped through. Instantly, Mispy waved her leaf in the air, making a psychic barrier around the two of them; Nevren deftly stepped forward and spun around, twisting the air around the Pokémon that intended to claw him in the back. It was turned to ghostly wood chips. Mispy waved her leaf again, screaming; a second barrier reinforced the first, significantly weakening the explosive wad of darkness that hit Nevren on his back.

He felt the rotting pain, but he could work it off. He turned around and warped the air again, splintering that one next. The three remaining Pokémon rushed at him, tree root legs flailing against the dirt. They left angry gashes wherever they moved. Nevren had to improvise. He focused and held Mispy tight. With a wash of psychic light, the two of them vanished, reappearing inconveniently only a few paces from where he had started.

"Ngh—just my luck, I suppose," Nevren said. But it bought Mispy enough channel a warm, healing energy to Nevren, ridding him of the injury on his back. Rejuvenated, he dispatched of the third Pokémon next, leaving just two more to deal with. Mispy puffed out her cheeks at the aggressors.

"M-my turn!" she said, and her leaf lit up. A powerful beam of light—even in the dim sunlight that this cursed forest provided—seared through one of the remaining Pokémon, completely incinerating it. It died so quickly that the Dungeon didn't even eject its carcass. The remaining wilds stared at the smoldering mass before them. Flaming pieces of wood crackled on the dirt, becoming one with the ash. The remaining one turned around and fled.

"Kill it," Mispy hissed.

"If you wish," Nevren said, and held his arm forward. In a twisted sense of revenge, Nevren generated a similar ball of rotting energy from his palm, chasing the final Trevanant. The black sphere engulfed it, and Nevren watched its body darken with a scream. The Ghostly blast split its wooden body apart with surprising ease. Within, the black mass remained for longer than its armor, but it was too badly damaged. The wraith evaporated.

Mispy huffed. "Evil."

"Territorial is more accurate. But perhaps it is for the best," Nevren said. "That one may have requested backup from others like it. We couldn't allow that. Now." Nevren checked his bag. The button was alight. "That was very good, Mispy. Let's continue."

Nevren had to be careful. He checked at his device again. They had two close calls and one verbal slip-up already. He was beginning to suspect he was getting reckless. It was tiresome, trying again and again. But he had a feeling that he was going to have to use that button quite a lot more once they got through this perilous, dreary place. Particularly if there are wraiths here. Why here? The Divine Dragon should have been right at the core of this place, if what Hecto said was true.

Mispy's leaf twitched, brushing against his chest

"Are you okay, Mispy?" Nevren asked. "Do you see any strange auras? Your sense is quite a bit stronger than mine."

"Mn, no," Mispy said. "It's… hard."

"Yes, Dungeons tend to do that," he said. "With the warping of space and time within these fields, well, even your sense of aura is going to be somewhat distorted. Particularly beyond each section." He pointed at the next distortion. "Get ready, Mispy. The same as before, just in case, yes?"

"Do you have a… premonition?"

"Not this time, but it doesn't hurt to be careful."

He passed through the section barrier and then quickly turned around. Nobody. He checked behind him again, where he had been facing. Nobody. But he still refused to move, listening for any sign of movement, any marking of an ambush waiting to happen. But, there was nothing. Mispy couldn't detect anything, either.

He sighed slowly. "Very good. As I expected, there is nothing here to worry about, Mispy. We will continue."

To their fortune, the worst of the Dungeon was actually near the beginning, where they had been ambushed and killed—though only Nevren remembered. He held Mispy a bit tighter again, pressing her back against his chest.

Mispy tilted her head up, tapping her leaf against his neck. "It's okay."

"A-ah? Ah. Yes, I'm just fine, Mispy." He looked down. "Be on your guard. There could be an ambush around any corner in a place like this. The ferals are quite territorial, it seems." He eyed a suspicious tree. Hoping to conserve his energy for more important battles, he held his hand out and said, "Close your eyes, Mispy."

She obeyed immediately, and a bright, blinding flash of light pounded into the tree. A strange force accompanied it, like little pinpricks of needles—the tree shrieked and twisted in agony, crumpling to the ground. But he held back to verify something. After the tree's armor was split apart, what was left behind was a black, angry, featureless blob that radiated a strange, black mist "Hmph, of course," he said. He twisted it with a Psychic, destroying it completely. That confirms it. This place is infested with wraiths.

Mispy blinked a few times, adjusting to the residual light. "Dazzling…?"

"Yes. It's quite handy, don't you agree?"

"How'd you know?"

"Perhaps I was a bit paranoid. I don't trust the trees here any longer." He continued through the corridors, noting that the mud of the Rotwood Fen was getting simultaneously thinner and deeper. They were nearing marshlands of some kind.

"And how are you feeling?" Nevren asked.

"I'm… okay."

"Very good."

Between the thickening black fog, the darkening sky, and the general distortions that accompanied such an exploration, Nevren had no idea how much time had actually passed since his entry into the Rotwood Fen Dungeon. He did know, however, that Mispy had fallen asleep in his arms after a few more segments, and he did his best to fight the remaining Pokémon quietly. Every so often, she was startled awake by a shriek, and Nevren had to make a second attempt at the same moment a few times the further he went. The worst was when a Haunter had paralyzed him from behind with a single brush of its tongue, and he could only watch helplessly as it dug its claws into him afterward. That one wasn't even a wraith; that was indeed just a feral. He was glad only he would remember the mishaps.

Frankly, he couldn't wait until this was over, but he still had a small section left to go. He saw, far ahead, the powerful distortion associated with a Dungeon's end. And it was in this final section that Nevren stopped his walking, and instead started sloshing through the ground. The water, by now, was waist-deep for the Alakazam, and Mispy migrated from his arms to the top of his head, wrapping her vines around his chest to stay secure.

"Bad," Mispy said softly.

"Yes, quite bad," Nevren said. "I do hope there isn't anything crawling through this water. It's quite murky. I may need to bathe for an entire day."

Mispy hummed, pressing her cheek against Nevren's mustache.

"Ah, Mispy. I do have a bit of an injury near my shoulder from that Haunter's strike. Would you mind?"

"Oh—okay." Mispy closed her eyes, channeling a bit of healing energy into him.

The pain eased itself away. Bruises faded, and only a dull tingling remained. He sighed softly. "Very good."

But that didn't rid them of the ominous fog that polluted the atmosphere. It obscured their vision; there was no escaping its omnipresence. Mispy moaned quietly and covered her face with her leaf, coughing into it. But it wasn't smoke, and her breathing didn't push the fog away. It was a strange, ethereal vapor that didn't follow the wind. It merely floated around them, sinking into and through their skin, through their very auras.

"Ngh. This is certainly the work of the Ghost Orb," said Nevren to himself. "Mispy, do not worry. The smoke may feel strange, but it will not suffocate you. It is… This is something else."

Nevren stared at his hand worriedly. It wouldn't suffocate them, but he could feel something influencing his body. His hand was darkening. Patches along his arm looked like what had happened when that Shadow Ball hit it. Something occurred to him and he immediately reached up for Mispy, pulling her down.

"Dad?" Mispy asked. Her voice was labored and slow.

Mispy was green as ever. Her leaf seemed a bit wilted, and her eyes were lethargic. But then he saw it—little patches of rot along her right side, first. And then her left.

"Mispy, you must focus," Nevren said.

"Huh?" Mispy said weakly.

"Focus, Mispy," Nevren said. "Your healing aura. You must use it on both of us. Mispy? Mispy?" He shook her lightly. Her head bobbed limply.

Nevren tasted something metallic. He brought a hand up to his mouth, but then jerked it away. His hand was black and brown. He didn't even feel it. The skin was falling off. He spat—blood. He looked at Mispy again. Her eyes stared forward without aim.

Nevren dropped the dead Chikorita into the muck and dug into his bag. He slammed a rotten finger on the cyan button.

"Ngh—" Nevren stopped walking. Mispy squeaked, tipping forward atop his head.

"D-Dad?" Mispy asked.

"Ah—I'm sorry, Mispy. I had a horrible premonition," Nevren said. "You must use your healing aura at all times from here on. Is that understood?"

"All the time?" Mispy said with a whine.

"Yes. Can you do this?"

Mispy grumbled tiredly, but nodded. "Okay."

Nevren glanced at his arm. The black patches were already forming. But then he felt the energy radiate from Mispy, coursing through him. The patches faded.

He sighed. "That's very good, Mispy. Keep this up while we go through this area. This fog is not normal. It's made of some strange, rotting energy. We must be careful when we approach, as it will only get thicker. Warn me if your energy is weakening."

The wraiths did something similar, but the Ghost Orb was enhancing it somehow. Could that be it?

"Okay."

They continued. Nevren attempted to float above the muck, but his Psychic powers were being suppressed by the fog, too. He had to go on foot. His bag dragged behind him, but he made sure that nothing emptied from it—particularly, his device. If he could just revise the moment, he'd be fine. He just hoped that a moment was enough time.

They continued through. The fog thickened significantly. Nevren could barely see a few paces in front of him, and Mispy was starting to grow nervous. "Wh-what's that?" she asked, strained.

"The end of the Dungeon. We're quite close. Do you see that distortion? It's a bit different than the others, because the other side is clearer, and the ripples are a bit stronger. That is the indicator that we are at the end of the Dungeon—or, perhaps," Nevren trailed off. "Alternatively, it could simply be a pocket between the Dungeons' sections. If that's the case…" He sighed. "Then perhaps this will be more difficult than I thought."

Nevren made a few strong steps to escape from the pond. The mud sloshed behind him, and his bag bumped heavily against his back. That bag was going to be burned when they got out of this place. He didn't want to look down to know the condition of his mustache, but its newfound weight told the whole story.

He passed through the distortion of light, and Mispy's heart sank.

"No," Mispy moaned.

It was a clearing that lacked trees except for a single one in the middle. The clearing itself had a rippling bubble around it. Trees were beyond this barrier on all sides, but Nevren knew those were nothing but a backdrop as far as they were concerned. This small pocket of stability was no more than twenty paces across.

"Yes, indeed," Nevren said. "Unfortunately, this is only a pocket. There is perhaps one more part of this Dungeon to go through." He sighed to himself, gently rubbing at the stem of Mispy's leaf. "A shame. But we can at least rest." He looked around. "The fog is weak here. You may relax your healing and recover."

Mispy sighed and collapsed; Nevren caught her gently and leaned against the centerpiece of this stable zone, a large tree—after checking that it wasn't another wraith. There, she pressed softly against his chest again.

Nevren took the time to clean the left half of his mustache first. Psychic waves squeezed at it, cleaning as much of the cursed mud off as he could. Then, he moved on to the left, until he was satisfied enough with its shade. It was browner than he would have liked. He then tried, to no avail, to clean his bag with the same methods. Unfortunately, the mud was deep inside its fibers. It wasn't coming out. Lost cause.

Mispy tilted her head up. "Why are we here?" she finally asked, as if this question had been eating at her the whole way.

"For the Ghost vessel," said Nevren.

"The… what?"

Nevren nodded. "The Ghost vessel. A few days ago, Hecto gave word that this cursed place was visited by a Goodra and a team of other Pokémon. This is actually a very important Goodra, and we feared that he might not have even made it through the whole way. This happens quite often, and we rarely see anybody return upon entering. The Goodra went in with an entire squad… so I wonder what their fates were."

"That Goodra never returned, indeed, but Hecto was able to observe that the Ghost Orb itself had been claimed, somehow. This Dungeon had become blessed. Incredible! I do not know what special talent this Goodra has beyond being a Divine Dragon, but it was enough to tame the Orb. That being said…" He eyed the surrounding area. "I can't quite say the same thing about the surrounding area. It is still plagued by the rotting aura."

"Mm," Mispy trailed off. "Rot…"

"Yes. But it's safe here, at least." He dug through his bag and pulled out an apple, inspecting it carefully. It seemed slightly rotten on one side; with a precise, psychic motion, the apple split, and he discarded the blackened half. "Here," he said, offering the half to Mispy.

She gratefully took it, chomping ravenously. Nevren dug through the bag and pulled out a few berries. Most seemed rotten, and he had to discard them, but a few were miraculously preserved. "Here you go, as well."

"Don't you," Mispy said between bites, "need to eat, too?"

"Ah, I will last," Nevren said.

Mispy paused if only to ask another question. "Star's… blessing?"

"Well, it doesn't make it so I don't have to eat at all," he said, "but, I shall last, yes." Just then, his stomach let out a horrible rumble, and he was tempted to revise that moment to spare himself the biological contradiction.

Mispy giggled, finishing the second berry. She then brought a vine over the final berry and offered it back to Nevren—a simple Oran Berry to fill his stomach, at least a small amount.

"Ah, there's really no need," he said, pushing the vine away gently. "You need the healing energy more than I do."

"I'm full," Mispy said.

"I know when you're lying."

"Just eat," Mispy said, tossing it to him.

He caught it in his spoon, sighing. "Very well." He flicked the spoon upward, tossing the berry right into his mouth with precise aim. He relished the taste, breathing a small sigh through his nostrils.

Mispy giggled again, butting her head against his side. "Thank you."

Nevren looked at Mispy, puzzled. "Hm? For what?"

Mispy looked up at his star-shaped face, tilting her head. "I don't know."

"Hm." Nevren looked past a gap in the dead trees. "Well. Thank you, as well."

Mispy unsheathed her vines again, fiddling with them to pass the time. Nevren could tell that she was feeling better, but he gave her a bit more time to relax in this moment of calm. Then, she looked up at him again, and Nevren readied himself for her next question.

"How come we're here? For the Ghost Orb?"

"The Ghost Orb? Well. Up until now, it was the only Orb that we were aware of. And we need to gather those Orbs together, yes? For Star's sake."

"Mm," Mispy nodded, though she still seemed confused.

"Is something wrong?" Nevren asked.

"How come… Star can't get them?" Mispy asked.

"Ahh, that is the question, isn't it?" he said. "A number of factors prevent Star from gathering these herself. The first being that she simply isn't strong enough."

"S-Star? Not strong?"

Nevren shook his head. "She has power, but she doesn't have the will to use it. She is a divine entity, Mispy. They operate in a slightly different way than we do, when it comes to their ability to unleash their power. And that power is limited further when they take on a physical form."

"Oh," Mispy said. "Physical. As in…"

"As in, with a body, in the world we live in. Star is alive in a literal sense. By Arceus' own design, gods cannot overpower mortals when in their own domain so easily. She is strong, but perhaps not strong enough to take this on." He waved his arm ahead at the fog of rot that seeped from the distorted light. "So, physically obtaining the Orbs is something she is not able to do. So, why not attempt to claim it from the spirit world?"

"Spirit?"

Nevren nodded. "The Orbs have a corresponding Core within the spirit world. They are a connection between the world of the living and the edge of the world of the dead."

Mispy's vacant eyes suggested she understood about half of what he said.

Nevren hid a pang of irritation. "That is to say," he went on, "It is a special realm, adjacent to the spirit world. Like a neighbor of the real world. A place between our world and the next. What little divine energy is within them is enough to go just far enough to make that connection."

"Divine energy," Mispy repeated, humming. "Weird."

"Very weird, yes."

"What is it?"

"Ah," Nevren said. "Well. They are fragments of Arceus' original, full power. When reality was created by his thousand arms, Arceus possessed full dominion and power over it. Early on, he created the upper pantheon—including Star. There's something special about Star, and I'm not quite sure what it is, but he values her above all else. And she was likely the creative force behind, well, nearly all the species common to our lives." Nevren looked up. "By my current educated guess, each of these Orbs contain twenty of those arms that Barky once used to shape the universe."

"Twenty?" Mispy said, poking little holes in the mud with her tiny claws to count. "Grass… Fire… Water… Ghost…" she listed quietly.

Nevren smiled slightly. "There are just under 400 of Arceus' original, divine hands within the Orbs in total. Just over a third. Star possesses a little less than a third, and Arceus retains the rest. And..." Nevren held out his hand, palm toward the sky. A single, thin filament of white light emerged, swaying in the air to invisible currents, "I, as well as the other Divine Dragons, possess a single one."

Mispy stared at this filament, wide-eyed. "Wow," she said in a soft whisper. She brought a vine out and tentatively prodded it. It felt like nothing, yet she could still feel its presence. It felt warm, but not to her body. "But, if you have one, and the Goodra has more…"

Nevren shook his head. "It's not quite that simple. More of these does not mean more power. Not directly."

Mispy tilted her head.

"In fact, in a small sense, every creature has a small amount of this same divine influence in them. Consider it the original blessing of Arceus, passed onto the rest of the world. The aura, and the enhancements they provide to the body, and the many techniques that Pokémon can learn." Nevren stroked his mustache thoughtfully. "Yes, that ties all to the aura. Possessing a Hand merely gives you a bit more of that influence, and lets you expand it further, warping and seizing reality just a bit more firmly."

"Reality?" Mispy said.

"Hmm," Nevren considered this. "Essentially, it makes it easier for you to change the world, at least in a small sense. For example, with a bit of focus…" Nevren stared carefully at a rock. He reached out and picked it up, and then gently tossed it. He held his hand out and squinted, and the rock stopped falling, frozen in time. And then, after a second of that freeze, it resumed its fall. "Things like that can be done. I have been imbuing some of that divine energy into the technology I make. Delayed teleportation is another. I hope to imbue that power in little items, perhaps badges, or buttons, that one can carry around for emergencies…"

Mispy yawned. "Okay."

"A-ah, is this boring you?" Nevren asked.

"No, um, I just know."

Indeed, this was the third time that Nevren had talked about his badges and his theories. He hoped that Mispy was at least slightly interested in how he was able to do it.

"In—in any case, divine energy is infinite in supply, but finite in output. You need to build it up in order to utilize it properly, and even then, you must practice in how rapidly it can be released, and how much you can store. More Hands simply means you can generate more of that power at a faster rate, to an extent."

"Power to… change reality."

"Yes," Nevren said. "To an extent. I do wish I had a few more Hands at my disposal. With enough power, you can consistently ignore gravity, and enhance your attacks considerably, to name a few techniques, and your sphere of influence expands quite a bit as well. The most immediate example being," he pointed at the fog, "this rotting smoke. It is certainly the influence of the Ghost Orb's reality-warping properties, honed and mastered for, perhaps, centuries."

Mispy stared uneasily at the black mist. What a horrible place. She should have been home, eating food and sleeping with Demitri. Instead she was here, where it was cold, and wet, and dark. No place for a little Chikorita like herself! She needed the sun. "Can you cancel it out?" Mispy asked.

"Theoretically," Nevren said. "But I'm not nearly strong enough to cancel the influence of another set of Hands. Not yet." He slowly stood up. "I'm hoping to use sense and words with this new vessel instead to gain their favor. We can take the Orb from him, or we can negotiate an alliance of sorts. I will use my premonition to determine which would be best. Are you ready, Mispy?"

"Mhm." Mispy wrapped her vines around Nevren's shoulders. She hauled herself up and settled atop him again, resting between the star-shaped horns that jutted diagonally from his head.


The first thing that Nevren noticed upon entering the next series in the Dungeon was how thick the fog had suddenly become. Nevren worried that he would float in it if he wasn't careful. Mispy was channeling her healing energy as quickly as she could, but even then, he felt a dull, bruise-like pain all throughout his lower body. He just didn't have the stamina to deal with something like this on his own. Perhaps someone stronger, like Eon himself, would have withstood such a horrible rot, but he and Mispy were too delicate in their current states.

What a shame that she is a mere Chikorita, Nevren thought to himself. If she hadn't destabilized upon fusing with the others, perhaps this entire trip would have been trivialized.

But that was the past. Too far in the past to revise. The process they used to fuse together lasted longer than a moment—and, therefore, once he realized what was going wrong, he had no way to stop it from happening. And for the same reason, he had to be extremely cautious about this fog. If it irreversibly affected him for longer than his ability to revise, he would be finished.

He glanced above him, seeing Mispy's vines dangling idly. "Are you doing well, Mispy?"

"Mhm," Mispy said. "The fog isn't up here."

"Ah," Nevren said. "You're right. Be careful of your vines."

"Oh." Mispy jerked them upward.

The lack of creatures here unnerved him. Not a single Pokémon remained in this strange place. Perhaps the fog itself was so corrosive that even the wild Pokémon could not survive within it, not even the Ghosts themselves. But what about the wraiths? Surely they would have been swarming in an environment like this. Perhaps his theories were incorrect, and this was exclusively the Ghost Orb's power.

That still didn't explain the presence of wraiths to begin with.

But then, he sensed another break in the Dungeon. "What is…?"

"Distortion," Mispy said, pointing at the light. It was strong, indicative of the end of a Dungeon's influence.

"Yes, indeed. But I did not expect this place to be so… short. I was ready for an entirely new half—but that is certainly the exit. Let's go." He had his hand on his cyan emblem and passed through the section.

Mispy gagged and covered her mouth with her vines. Nevren's eyes watered and the whiskers of his mustache twitched violently when his face wrinkled. The smell was impossible for Nevren to describe. The smell of death. Cold death that lasted for years. Sour rot and salty remnant.

Sitting in the middle of the exit, in a clearing surrounded by a lake of black mud, was the decaying remains of some large, slimy dragon. The once vibrant, purple form was blackened like the sludge that surrounded it. Pieces of its body were lying near the main lump and its head was crooked back, mouth agape. Its thick tongue lolled out of the mouth, part of it already rotted away. Its eye sockets were empty, black holes that oozed some strange, brown-purple fluid.

He and Mispy could only stare at the sight for a full minute. "Awful," Mispy said. "He's… he's dead."

"A sad fate indeed." Nevren nodded. This was what the Divine Dragon was reduced to by the Ghost Orb. In the end, they still had bodies, and bodies could decay. Still, seeing someone as holy as him reduced to a carcass… it was a sobering thought. Madeline… I'm sorry that this had to happen to your son. I hope you are together with him at last.

Nevren cleared his throat, shaking the thoughts away. "Mispy, can you sense any auras? We are outside of the Dungeon, now."

"Oh—" Mispy nodded. "Okay."

"There's a high likelihood that the Ghost Orb is still within his body. I'll have to dig through it. It is perhaps the least hygienic thing to do, but it must be done." He tried to float above the muck, but the strange aura of the Ghost Orb persisted. He couldn't levitate here, either, without strain. He elected to descend the old-fashioned way. It wasn't very far. If the ground had been solid, the distance from the mud's edge to its center was only four of his paces.

"Keep me healed, Mispy, just in case," Nevren said.

"Okay." Mispy kept her vines wrapped around his chest for leverage. She couldn't take her eyes off the Goodra, even as they got closer.

Nevren waded through the sludge, and immediately realized that its consistency was thicker than usual. It was mud, yes, and rocks and decomposing plant matter. But it was also mixed with the natural slime that the Goodra species secreted, forming a mass so viscous that he could barely slog through it upon entry. It was like honey. The smell was even stronger here. It would take a week, without stopping, of washing to get rid of the grime from every corner of his body that descended into the pit.

And there he was, face-to-rotten-face with the decaying Goodra. Nevren figured that the Ghost Orb would be in the chest cavity, at the center of mass. He carefully moved forward, pressing his hand against the chest of the carcass. It had a lot of give.

He figured that Madeline would have preferred a prayer or a burial, but it wasn't as if she was alive to see this. He had an Orb to recover; perhaps, if they had the time, they could bury his body after they got what they needed.

He pressed a bit further in, and the flesh tore away on both sides. The ribcage was far gone; he only had to pull away at a few of the—

The dead Goodra's hand spasmed and snapped forward, holding Nevren's outstretched arm. For a split-second, Nevren had never felt so frightened in his life. Time stopped in his mind.

"Aaauuuu…" the Goodra moaned, and its head tilted forward with a deep, horrible cracking noise, twitching with each snapping vertebra. Nevren jerked his hand away, tearing the Goodra's hand off from the sudden movement. Mispy screamed and let go of Nevren. She violently lashed her vines toward the Goodra's upper body. With a single motion, she smacked the Goodra's head clean off. It rolled to the side, sinking into the mud.

Mispy kept screaming, but Nevren reached up and held her. "Mispy! Mispy, it's okay," Nevren said. "It's okay—y-you knocked its head off, yes? It can't—"

The Goodra's body moved on its own. Nevren took in a sharp breath and doubled back, wading through the mud. He was done. This was too much. He did not agree to this sort of horror.

The thing had a much easier time wading through the viscous mass, as if it flowed around him by his will. The headless Goodra with the exposed chest waded through the swamp blindly; it was hunched over, feeling through the sludge with its tiny arms. Nevren was completely out of the slime by now, just about ready to teleport away from this place, no matter where his attempt at teleporting would take him. Anywhere but here, in this surreal, undead presence.

"I want to wake up!" Mispy whimpered. "P-please!"

"I'm afraid this isn't a dream, Mispy."

The Goodra pulled from the swamp its own head and slapped it onto its exposed neck. It was on backwards, the feelers twitching in front. It grabbed itself by the cheeks and rotated. The bones popped into place with a dull thud. Then, he stared at Nevren with those empty, oozing eye sockets.

"H… huuu… huuooo…" the dead thing said.

Mispy's little buds started to glow. Nevren held his hand on her neck. "It's okay," he said. "Hang on."

Mispy hopped off of Nevren's head and landed behind him, hiding behind his legs.

"H—huu… hullooo…" the Goodra said.

Nevren gulped. "Y-yes, er, hello," he said. It was sapient? Nevren looked at Mispy again. "Does it have an aura, Mispy?"

But she was too frazzled to sense anything. And then again, if it had the Ghost Orb within its being, its aura would look strange anyway. There was no telling—

"Who are you?" the Goodra asked, sloshing forward through the slime. Every word that he said was extended in a long moan, every vowel taking much longer to pronounce than it should have. "I'm sorry," he said slowly. "This body feels weird." The slow pace of his words were agonizing.

"A-ah, so you are struggling to speak, because your body is not cooperating?" Nevren asked.

"Mmmm."

Mispy was still staring, wide-eyed. "D-does it hurt?" she asked.

"Hurt? Why?"

"I suppose it doesn't," Nevren said. "What a… strong reaction. I did not expect the Ghost Orb to behave this way. I thought it would be more, hm, ethereal, rather than… this."

"Lots of ghosts."

"Y-yes, I'm sure there are. Goodra, you… befriended the spirits of that Orb, did you not?"

"Mhmmm." He finally got out of the swamp, bumbling toward Nevren. The Alakazam responded by taking a step back. But the Goodra kept advancing until he was right in front of him, arms outstretched.

No, no—not that habit—why does this Goodra need to follow such a horrible stereotype to—

Nevren was lost to the squishy, slimy, decayed embrace of the rotten Goodra, pressed between his chest and his arms. He smelled of the deaths of a thousand corpses; Nevren's eyes watered uncontrollably.

"Yes, yes, it's very good to meet you, too," Nevren said, fishing desperately for his cyan badge. Revise, revise, revise! This must be revised! He cannot allow himself to live through this moment. Anything to cut this short. He could dodge it, he'd do anything to avoid this literal touch with death. Mispy was standing behind him at this point, trembling in a strange, confused mixture of laughter and fear.

"Mmmnn," the Goodra said. "It was so scary," he said. "But… but then…!" he sniffled again, pulling Nevren closer. The Alakazam lost hold of his badge in that instant and instead bumped against the exposed ribcage of the Goodra, which felt even softer than the last time. Was this Goodra melting under his own sheer power? Or was that just more of the rot permeating through every piece of the dragon's decaying form?

Nevren finally got a hold of the Revisor. His eyes relaxed, and he heaved a slow sigh. Finally, he could escape. He pressed the button, ready to sidestep.

At first, Nevren thought nothing had happened. But then he realized he was a bit further away from the Goodra again. He was still wrapped in the Goodra's embrace, and the smell of decay up close hit his nostrils for the first time, for the second time.

The moment had passed. And upon pressing the button, he had gone to the beginning of that moment to relive it again. Out of pure desperation, Nevren pushed the button for a second time, and a third, and a fourth, putting his hand in his bag early just to try, not caring about any signs of aggression he may have been displaying to break free. The Goodra was oblivious to it all. And the button did nothing; its gray, indifferent color indicated that there was nothing he could do to revise further than he'd already gone.

And so, he had to last another moment, repeated, in the Goodra's dead arms. It was the first time in perhaps centuries he wished to cry. And perhaps he was, if only for the stench—and if only for the experience that he had to relive for the second time, stinging all five of his senses. The air was so thick, indeed, that he could taste it. It reminded him of when Eon had forgotten to empty the broken fridge in storage. It had been a decade. It had its own ecosystem.

"Mmmnn," the Goodra said. "It was so scary," he said. "But… but then…!"

"I—I'm sure it was very frightening," Nevren said, returning to his senses. "Please—I beg of you—I am struggling to breathe."

"Ohhh!" The Goodra released him, and Nevren fell backwards and onto the dirt. The residual slime on his back made the ground stick to him, and he remained there, staring at the empty-eyed death dragon from below.

Mispy wrapped her vines around Nevren and helped tug him free, chunks of dirt remaining on his back.

Nevren composed himself with a steady breath, tuning out—to the best of his ability—the sensations that permeated the air. He then glanced down at his Revisor, then back at the Goodra. It was blue again, but if he pressed it now, he'd have to relive that for a third time. He counted the seconds in his head, just to be sure that he wouldn't have to, and the next moment revised would be one without the hug of death.

"Now, Goodra, I—suppose I should introduce myself," Nevren stalled. "My name is Alakazam Nevren, and this is my daughter, Chikorita Mispy. And you are?" He knew the answer, but it wasn't as if Madeline ever told her son about them.

"I'm Goodra Anam."

"It's very good to meet you, Anam," Nevren said, still counting the seconds.

Mispy eyed Nevren curiously, but then asked, "Is he… evil?"

"Evil?" Anam repeated. "No."

"I strongly doubt Anam has an evil bone in his body," Nevren said. He also doubted he had bones at all.

That was enough time, Nevren figured. He could finally—and safely—put to work what he was intending to do in the first place. If the vessel was still alive, then it wouldn't do to harvest the Orb right now. They probably didn't have the power to do it. And Madeline likely didn't have a lot of good to say about the rest of the Divine Dragons… Eon had tried to bring him over a long ago when she had first perished, and that failed.

He just had to win him over by force. This was the first confirmed Orb that they could get; he couldn't squander the opportunity.

"Goodra Anam, could you face me for a moment?"

"Hmmm?"

Nevren's eyes flashed and a wave of psychic energy infested Anam's mind. The Goodra's empty eyes bulged and he roared, clutching his head. Mispy yelped in surprise and hopped backwards; Nevren stepped away, too, but then Anam lunged forward and grabbed him by the throat. Nevren wheezed in surprise, clutching the Badge.

"You dare," Anam said—his voice suddenly warped and buzzing with a thousand different voices, "control my vessel?"

Nevren slammed his claw on the Revisor.

He was standing again, and Anam was right in front, tilting his head.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"H-hm? Yes. I'm fine. Why?"

Mispy's leaf flicked. "You were… introducing?"

"A-ah. Yes. My name is Alakazam Nevren, and this is Chikorita Mispy, my daughter. And you, Goodra?"

"I'm Goodra Anam."

"It's very good to meet you, Anam," Nevren lied.

Mispy eyed Nevren curiously, but then asked, "Is he… evil?"

"Eevil?" Anam repeated. "No."

Nevren was no longer sure. But he played along. "I highly doubt Anam is malevolent, Mispy. He merely… appears to be scary."

With another uncomfortable silence passed, he glanced at his bag. The gray button regained its glow. He could try again. This time, he'd do it with a bit more subtlety. Anam was too strong to control outright. He seemed dim-witted, and his mind was open, but there was more to this Goodra than he had initially given credit. Along with whatever that thing is inside the Ghost Orb. So, he'd have to be slower. Smaller thoughts. Disturb the subconscious mind, and perhaps…

"Well, Anam, I came here to ask you about something," Nevren said.

"Ohhh?"

"Yes," Nevren said, sending a much weaker, subtler wave toward the Goodra, this time acting on his deeper mind, pieces that he won't notice. If there was one thing he could appreciate about having only a single Hand of Arceus, it was that it allowed for very minute, precise changes to his reality. "I was wondering, why did you come in here? Why did you go into this wretched place?"

"Ohh, I wanted to find mm… mmm…" Anam stared at Nevren for a bit longer, those void-like eyes widening a little.

Yes, just a little more, Nevren said. Just to be careful, he kept hanging onto his Revisor. "You wanted to see who, Anam?"

Anam was quiet.

This sort of pause wasn't supposed to go for this long. "Who did—"

Arrows suddenly plunged into Nevren's back, and the sharp pain nearly made him pass out. He turned for only an instant and saw a Decidueye glaring at him. Mispy gasped, wide-eyed and frozen. The Decidueye said something, but the pain Nevren felt made whatever was said flow in one ear and out the other. Nevren slammed his hand on the button.

"Evil?" Anam repeated. "No."

Nevren was quiet. Mispy shifted uncomfortably behind him, as if waiting for Nevren to confirm Anam's words.

"Y-yes," Nevren said. "Anam is not evil. He is a vessel of the Ghost Orb. Right now, his body is adjusting to its power, and he is taking on a… Ghostly form. It must be reacting very strongly to him, for some reason."

"Well, this happened to me first."

"Ah, is that it?" Nevren asked. "So, this transformation was only partially due to the Orb. The rest was, ahh, you must have withstood quite a bit to get here."

That Decidueye was watching him from somewhere. He knew it. The last time Nevren had come here, that Decidueye tried to kill him all the same. Why did he seem so familiar? He never knew a Decidueye. It didn't matter. Nevren only knew that the ghostly spirit would be suspicious of anything he tried.

The modification would have to be a subtle thing, so subtle that perhaps only a single, tiny, insignificant thought could be nudged at a time. Nevren tried that, next. He drew into that single hand he possessed, and tried once again to modify Anam's mind. Just one thought. A simple thought, implanted: that he, the strange Alakazam before him, seemed friendly.

And he stopped there. He had to add little faults in his mind like that until Anam was open enough, and vulnerable enough, to manipulate quickly, and outright. Anam, the new vessel of the Ghost Orb, was too strong to fight, even now. He checked the button again. It was back to glowing, so he could try again. Around this time, he had been attacked by the Decidueye. But not now. It went unnoticed. The thought persisted. It was possible, but how long would it take?

He had to get the Orb, no matter what. Anam was too much of a threat to Eon and the others as its host.

"I like you," Anam suddenly said.

"A-ah?" Nevren asked, and he was ready to hit the Revisor again when he came toward him. But this time, Anam held out his cold, dead hand.

"I want you to come home with me."

Mispy shivered. "S-scary m-monster."

"Scary?" Anam asked.

"Your manner of speech is frightening Mispy," said Nevren.

"Ohh, I'm sorry," He held his jaw, trying to adjust it. "Everything's broken."

"M-maybe I can h-heal?" Mispy asked.

"Heal?"

Mispy focused and blasted Anam with a rush of healing energy. Residual fog in the air evaporated into empty air. Anam flinched at the light, and the rest of his body blackened considerably, but at the same time, his jaw and chest closed up. While dark, he looked whole again.

Anam slapped his cheeks lightly, and then adjusted his feelers. They retracted into his skull and then slid back out to their full length, nearly down to his tail, and then returned to their neutral, limp position behind him. "Wow!" Anam said. "I feel great!" And his vocal pacing was finally normal.

Mispy sighed, relieved. At least now he didn't look like an animated corpse. The eyes, though. They were still completely black.

"Thank you! I can talk a lot better, now! I guess I must've been more hurt than I thought." He giggled.

"Y-yes, well," Nevren said, "it's very good that you're in better shape. "Now, what was that about wanting me to… come home with you?"

"Oh, right," Anam said. "Umm, yes! I live in Quartz Crater."

"The center mountain? There's a settlement there?" Of course there was; it was where Madeline had lived, and where the villagers had likely taken care of Anam since then.

The villagers…

"Anam, did you not come here with a group?"

Anam's expression darkened solemnly.

"Ah, no. There's no need to think about that. Tell me about Quartz Crater, please."

Anam perked up again. "Yeah! It's a big climb, but most wild Pokémon can't get there very easily, and we can see them coming. Plus, there aren't any Dungeons there yet, either! So it's nice and stable. The perfect spot!"

"I see," Nevren said. "Quartz Crater…"

"Do you want to become a Heart?"

"…What?" Nevren asked.

"Yeah! Umm—!" Anam turned around and dug through the swamp, pulling out what looked like a little, dull stone. Wiping away the grime, the natural shine of the object pushed through. There was a badly-clawed insignia of a heart on the front. "Here! This is a badge that makes you a member of the Hundred Hearts!"

Nevren took the badge and rolled it in his hand. "This is solid gold," he stated. "Anam, how in the world did you acquire enough gold to create these Badges?"

"Huh? What do you mean?" Anam asked. "What's a gold? I've just been getting as many rocks as I could that I could carve a heart into so it looks pretty! This one is a little lumpy."

"I—I see. So, you just happen to have a gold ingot?"

"Mhm! I prayed to Arceus for good fortune, and I think He answered!"

"Hm, I see," Nevren said, unconvinced. He did have a lot of time to find something like this, so it wasn't too surprising. "So, you're saying that you happened upon this gold piece by chance? How lucky."

"Well, some of my friends helped melt it out of other rocks, too. And we made a bunch of other Badges, too! But this is the only one I could make with this material." Anam stared down quietly. "My friends…"

"Well, in any case," Nevren said, "I would be happy to accompany you home, but I will need some time to prepare."

Mispy gulped, looking at the drops of black, sticky slime that plopped on the ground. She followed the source to the Goodra's face. "Umm…"

Nevren eyed Anam. "Are you crying?" he said. Had he said something incorrect? His hand hovered over the Revisor.

"N-no, I'm… not! I'm… happy," Anam sniffled, wiping his eyes. "It's j-just been a… r-really stressful day."

"I can imagine," said Nevren. "Well. In any case, once I have my obligations in order, I will meet you in Quartz Crater. It will take a few days for me to travel there from where I live, of course, but you should be able to wait. Is that fair?"

"Okay! I'll see you then, and, um, travel safe, okay?"

"I will." Nevren looked to Mispy. "Now then, let's return home, Mispy. Compared to here, the rest of our excursion will be easy."

"Um," Mispy hesitated. "Will… will he be okay?" she pointed her leaf at Anam.

"Quartz Mountain is quite close to here," Nevren said. "For a Pokémon of his size, it shouldn't take longer than a quarter of the day. Our trip will be much longer."

"Where do you live, anyway?" Anam asked.

"Ah, I live in the Southeastern Archipelago."

"Oh, wow, that's a corner of the world!"

"Indeed," Nevren said. "So, please understand if we take a bit longer. I promise you, however, that I will return within a week's time."

"A what's time?" Anam asked, tilted his head.

"Within seven days. My apologies. The Archipelago has odd terminology for the passage of time."

"Ohh, okay. I'll see you in seven days, Nevren!" Anam held out a hand. Figuring that nothing would be lost after how much grime already covered him, the Alakazam returned the favor, and they shook.


Dark wood floors met white marble walls, though neither were visible in the total darkness. The whole world was silent in this room, except for a weak, single gurgling noise in the corner, atop a wooden bed and thick mattress, large enough to hold a Charizard. There was a blanket on top of this mattress with a smooth texture, stuffed with cotton. It was blissful, being able to sleep under the covers, letting the dull heat of the body course through the pocket of air.

And then, a disturbance. Someone knocked on the door, and the peace was broken. "Eon."

"Mrrrgh. What is it, Hecto? Star's not here, get over it…"

"That is not the reason for my call. I also do not appreciate your nonchalance toward Star's absence."

The gurgling stopped and was replaced by shuffling. A Zygarde, an exact copy of Hecto, slid off of the bed and walked clumsily to the door. He went on his hind legs and pushed it open, eyes straining in the sudden light. "Ngh." Eon shook his head. "What time is it?"

"It is noon. You overslept."

"What happened to your ribbon… thing?" he asked, observing that the green scarf-like extension on his neck was short, ending in a jagged taper.

"Trapinch have very strong jaws," Hecto stated. "I have yet to ask Mispy to repair the damage."

"Mispy?" Eon yawned. "She left with Nevren for the Ghost Orb."

"They have returned."

"A-already?" Eon said, jolting.

"It has been a week," Hecto stated. "The Rotwood Fen is quite far, and Nevren does not have the energy to perform Teleport so often. He has not perfected the technique due to the Dungeon anomalies interfering with his power. That was his explanation."

"A whole week, already?" Eon muttered. "Where did all that time go?"

"You have spent the past five days sleeping, eating, and brooding."

"There's no need to remind me," Eon hissed. "I'm merely thinking about our next steps. Nevren's first plan clearly didn't work, and now we have to figure out how to stabilize their auras. And what is Rhys suggesting, again? Meditation? What pseudoscience is that?" Eon rubbed his face with his paw. "I need a snack."

"It will take centuries to stabilize their auras that way," Hecto said. "But it is better than nothing."

"Nothing. Hmph. Are you insinuating that I'm doing nothing?" Eon asked. "I was the one to send Nevren off, wasn't I? Why, without me—"

"I do not question your leadership," Hecto said, lowering his head without expression.

"Well… well, that's good," Eon said, straightening. The duplicate Zygarde walked down the marble halls. "We need to renovate this place," he said. "It's too… sterile."

"Hm. Star expressed something similar."

"Yeah… Star…" Eon trailed off. "Curse that disgraced Creator for forcing her to withdraw."

Hecto's left paw twitched slightly. "She wants you to keep fighting, Eon. All of us. No matter what Arceus has to say about it."

Eon grunted. "Of course."

They continued through the hall, and once they entered a large chamber—complete with a small couch and light fixture—Eon spotted the Alakazam sitting on a chair with Mispy resting on his lap, asleep. "Hello, Eon. Er, I imagine that is Eon. Ah, yes, it is." He only knew because one of the Zygarde transformed into an Alakazam upon being addressed.

"Hello, Nevren," said the Alakazam. "How did it go? I do not sense any new power from you."

"Unfortunately," Nevren said, "the Ghost Orb and its vessel is too powerful to overcome."

"Even with that lucky charm of yours?" Eon mocked.

"I'll have you know, it's quite useful," Nevren said, pulling out his Revisor.

"What's a little charm like that gonna do for you?" Eon sighed. "Honestly, for someone so scientific, I don't get how you can be so superstitious about something that turns gray every now and then."

"It doesn't turn gray for no reason. It can look a moment into the future. If it turns gray, it means I must be cautious. It's incredibly useful, don't you th—"

Nevren was blasted backwards by an intense Psychic blast. The wind was knocked out of him, and Mispy squeaked, crying out in pain.

"N-Nevren!" Eon gasped, running over. "I—you were supposed to dodge that! I—I didn't mean to—"

Nevren slammed on the button.

"Hello, Nevren," said Eon. "How did it go? I do not sense any new power from you."

Nevren paused for just a moment, but then nodded. "Unfortunately," he said, "the Ghost Orb and its vessel is too powerful to overcome."

"Even with that lucky charm of yours?" Eon mocked.

"I'll have you know, it's quite useful," Nevren said, resting his hand on his bag.

"What's a little charm like that gonna do for you?" Eon sighed. "Honestly, for someone so scientific, I don't get how you can be so superstitious about something that turns gray every now and then."

Nevren sighed, but he mentally braced himself. "It doesn't turn gray for no reason," he said. "It can look a moment into the future. If it turns gray, it means I must be cautious. It's incredibly useful, don't you—"

Nevren countered Eon's surprise blast with his own Psychic; this caused the air around them to abruptly twist into a miniature tornado, startling Mispy awake. Eon grunted and stumbled back, feeling some of the aftershock. He was less experienced as an Alakazam, and Nevren knew this; it was trivial to counter his blast, when it wasn't a cheap shot.

"Hm, well," Nevren said, raising his Revisor. "Would you look at that? My good luck charm warned me that you would try something on me. Do you see the gray color?"

"You don't say," Eon muttered, watching the Revisor turn cyan again. "Nrgh. I'll outsmart it one day. Just you wait. I'm almost positive I had a dream of actually striking you with that blast, too!"

"Yes, but that will remain but a dream and fantasy," Nevren said with a nod. "I imagine you would be very unhappy if you succeeded. You could have hurt poor Mispy."

Mispy was already asleep again.

"Ng—w-well, then, it's a good thing I held back," Eon grunted.

He nodded, but then set Mispy down on the cushion and walked with Eon down the hall. Hecto followed wordlessly.

Lies. That was your strongest blast. "Well, it all works out. In any case, with my Danger Medallion, or as you call it, my lucky charm, I was able to speak to and befriend the Goodra that became the vessel of the Ghost Orb. He doesn't seem to know who I am; I doubt Madeline was fond of speaking of us.

"There was no way Elder would have convinced him to give up that power, unfortunately." Nevren nodded. "The spirits are too hostile. Additionally, I tried to convince him with a wipe of the mind, or rather, I planned to, but my Danger Medallion warned me quite strongly against it. It wouldn't have worked."

"I see. So, there's no way for us to take the power from him, at all?" Eon asked.

This gave Nevren pause. "There is one way." He stopped walking, and Eon and Hecto did the same.

"So, you already have an idea?" Eon asked.

"Yes." Nevren said. "I do not know how long it will take, and I do not know how effective it will be unless I wait for a very long time, but I was able to implant a single, simple thought that I seemed friendly, without raising any suspicion. If I can do small thoughts like that every few days or weeks…" Nevren hummed in thought. "Over time, I can weaken his subconscious mind, and perhaps then get what we need out of him. We could even get a new ally out of this."

"A thought every few weeks? A single thought?"

"It will grow."

"For how long, Nevren?" Eon said. "The way you're talking about this—I don't know what will take longer, repairing the fusions' auras, or converting the new Ghost vessel."

"I do not know, either," Nevren said. "But the Goodra is naïve and trusting. I doubt he will catch on. Yes…" Nevren tapped his claws against the back of his hand. "In time, he will be under my control and not even realize it, Eon. Then we can use his power to claim the other Orbs, once we find them, don't you think?"

"That's a bit reaching," Eon said. "I'd rather go after the Orbs the normal way, if we can actually find them."

Nevren nodded. "But until then, perhaps that will be my plan. I promised Anam that I would meet him once I had my obligations finished at my home. It's quite a far travel… but the first thing I will invest my time in will be that Waypoint system I had mentioned to you before. With some luck, travel from here to there would not be so burdensome." Nevren eyed Eon. "You are uncomfortable."

"Of course I am," Eon said, crossing his arms. "You're leaving this place in order to see Madeline's son? Isn't that a bit risky, being the Ghost vessel, of all people? What if Madeline's spirit finds her way to the Ghost Realm? Then what?"

"Perhaps we can make amends. It isn't as if it is impossible to repair relations with her."

Eon stared a bit more closely at Nevren, but then sighed. "Madeline's scary, though… I don't want to imagine what her spirit would be like."

"We don't have a choice in the matter," Nevren said. "And there is actually something we can use there, Eon. He is the leader of the Hundred Hearts. With his newfound power, perhaps he can go even further. Not only would we gain an ally in Anam, but perhaps an entire army. That's what Madeline would have wanted. What if we can use her old blessings in Anam and save the world that way?"

Eon blinked, and Nevren saw, briefly, that spark of hope in his eyes. That undying light; it was almost contagious. Nevren returned his smile.

The Alakazam continued. "On my way home, in fact, I sensed an odd presence. Creatures with strange auras scouting the land. We have never seen movement like that before, have we?"

"What is this? Scouting? What sort of creature?"

"Various Pokémon. All kinds," Nevren said. "I don't think we are the only ones hunting for the Orbs, Nevren. Perhaps the Holy Dragons loyal to Arceus are still around after all.

Eon hummed, the light in his eyes dimming. "It's been too long since we've seen them. I… I do wish we could have made up. We used to be such a great team."

"All in the past, I'm afraid," Nevren said. "Speaking of things in the past…" Nevren lowered his voice. "I don't know why, but there were wraiths in Rotwood Fen."

Eon's expression darkened instantly.

Nevren shrugged dismissively; it was all he knew. They had to be careful. "In any case, aligning with Anam will be my goal. I will return here every now and then to continue my research and assistance, and… Eon. Don't look so betrayed. It is not as if I'm leaving for good."

"I—I'm not betrayed at all," Eon said, turning away.

Nevren sighed. "Once I can get the Waypoints operational, travel will be trivial. Can you hold out for at least a little while until then?"

Eon pouted. "I suppose so," he said.

With a short silence, Nevren nodded. "In any case, that is all that I have on the matter. Thank you, Eon," he said.

"I believe Eon is becoming increasingly lonely," Hecto observed.

"Y-you will not make assumptions like that," Eon said instantly. "I'm just worried. I don't want to lose anybody else to silly debates."

"A schism between Mew and Arceus is hardly silly," Nevren pointed out.

"It's beginning to be," Eon said.

Nevren didn't have a counter. Instead, he conceded with a nod, and refocused the subject. "We have to focus on ourselves for now. For Star. And if Barky's Divine Dragons are making moves to gather the Orbs, perhaps we should do the same, as Star's Divine Dragons. Yes?"

"I suppose you're right," Eon agreed. "Rrmf. Speaking of Divine Dragons. Anam. How is he, overall… would you say? Is he like Madeline?"

"Anam is… nothing like Madeline," Nevren said. "For one, she would never be so easily manipulated. And I would never expect Madeline to hug somebody."

"The Goodra hugged you?"

"You will never bring this up again."

Eon held his arms up.

Nevren rubbed at his left mustache. "In any case, that is my plan. I hope you are satisfied."

"Wait," Eon said.

"Yes?"

Eon held out his hand. "If you go… we need some insurance should something go wrong."

"…I see," Nevren said. He stared uneasily at Eon's hand. "A Divine Promise, then?"

"If… it is not too much to ask," Eon said.

"Well, asking me to make a Divine Promise implies that you cannot trust me at my word alone," said Nevren.

"It isn't you that I am worried about," Eon said. "It's that Goodra. If he harms you… and takes away your power—we'll be down a Hand!"

"One of a thousand. An Orb is perhaps twenty times more valuable."

"Regardless, I don't want to take such a chance." Eon said. "Nevren… do you Promise not to lose your Hand to another?"

Nevren stared. "…Eon," he said calmly, "I cannot Promise that."

"Wh—why not?!" Eon said. "It's perfectly reasonable! If you lose your power, I'll get it instead."

"That isn't how it works, Nevren. You are asking me to give you power that I would no longer have. The Promise would take effect once I lose that power. Therefore, you will gain zero Hands when I break that Promise."

"Wh—well, wouldn't I get the power that the other person got?"

"Promises are tied to the person, not the power, Eon." Nevren sighed, wondering how he could simplify it for the Ditto. "And I am not about to Promise not to be in danger of losing my power, either, because that is so broad—who knows how it would be interpreted. You need to be very careful with how Promises are phrased, Eon."

"Nrgh… well then, you come up with a Promise, smart guy."

Nevren was at least glad that Eon had the mind to defer to his intelligence. "I don't think there is one that is good enough to satisfy you, Eon, while still being practical. You will just have to take me at my word that I will return, and—"

"I've got it," Eon said, slamming his right hand into his left palm. "Promise me that you'll return in two weeks!"

"…You are becoming codependent, Eon," Nevren and Hecto both said.

"Th-that is beside the point. I do not want a fellow Divine Dragon to be away for too long in a world like that, let alone next to a place where wraiths showed up! C-can't you send Rhys with you, too?"

"Rhys has to tend to Mispy and the others," Nevren said, "and I highly doubt he will leave without Elder, and he's much too slow for travel." He tapped his chin thoughtfully. "Also, two weeks is a bit broad. If a storm arrives or some other impediment, that Promise may break accidentally. But if it will make you feel more secure for yourself…" He sighed. "Three weeks. Will that do?"

Eon grumbled, squeezing his arms with his claws. "Fine, three weeks."

Nevren shook his head, holding his hand out. "Then I hereby Promise that within three weeks, that is, within twenty-one revolutions of the world, I shall return here, indicated by stepping onto these marble floors, or however you renovate it by the time I return. Do you accept these terms?"

Eon grinned. "I accept."

Their hands glowed. The light faded, and the Promise was made.






52. Weapon


Chapter 46 – Weapon

"Is he still sulking?" Jerry said.

"Looks like it," Star said.

Owen paced through Hot Spot Cave's main road, waiting for everybody else to settle in and discuss their next steps. Enet was bathing with Gahi and Amia in the cave's nearby hot springs—courtesy of Zena and Amia combining their abilities—washing off the stench of Ghrelle and Ano's poisoned swamp. Enet, in particular, was desperate to get it out of her fur. Rhys and Elder had retreated to Rhys' home again to relax together. The rest were milling about, decompressing after their successful or failed Guardian recovery attempts, followed by witnessing Owen get his throat slashed by an outlaw.

The current talk seemed to be checking up on Anam, and sending Jerry over to Kilo Village again. While Jerry wasn't looking forward to it, he also didn't protest it outright. The way they talked, perhaps Anam was merciful enough to give him another chance, foolish as it may be. If someone wronged him in that way, he wouldn't have trusted that person for the rest of his life. It seemed like Jerry was still searching for an escape route, however. With so many around—particularly with Star right next to him—it wasn't easy.

Owen stopped walking and turned, following the same path in reverse with his head down. He was running the battle through his head over and over, looking for ways that he could have improved, scenarios where he wouldn't have lost. There was also a pit of guilt in his stomach for looking down at Jerry, but also apprehension. Why should he have thought so highly of him in the first place? He was an outlaw! He was the sort of person Owen was assigned to take down.

"Bahh, what's his deal?" Jerry rubbed a wing on his forehead. "One loss and he's bluer than a Mudkip's rump."

"Well, it was a bit of a beatdown," Star said. "What, he only landed one hit on you, right?"

"Hmph." The victorious Aerodactyl gave a noncommittal shrug. "Look, I fought, and I won, so there's no reason he should be mad at me for doing what I was asked to do. What, unless he wanted me to lose?"

"That's kinda the point of fighting, but, I see what you mean."

Jerry glanced to his right. Near the central square, Mispy, Gahi, and Demitri were watching Owen pace. Whenever he met eyes with Gahi or Mispy, the glare they gave him nearly caused paralysis.

He flinched, deciding not to look at them for too long. "What's their story, anyway?"

"Genetic weapons meant to fuse together, but the fusing part broke them the first time, so we're gonna be more careful about it," Star said. "It's kinda a long story."

"You don't say." He rolled his eyes. "So, Vines is their healer?"

"Pretty much. Demitri, the Haxorus, he's most of their offense. Gahi, the Flygon, he's their speed. And Owen ties it all together with, uh, I guess they call it his Perception ability."

"Perception? You mean how he doesn't need to see to see what's going on around him?"

"Yeah," Star said. "Something about expanding his aura to inhabit the world immediately around him. Pretty crazy stuff. Apparently, it's something like seeing in three dimensions."

Jerry eyed the moping Charizard. "It also slows him down. I think I figured out how to put him in a trance by just breaking rocks in the sky. His eyes were going all over the place."

"Yeah, Owen isn't used to his powers. It's been almost half a millennium of re-living being a Charmander over and over again. He'll need time for all those memories to reassemble, even if he thinks he remembers it all. He doesn't. It's just too much to absorb."

Jerry nodded. "And if they fuse together, they'll get all their powers in one fighter?"

"In theory," Star said. "But in practice, there's some tradeoff. Gahi and Owen fused together won't be as fast as Gahi alone. Still fast, though."

"Who designed 'em?" Jerry asked. "You said they were genetic, eh, whatsits. So that means they were created?" He flapped his wings in protest. "Why am I even bothering, at this point? Between the quartet of freaks, the immortal nutcases, and literally God in front of me, I'm starting to think this is just a dream from starvation, and I'm halfway rotting in the swamp."

Star sighed, rubbing her forehead. "…Actually, yeah. How come I'm telling you this? I'm gonna have to wipe your memory of the past day, I think. This stuff isn't supposed to get out."

"N-no way, I don't wanna forget pounding that guy into the ground!" Jerry waved his wing toward Owen. "I won't tell anyone! Okay? Just let me keep this one."

Star hummed pensively.

Jerry stood there in a tense silence, suddenly realizing that Star hadn't been kidding. She really would try to wipe his memories. "I—I don't want to forget what you told me, either," Jerry added. "About Mom, and…"

"Had to pull that one on me, huh?" Star groaned, tail drooping to the floor. She rubbed her paws on her face, scratching her eyelids. "Fine. But you aren't telling anyone, got it? Otherwise, I'll hunt you down and wipe it all away. I'll replace it with humiliating memories, too, like, uh… I dunno. I'll think of something. Getting beaten by a Pachirisu in the final round of a tournament, maybe."

"Deal," Jerry said, folding his wings to his side again. "Alright, well, I guess if that's the case, I think I'm just gonna bail."

"Uh—wait, don't you still need to serve time? You know, being an outlaw and all that."

"Whaaat, you're still on about that? C'mon, isn't melting and almost getting absorbed into some crazy Altaria's muck enough punishment?" Jerry continued walking; by now, he was getting the attention of the others in town, and his pace quickened.

"You're still wanted for fleeing your sentencing," Star pointed out, raising her voice when he got further away. That drew the attention of the rest; it looked like Gahi in particular was about to give chase. "You don't want to make your Mom sad, do you?"

Jerry stopped instantly. For five seconds, he didn't move. The crowd that had gathered held still, too. Then, he turned around. "Don't you dare. That's low."

"That's true," Star countered firmly.

Owen broke out of his thoughts to watch. He could sense the flare of the Aerodactyl's aura, briefly wondering if this was what Rhys and Mispy had felt all the time. Jerry's face was twisted into some strange mixture of—Owen didn't even know what. Anger? Sadness? Both? All of it?

But something more worrying came up. Jerry's feet were starting to look a bit purple.

"Uh—!" Mispy said, and abruptly brought a vine toward Jerry.

He reflexively jumped away. "Get away from me!" he hissed. "I don't need—"

He fell back when he lost his footing—and his feet. He hit the ground hard and grunted. "Wh-what's happening?! N-no! I thought I was—!"

Mispy's vines extended across the rocky cavern and grabbed Owen. The Charizard yelped when he was pulled all the way to Mispy, plunged into her body. Seconds passed—by now, Jerry was missing his legs. Omi, the fusion of Owen and Mispy, opened her eyes and wrapped her vines around Jerry. His feet returned and he, shaken, stood up.

"Hmm," Star said. "Maybe we should take you to Emily after all. Omi's power can only reverse the effects, not remove the condition completely. Too bad. I guess we can fly you over to her instead."

"Wh-what'll happen if I melt completely? I just—die?" Jerry asked.

"At best," Star replied. "You could also just be stuck like that until Ghrelle gets you. Or maybe your aura just gets claimed by her? I dunno. See, here's the thing: auras that get caught up in Ghrelle's power don't go through the aura sea. Hecto never finds them."

Jerry gulped and held a claw tightly around his scarf. "Guess I'm a Mew worshipper now."

"Yeah, I don't want that," Star muttered.

"Can you teleport us to Emily? Our Badges aren't charged yet," Omi said.

"No can do, bud," Star sighed. "Thing is, the way I'm summoned right now, I'm kinda powerless. I'd only be able to teleport myself at best. And then, being so far away from my summoner, I'd probably evaporate in seconds. You'll have to get to her on foot—uh, or by wing."

"By wing, huh," Jerry said. "I'm not gonna fly if I might melt halfway there."

"Maybe if I…" Omi grabbed the Pecha Scarf still wrapped around Jerry's neck and focused on it again. Star tilted her head curiously.

"Huh, that reminds me," Star said, "kinda surprised you figured out this technique."

"What's it called?" Omi asked. "I—um, Owen tried to do something—anything—to save Jerry, so… he thought a Pecha Scarf would counter the poison."

"Well, that's one way to approach it," Star said. "Actually, what really happened here is that Owen sorta… blessed that Scarf to have a different effect."

"Blessed," Omi repeated. "Like what Anam does?"

"Yeah! I mean, all special Scarves are blessed. Pecha Scarves naturally ward off poison, blessed Orans are way more effective at patching up the body—oh, and let's not forget the Revivers, especially the full-sized ones… It's not rocket sci—I mean, it's not too complicated. Owen just made his own custom scarf with the power of his Mystic energy. Probably something like a, I dunno, something that can maintain your form? Hang on, gimme that for a second." Star floated over and grabbed the scarf.

Jerry possessively pressed his wing on it, pinning it on his neck. Star rolled her eyes and inspected it without touching.

"…Yeah… yeah, y'know, it seems like this thing is some sort of Mystic version of a Heal Seed now. Nifty! I'm gonna call it… a Stable Scarf!"

"You're not a very creative god, are you?" Jerry asked.

"H-hey, I'm totally creative! I made, like, almost all the regular Pokémon species!"

"Over how much time?" Jerry asked. "Figure you had eons to come up with ideas."

"W-well, l-let's see you come up with something from nothing," Star puffed her cheeks. She shoved Jerry harmlessly and turned to Omi. "Good thinking, Owen. As long as Jerry wears that scarf, he'll be okay. You guys and a small team should go to Emily and heal him up. Maybe she can purify his aura of Ghrelle's influence. While you guys do that, maybe make a quick stop at Nate's place."

"Nate?" Omi asked.

"The Dark Guardian. Maybe we can win him over? To be honest, he's another one that I don't really keep in contact with all that much. He's kinda creepy, and didn't align with me explicitly, either. So, I don't really know where his head's at. And it's on the way there, if you take the southern way to Em's place. Then, the rest of us can go to Kilo Village to see how everything's going there."

"Sounds like a good plan to me!" Omi said.

"Good. Then let's not waste any time. Let's divide up!"


The largest group flew toward the south with the intention of passing over the Chasm of the Void on the way to Emily's. The trip, by wing, would take them the rest of the day, and they'd only be able to get back home before sunrise if they used their charged Badges from Emily's cave.

The ones that could fly easily went on this trip, leaving the ground-bound individuals—Mispy, Demitri, Elder, and Rhys, who refused to leave Elder's side—headed to Kilo Village on foot from Hot Spot Cave, intending to use the public Waypoint instead. Accompanying the Hunters and their two students were Valle, Enet, ADAM, Willow, and Step, some of whom were curious about what this village would be like.

Demitri rode on Mispy's back, absentmindedly playing with one of the petals around her neck. Mispy wrapped a few vines around Demitri and anchored him against her back while they walked, eliciting a chuckle from Elder.

"Rhys, why don't you ride atop my back as well?"

"E-Elder, are you… are you sure?"

"Well, it would be just like old times, would it not?" he replied. "Oho, I saw that glow in your eye, Rhys. I do not mind."

Step puffed out an irritable, frosty breath. "The Torkoal walks slowly. At the rate we are going, we will get to town in two days."

"A-ah, I have always been… a bit slow."

"It won't be that long," Rhys said. "There is a Waypoint that we can take that is public to all."

"Waypoint. Hm. Of course; there is one this nearby?"

"Yes; this isn't a very well-traveled road, but it helped that Nevren installed one for here anyway for Amia and Owen's sake."

The icy Aggron seemed convinced by this, but then asked, "I'm curious on how such a technology came about."

"Nevren invented them, actually," Elder said, "with the combination of Anam's work a long time ago. He seems quite talented with warp technology in particular, simply imbuing a bit of his power into the Waypoints to get them working. Wonderful technology; perhaps it has to do with his Teleport technique."

Rhys continued for Elder, "You may be surprised to learn this, but many of these items simply didn't exist. It wasn't until Anam learned how to enchant and 'bless,' as it's called, certain things that the Dungeon items we're so familiar with became commonplace. Before then, he only knew to bless Dungeons to keep them, er, stable, as we know them now."

"Ah, the blessings that Star mentioned," Step said. "How clever. Where does the power come from?"

"Hey, yeah, where does it come from?" Willow said, hopping from Demitri's head and onto Rhys. "They've always been around, but why? Is it just Anam?"

Rhys chuckled. "It seems to be an aftereffect of the way Mysticism works. A small bit of Mystic energy from Star and Bar—Arceus is what powers such items within Dungeons. Anam blesses the Dungeon, and that sparks an endless, steady supply of Mystic energy to generate those items within." He rubbed the bridge of his muzzle thoughtfully. "It also keeps strange, more dangerous things from appearing within the distortions."

"Interesting…" Step looked up, tilting her head thoughtfully. "Owen seems capable of enchanting something, too. So I suppose this technique isn't exclusive to Anam."

"I suppose, though Anam is best at it. Perhaps he's the most well-practiced."

"I see…"

They continued on their walk. The silence was a welcome change; Rhys was particularly surprised that even Willow was being quiet, even after migrating to another host. Perhaps she was just enjoying the ride while nestled within Enet's ample fur. Rhys glanced to his right. Demitri and Mispy were remarkably quiet, and he sensed a slightly turbulent flare coming from the two. Demitri fiddled with Mispy's petals a lot more often, and Mispy's vine-tapestry lower half stumbled over stray rocks and boulders. "Demitri," Rhys said, "Mispy. Are you feeling okay?"

"H-huh?" they both asked.

"You have been remarkably quiet." He could sense it in their anxious auras. It was the same pattern that came up when they had encountered their doubles in Trina's domain. Rhys thought back to Gahi and Owen; they had come to accept it, in a way, but these two…

Rhys didn't want to leave them wondering such horrible thoughts. "You aren't any less a creature than us, you two."

"Huh?" Willow asked. "Well, of course they aren't lesser! I mean, I guess they're a little lesser since we're Mystic, but—"

"The bug will be silent," Step growled. "Can't you see they are hurting?"

"O-oh." She glowed pink and shrank in size, hopping off of Enet. The Joltik sprouted delicate wings and went to Mispy; the wings vanished in a mist when she landed. "I'm sorry. I didn't think you'd…"

"It's okay," Mispy said, looking back. She understood the sentiment, even if Willow was an idiot. But that didn't wash away her doubts.

Seeing exact copies of themselves—down to their voices and mannerisms—with Trina… Were there others like them back in Quartz HQ, right now? Were they replaceable?

"Rhys," Demitri said hesitantly. His voice was just a bit higher than usual. Strained, like his throat was constricting. "Are we… prototypes?"

"What's a prototype?" Willow asked.

"A prototype," ADAM suddenly spoke up, "is the first, preliminary model, or perhaps a proof-of-concept, from which other further items or inventions can be designed off of."

"Proof-of-concept," Demitri slowly repeated. "We were just tests?"

Rhys glared at ADAM. The Porygon-Z rotated his head nervously. "Muting volume."

"What that means," Rhys said, "is that you are the first Synthetic Pokémon to be born."

"We weren't born, though," Demitri said. "We were—"

"You were born, one way or the other," Rhys said firmly.

"J-just because you repeat yourself doesn't mean you're right!" Demitri's voice cracked. Mispy slowed her walk and the others followed suit.

Rhys' face felt hot and his heart raced as if he was readying for battle. But this wasn't a fight he wanted to participate in. It was simply one he had been dreading for a long time. What a familiar feeling, Rhys thought bitterly.

"We don't have parents!" Demitri said. "We didn't hatch! I remember seeing those—those cylinders that we came out of! Those were our eggs! Made from glass!"

Rhys winced. He didn't think they'd remember that far back. Mispy's walking faltered, but her vines continued. Willow hid near Demitri's tail, hoping to avoid the confrontation.

Nobody said anything. Nobody knew what to say. Even Demitri and Mispy didn't know the full story; their memories were still slowly returning, starting from their lives in Quartz HQ. What happened after was a blurry mess of repeat after repeat through the ages. But those first memories were vivid. They remembered the lab. They remembered the tests. And they remembered Rhys, Nevren, and the others. They were a family… but they, the "Alloy," were meant to be a weapon.

Alloy…

"The name of our team," Demitri suddenly said. "When we joined the Thousand Hearts, we were trying to come up with a team name. And Nevren came up with… Team Alloy… because we worked so well together. Like a metal, made from other metals, becoming something stronger. Was that just some sick joke?" Demitri said. "Team Alloy…" Demitri's claws pressed dangerously against his palms.

"It's—it's nothing like that," Elder said weakly. But Demitri and Mispy said nothing in response.

And then, more silence. Their walk was even slower. At this point, Elder didn't have to strain himself to keep up.

ADAM unmuted himself, floating a bit closer to the pair of mutants. "I am artificial as well. The files pertaining to my origins are corrupted, but I was not born by normal means. I, too, was designed. I have wondered for a long time whether I truly think, whether I truly exist as a being with an aura."

"You certainly do, Adam," Rhys said quietly.

"ADAM," corrected the Porygon-Z. "Yes. I do. And I trust Star when she tells me the same, even if she refuses to tell me where I truly came from. Perhaps it is another Decree. It is… frustrating. My processors overheat at the mere subtask of analyzing those circumstances."

"W-well, yeah, but," Demitri said, "Porygon-Z are just like any other Pokémon. Even you have ancestry, right?"

"I do not know," ADAM said. "My aura is strange, even to other Pokémon of my line. But regardless, my species is ultimately an artifact of the lost human world. I cannot fully relate to your circumstances. But I can at least inform you that so long as you think, and so long as you feel, it is only fair that we agree that you exist. Therefore, you must be treated like any other creature. It is… only normal to do so."

The wind blew. Tall grass bowed to the group in gentle waves; stray petals and leaves of the waning summer, and the first sign of autumn, blew past them. A single petal of a nearby flower, pure white, got caught on Valle's unmoving face. Rhys helped to pick it off.

"I'm very sorry that you two are troubled by your origins," Elder said. "But, if it is any help, even those who were born based off of your early designs are different from you. They have their own personalities, and experiences, and souls that are distinct."

"But," Mispy said, "we're… replaceable. If… if we weren't good, you could make more." She scanned the field aimlessly. "Easily."

"You already made more," Demitri said. "When we broke, you guys must've fixed our designs. And tried again. That's what happened, isn't it? Rhys? After we went crazy, and Star split us apart? You kept us away from all the training. We didn't go through tests anymore. Because we were a failed experiment. Nevren and you—you were going to design better versions of us."

"That isn't—that's not how I thought of it," Rhys said. "I… I was focused on helping your auras. The meditation replaced your testing—not that you could remember any of that. When you were split apart, you forgot nearly everything about yourselves. You were kids again. I tried to take you on a few excursions. Sealed away, you were safe."

"And during one of those, that's when Owen killed Klent," Demitri said. "Trying to gather the Orbs. Still using us for your stupid Hunter mission—trying to train us to handle our evolved forms all over again… Y-you were still using us as weapons!"

"It—it wasn't like that at all!" Rhys said. "Owen lost control. There was already so much bloodshed, even before Klent, before we got you involved. There was an entire war, Demitri—all over control of Kilo, and the Guardians had become involved in it."

"The… the war?" Demitri asked.

Beneath Rhys' fur, his face blanched. "No. Don't remember," he said. "Don't."

Demitri and Mispy exchanged glances, but they had no recollection. It must have been during a time when their lives were on repeat, or perhaps they simply hadn't been involved.

Rhys shook his head. "I never wanted to hurt Klent. I was trying to negotiate, and… and things went awry. After that happened, I had to revert you all so you'd forget, and I had a change of heart, then. I spirited you all away to my next assignment, Amia, and—that was it."

"And that's how it all went." Demitri said. "You trained us there, quietly. Until we got unstable again. And then, I bet you had to leave Owen behind, so we'd never be at risk of fusing into the Alloy. Right? But… I don't get it. If you just left the Hunters, couldn't Rim, or D—or Eon, couldn't they have just…?"

The ex-Hunter paused. "She could have. Perhaps. But, to be honest, I am not sure why she did not try to attack. Didn't pursue us at all. I'm not even sure why she attempted to take the Orb recently, rather than all that time she had before. All that time. It bothers me every day."

Despite everything that was happening, and despite their memories coming back in full, it still felt like there was a lot they didn't know. Every piece of the puzzle that was their past was there, but it was all scattered and scrambled.

The brief, gentle silence was undercut only by the heavy steps made by their Icy companion.

"Did you use us in that war, too?" Demitri asked.

"No," Rhys replied immediately. Despite the quickness, he showed no signs of lying.

"Tell the truth," Mispy said. "I'll… I'll kill you if you don't."

"It's the truth," Rhys said. "You were in no condition to fight in something of that scale. I promise you, that was one fight you were kept far away from. Eon would have none of it."

"So, you're saying if we asked Eon, he'd say the same thing?" Demitri asked.

"He would," Rhys said. While he felt a pang in his heart that they didn't trust his word, he had no grounds to expect that from them.

And then, the statue spoke up. "You two are disturbed by your many copies," Valle said, "but you are also the only Demitri and Mispy that I know. Just as there are many Shiftry in the world, or many Joltik, or even other Haxorus and Meganium. Just because you are of the same species does not mean you are identical. We have living examples among us. Two Lucario, Rhys and Manny. The same species, yet dissimilar. Is that not the same for you two?"

Enet finally spoke up, catching on to the conversation. "You're good!" she declared.

"W-well," Demitri said, "it's one thing to be the same species, but they're… us."

"From what I gather, they behaved differently," Valle said. "None of us will confuse you for another of your design. That would be quite rude. No two souls are the same." Valle paused, then, as if something had crossed his mind. "Hm…

"Y-yeah," Demitri said. "O-okay."

Rhys sighed. This was not something that they were going to be able to resolve in one walk. Perhaps not even one moon would be enough to help them cope with their circumstances. But it seemed like, at the very least, Demitri and Mispy understood that they in the group would accept them.

Demitri returned to fiddling with Mispy's petals. After a while, he leaned forward and rested against the back of her neck, closing his eyes. He was careful to keep his axes from cutting her accidentally.

The Haxorus opened his eyes. "Hey, uh, I kinda just thought of something. We're heading right into Kilo Village, right? But, uhh… I mean… Don't we kinda… stand out?"

Rhys stopped walking. Up until just then, the thought had eluded him. Based on the reaction of everyone else, it hadn't occurred to them, either.

He was so used to being around the abnormal that it had become commonplace. Step was a walking ice sculpture. Mispy was a complete behemoth. Valle was a floating statue.

How would they enter town like this?






53. All's Well


Chapter 47 – All's Well

If it wasn't for the fact that Hot Spot Road was rarely traveled, bystanders would've reported them to the Hearts as mutants roaming the world to be contained—or neutralized. Rhys gulped. That wouldn't do well for Mispy's psyche in particular.

"Th-that's right," Rhys said. "Well. I suppose if that's the case, we should, hmm… If only Nevren was with us. He'd be able to seal those memories like when Owen ran off in his Grassy form."

"I can revert to my normal form, if you wish," Step said. "I do not want to cause any trouble if it is not necessary." The icy Aggron breathed out a slow, frosty breath that permeated the air around them.

Mispy's vines writhed from the cold. She shivered and wrapped around Demitri even tighter, squeezing the air out of him—even though he, too, was cold-blooded. She wouldn't mind fusing with Owen again—at least he had the natural warmth of a Fire Type.

The Haxorus, increasingly more constructed, wheezed, "Mispy… you're… choking me…!"

"S-sorry." The mutant Meganium released Demitri and he slumped against her back.

Step's body lost its transparency and became its normal, gray, steely color. She took one step and stumbled forward, slamming directly into the ground with a loud grunt. "Urngh, how—inconvenient!" she shouted, pushing herself off the ground. Rhys rushed to help on one side, and Mispy brought a few vines back to stabilize the other.

"A-are you okay?" Mispy asked.

"I am much heavier in this form," Step mumbled.

Rhys huffed from below. "Y-you don't… say…!"

He pushed Step onto her feet, where she stabilized herself with her tail and took another step. She wobbled and nearly fell forward again, but a quick jerk of her arms kept her in place.

"Okay. How about you, Adam?" Demitri asked.

"ADAM, and I am already the Normal Type," said the Porygon-Z. "I do not have an alternative form."

"I mean, yeah, but Zena's the Water Type and she has a Water form," Demitri said. "Don't you have some sort of special power?"

"I do."

"Oh. So…?"

"It is not visible."

"Oh. Okay." Demitri and Mispy exchanged a glance, but then shrugged—for Mispy, this manifested as a bunch of her front-facing vines moving upward, parting ways to reveal even more vines beneath.

"Hmm." Rhys eyed Demitri and Mispy. Demitri would pass as normal—he was a bit muscular, but as long as he didn't detach his tusks, he wouldn't draw much attention. Mispy was the problem. "Perhaps we should have brought the Poké Balls in Brandon's factory after all…"

Mispy tried to wrap her vines around themselves to form makeshift legs, but it didn't work as well as she would have hoped. Not only were they too thick to fashion into proper limbs, but they were so abundant that she'd look more like she belonged with Trina's Bug spirits than anything.

"Mispy, you will need to be on your best behavior," Rhys finally said. "All of us are more or less normal in appearance, but your form is heavily modified from the average Meganium. It may frighten the civilians."

Mispy's eyes widened. "B-but, I can't help it!"

"Nor can I," Step said, her steely gaze fixed on Rhys. "My species is naturally intimidating. Am I also banned from this society?"

"N-no, not at all," Rhys said quickly. His tail hid between his legs unconsciously. "We just need to… hrm."

Suddenly, Mispy's body changed shape—from the monstrous vines, to four normal legs, and even a cute little tail that naturally came with a Meganium's pale green body. Rhys stammered, "H-how is—what is—?"

"Not scary," Enet cheered, waving her paws.

"My goodness—that's brilliant, Enet!" Elder said. The Torkoal chuckled to himself for several seconds, the group stopping to marvel at the technique. "Enet's illusions, of course! Were you listening this whole time?"

Enet may have understood a few of Elder's words. "Listen. Yes! Listen. Mispy… scary body. I make… less scary."

Mispy tilted her head. "What do you…?"

"You don't feel your legs, Mispy?" Demitri asked.

"Legs?" Mispy looked down. "Eek—!" As if reacting to a Bug-Type, she flailed her front legs in a panic—Demitri felt something invisible smack against his head, and then another invisible force squeezed his body tight.

"W-wait—vines—! Mispy—vines—!"

"Wh-what?"

"It's just an illusion!" Elder said. "Mispy! You don't have legs! Enet is just making it look as if you have them!"

"Fake!" Enet said.

"Fake?" Mispy had been bucking in the air, trying to feel the legs that she didn't have. Demitri was dizzy from compression. But when she sank back down—and, more importantly, closed her eyes—she felt that, indeed, she just had vines, vines, and more vines. And she sighed, relieved. She didn't know how she lived with legs for so long—gliding along the ground with the locomotion of her tendrils was so much better.

"Good! I guess now we look normal," Elder said. "Ahh, except…"

All heads turned to Valle, the last of their group to not revert to something more normal in appearance. "You know, Valle, it might be a bit unsettling to see a Pokémon turned to stone. Your statue is too detailed."

"Mm," said Valle. "Well, it is not as if Pokémon turn to stone normally."

"Ahh," Elder hesitated. "I suppose not."

Rhys glanced at Elder, but then looked at Valle again. "Perhaps you should revert to your original form, Valle. Surely you remember it?"

"I will not. I shall be silent in public and will be a statue."

"You're heavy," Enet said. "Not carrying."

"Oho, you may be a strain, even for me, Valle," Elder said. "Please, is it too difficult to return to normal?"

"It… it would be," Valle said. "I have not moved in a very long time."

"You moved!" Enet said, bounding toward him. "Your arm! Remember? And attacked Gawen! And, um…" Enet counted on her claws.

Willow bounced a few times while atop ADAM's head. "Your arm fell off at the Frozen Oceanside."

"I remember this," ADAM said. "But that was not a voluntary movement. The ice ruptured his joints, and he had to re-grow the arm from the rocks of Hot Spot Cave."

"Yes. I hardly count those as movements. Gawen was necessary. But this is not. I am a statue."

"Move!" Enet said, gently patting his back. "Not bad!"

"I… I would rather not."

"Why not?" Enet asked.

Valle didn't answer. A stray blade of grass blew into Valle's stone eye. Enet tilted her head and picked it away, but then asked again.

"Why not?"

"I," Valle said, but then paused. "I don't know if I can. I'm… perhaps I'm afraid to."

"Afraid?"

Valle was quiet again.

"Valle," Willow said, "it's okay to move."

"It—it is not!" Valle suddenly said.

The outburst made Willow shrink to half her size, crawling along ADAM's eyes to hide between the space between his head and body again.

Valle continued. "What I mean is, that is…" He settled down again, and then rotated his entire body around. "This is not something that I wish to speak about."

"Valle!" Enet said impatiently. "Be… normal!"

Rhys and Elder exchanged uneasy glances. They looked at the statue again.

"Valle," Rhys said, "have you truly become so used to being a statue, that the idea of returning to normal frightens you? What do you mean, you can't turn back?"

"Hrmm," Elder said. "I imagine a lot of our Guardians have warped their minds in some small way in their solitude. Even with spirits to entertain them, the body craves interaction. It doesn't help that spirits tend to behave like their hosts, if enough time passes within their realm. Valle must have been dormant for so long that the very idea of moving is frightening to him. As if his world would shatter. Is that right, Valle?"

"I… am… I am stillness," Valle said. "I cannot move. For I am the Guardian of…"

"But why, Valle, when so many Rock Pokémon are capable of movement?" Rhys said carefully, yet firmly. "There is nothing to fear with this warped mentality. You can move, Valle. You can."

"You have already moved before," Elder said. "You can move again. You will be fine."

"It… it is too much."

"Just arm. Come on!" Enet encouraged. "Again! Huh?"

Valle rumbled angrily. "Insolent feral…"

The Zoroark's fur puffed to twice its size. "What'd?!" Her fur sparked with electricity.

"N-now, now, let's calm down for a moment!" Rhys said as ADAM buzzed with anxiety.

"There is no need for infighting," Elder quickly said, trying to diffuse. "We have enough problems as it is, yes?"

Enet hissed at Valle and flicked her claws toward him. The statue vanished in an instant.

"E-Enet!?" Demitri said.

Enet huffed and turned around. "No."

"Enet! Where'd he—oh." Demitri shook his head. "You just… made him invisible."

"Don't want to see."

"W-well… that's as good as anything, I suppose," Rhys said. They could discuss Valle's phobia of movement later. With that final anomaly out of the way, they could walk into the village without making a scene with their mere presence. They saw the Waypoint—a small, metallic tile with a Heart insignia embedded into the ground near the end of the path. Rhys demonstrated first, stepping onto it. He vanished in a flash of light. This was followed by the others.

It was nice to see a bit of normalcy in town. Pokémon meandered through the streets in search of an early dinner. Hearts who had finished their missions, easy and hard alike, were tuckered out and ready for a nap. The swing shift of the Hearts was out in search of breakfast before their evening mission.

A few starstruck Pokémon spotted Rhys and waved enthusiastically, and Rhys remembered that he was an Elite Heart. He waved back, and Elder looked back at him, amused.

"I see you still have quite a reputation with the youth," he said. "I'm positive I saw hearts in their eyes."

"Y-yes, well… I suppose I do." Rhys blushed and focused on a random pebble next to a building. His tail brushed against the Torkoal's shell. "Nothing will replace you, Elder."

"Oho, I'm hardly worried, Rhys. Let them admire."

Step rumbled nervously at the sight of so many Pokémon. "This is a dense population," she said. "How do you all eat? I cannot imagine it is very easy."

"Well, it wouldn't be, normally," Rhys said. "But we have developed small farmlands in the outskirts of town, beyond the mountain range. Though, I suppose as the farmland expands, we may run out of habitats to fill before we encroach upon the nearby Dungeons."

"Mm. That is a concern," Step mused. She scanned the buildings again; it had been a while since she had visited here, and it was only for a brief time. She hadn't paid much attention to what it looked like. "What is that strange structure resembling two ovals?"

"Two ovals?" repeated Rhys.

"Yes. Two ovals merging as one. The large, red structure."

"A-ahh, the Heart," Rhys said. "Well. That is the Thousand Hearts Headquarters. That shape? I'm not quite sure why it's called a Heart, since hearts do not normally appear that way. But that is a cultural shape for a heart; it was part of Anam and Nevren's designs a long time ago. Anam wished for a heart theme for his little association."

"I see," Step said. "And Anam. Did he design these things when he was a child?"

Rhys winced. "No, he did not."

"I see. And he is your leader?"

Rhys wished to sink into the ground. "Yes. He is."

"I see."

Step said nothing more.

"Oh!" Enet pointed a claw at the stairs to the Heart, where Nevren was stepping outside. "That's, umm…!"

"That's Alakazam Nevren, Step," said Rhys. "He is also an ex-Hunter, like myself. He spends his days assisting with the daily tasks and management of the Hearts. Every so often, he also handles the more difficult missions, particularly the, er, mutant missions, if they arise. You see, mutants have a tendency to… cause trouble when they stray from Eon's army. It's a constant problem, and from what Nevren told me, it's only gotten worse as they try to hunt down the Guardians."

"You mean, strays of our kind?" Demitri said uncomfortably, shifting his weight.

"Y-yes, well, it isn't as if it is safe for the hostile ones to be around," Rhys said. "I dispatch of them, when needed. I do not know their aura key as I do for you, so—there is not a way for me to… revert them to a calmer state. Instead, Nevren and I have found… safe drop-off locations."

"Drop-off?" Demitri said. "So… so Rim gets them, or something?"

"That's the theory," Rhys murmured. "…It doesn't feel right to kill them. They were led astray. We can't merely…" He thought about Manny and his tendency to kill his mutant opponents. They just became part of his spirit realm. He shuddered.

"But they'd just try to kill us again," Mispy said, "Or they'd hurt others."

"If they're taken care of by Rim and Eon, they should be under control," Rhys said uneasily. "That's—simply how it is."

"Ahh, are you talking about how we handle the Synthetics?" Nevren asked on his approach; there weren't any others around to hear the conversation other than their group. "There is no need to worry, Demitri. These strays seem to happen from time to time, and killing them won't stifle the flow. I'm not very pleased with the fact that they are strays to begin with."

"Y-yeah, no kidding!" Demitri said. "Those things are scary!"

Mispy nodded. "W-well," she said, "we're scary, so…"

"Where is the Goodra?" Step asked.

"Ahh, Anam? He is still inside his office, if you would like to see him. It is a pleasure to meet you. And you are… which Guardian?"

"I am Aggron Step—of Ice."

"Very good to meet you, Aggron Step," Nevren said. "Now then! Would you like to meet our grand leader of the new world?" He chuckled.

Rhys winced. "That's not very funny, Nevren."

"Ohh, just a bit of nostalgia, Rhys," Nevren said dismissively.

"Let's see Anam!" Demitri said. Nevren nodded and stepped aside to let them all in.

The bulky Aggron carefully walked up the stairs, though this proved to be extremely difficult. She didn't trust the flooring, and wobbled once she was nearly to the top. "This is not an ideal place for me."

They steered clear of her path. The last thing they wanted was for their story to end because a half-ton of living rock and metal fell on them. Step was already bigger than the average Aggron; imagining that on top of their bodies briefly reminded Rhys of when Emily subdued him. Sometimes, Rhys wished he could wipe his own memories the way he could for his students.

After an agonizing ascent, Step entered the Heart and stared at the colorful walls suspiciously. "I have always wondered: how did you make such a strange color for the walls? What special rock is so vibrant?"

"It's not rocks, Step," Demitri said. "It's paint! I think they crush up special berries or something and mix it with, um, water, and stuff."

"Paint," repeated the Aggron. "I do not know what that is."

"It's like a coating that you put on rocks and buildings so they can look like something else. See the lines? You can't get lines like those on rocks!"

"Hm." Step eyed the pinks, reds, and purples of the Heart's interior. She observed the dark purple on the ground, and how one of these paths led to a room near the back of the structure. A Decidueye stepped out of this room and locked onto their group. "He appears to be important."

Rhys grunted in affirmative. "That is Decidueye James."

"He's boring!" Willow amended. "But he's Anam's assistant! And Anam is super nice!"

"Hm." Step walked to James and held out her hand. "Decidueye James. I am glad to meet someone of sanity. My name is Aggron Step, of Ice."

"Ah—so you were able to be rescued after all? That's wonderful." James then addressed the others. "We apologize for being so silent toward you the past few days. There was an extraordinary backlog of paperwork to sort through, and it took my, Anam's, and Nevren's combined efforts to sort through it all. We shouldn't leave the Hearts alone like that for long again."

"I don't blame you," Rhys said with a grin. "Well, we just wanted to make certain that everything was all right. May we see Anam, or is he busy?"

"We just finished. He's just taking some time to relax in the pool." James turned around. "Come." He eyed Mispy curiously. "…Why does she look normal?"

Enet waved.

"Ah." James turned and led the way inside.

There, the Goodra was sitting in the middle of the pool in the back of his office with his eyes closed, a dumb smile on his face. The water was thick with slime—it had been too long since his last good, warm soak.

Step crossed her arms skeptically. "This is your leader?"

Anam's right feeler throbbed and he opened his left eye. "Oh! Hi!" When he stood up, it became apparently that his body was swollen from soaking in the water for so long. Where his body ended and the pool water began was unclear. "Hi! Hi! Um—who are you? I'm Goodra Anam! Ghost Guardian!"

"I am Aggron Step—Ice Guardian. It is"—Step searched for the word—"interesting to meet you."

"It's interesting to meet you, too!" He climbed out of the pool; slimy water dripped on the stone ground, darkening the floor. He held out a gooey hand, and for just a second, Step looked trapped.

She hesitantly brought her hand forward and gripped Anam's delicately, worried that her metal body would crush the amorphous, tiny thing if she pressed any harder. His hand had such an incredible amount of give that she could feel her own claws touching through the palm. She let go when she realized this, and Anam tilted his head.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"I—I think I stabbed your hand," Step said quickly.

"Oh, it's okay! I'm just jiggly." He held his hand up, revealing no injury.

"A-aren't Goodra still solid creatures? I've met your kind before, and they weren't…"

"I'm a little weird because of the Guardian stuff," Anam said. "It's fun being like this!"

"Fun. Yes. Well." Step shook her head. "I cannot relate, but I will take your word for it, Goodra. I hope my contribution to this group will be useful."

"I bet it will!" Anam nodded. "Oh! Let's go home! I finished everything I had to do here for today. Where's everyone else?"

Valle spoke up. "The others left for—"

James hooted and beat his wings in surprise—Valle had been standing right next to him, invisible due to Enet's illusion. A few loose green and brown feathers scattered on the ground. "V-Valle! Inform me of your presence, the next time, yes?!"

"The others left," Valle said, "for Emily, due to an extended mission. An outlaw, Aerodactyl Jerry, attempted to ambush Owen's team in Dark Mist Swamp. However, his impure heart caused Ghrelle, the Guardian of the Poison Orb, to melt his body."

"Melt," James repeated. "Are you certain?"

"I witnessed it myself," Valle said.

"The Aerodactyl," Step said, "was nothing more than a head attached to a Pecha Scarf when we first saw him."

"Goodness," James said. "How horrifying."

"But it's fine," Enet said.

"Yes," Step agreed. "Owen fused with this one." She motioned to Mispy. "And that enhanced her powers, between her healing talent and his Mystic enhancement."

Mispy nodded. "But he started to melt. Again."

Rhys thought back to how helplessly Jerry had begun to melt; it must have been even more terrifying the first time. "He would likely dissolve instantly if he took away that scarf, so going to Emily would be the only way to heal him completely. At least, that is the hope."

Anam nodded. "Well, if we're gonna just wait for them, let's go home! I wanna try one of those hot springs in the cave!"

"Oho, hot springs?" Elder asked. "Goodness, why did you not tell me about this, Rhys? I would go there instantly. I'm still feeling a tad chilly from Step's, er, method of storage."

Step's metallic face could not emote very well, but her eyes held her smirk. "Good."

Anam stomped outside. "Let's go! I'm sick of paperwork!"

"I must agree," James said.

Rhys sighed, relieved. He was glad that their absence was only because of paperwork. He had the most sinking feeling that something had been wrong due to their extended silence—but, from what Rhys could tell, it was just because of some extra paperwork.

"Oh!" Anam suddenly said. "Wait! We forgot something!"

"We did?" Nevren asked.

"Yeah!" Anam said. "I forgot to do my blessings!"

"Ahhhh." Nevren clicked his claws together. "My goodness. I cannot believe I've forgotten. Very well."

"Yeah! You guys should all go back," Anam said. "I'll catch up! This won't take too long."

"Blessings?" Step repeated. "Ah. The same as the enchanted scarves and other items, yes?"

Anam nodded. "We're running low on Reviver Seeds again. You can't get very many from Dungeons naturally, so I boost the supply!"

"How?" Step asked.

"Blessings are my specialty! Mhm! I learned from Mom a long time ago. She was a really important Goodra."

"I see. How interesting," Step said. "Reviver Seeds… they don't do very much, do they? They restore your body, but not very much for your energy to keep fighting."

"Not the big ones! They're harder for me to make, though… They're imbued with healing energy that reacts to weakened auras," Anam said. "They're very important. But they're hard to make. Even with all my power, I can only generate a for the other Hearts. But they're life savers. Literally! We use the tiny ones for training and sparring and easier missions."

"I see," she said again, nodding. "Very well. That is very noble of you, Anam."

"Yes. We will all go for now." Nevren clapped his hands together, floating his spoons above them. "Come! Let's not waste any further time here, yes?"

"Well, aren't you in a rush," Rhys commented. "Are you finally tired of paperwork, Nevren? I thought I'd never see the day."

"I suppose even I can get stir crazy. Come! Let's go. To Hot Spot Cave!"

Rhys nodded, turning for the exit. But then, he sensed it. A presence. So familiar, and yet one that should not be felt here. An Espurr. It was to his left. He quickly turned his head. In the corner of his eye, he saw something purple. But when he looked directly, it was gone. So was Rim's aura.

Rhys looked at Mispy. She was heading down the stairs, oblivious. Perhaps her mind was still occupied. All the others weren't nearly in tune with the aura to sense anything. But an icy pit formed in Rhys' stomach nonetheless. Why would she appear here so brazenly? Her aura felt calm. And then, there had been a spark of panic. And then she vanished. Why would she panic, if she knew that Anam would be there? Surely, he would be trouble for her. Elder was halfway to the stairs when he looked back, giving Rhys a puzzled expression.

Rhys didn't even realize it, but he was now the only one still near Anam's office.

"Rhys?" Anam asked, looking back. "Are you okay? Oh, oh! I know! You want to watch me do a blessing, right?"

"Rhys? Now, why would you want to do that?" Nevren asked. "Come! Let Anam perform his blessings in peace. We can wait for him outside, if we must."

"Actually," Rhys said, "I think it would be a good idea for me to see this. I'm curious if there is a way to replicate it." Rhys eyed Nevren slowly. The icy pit in his stomach faded into something denser.

"Rhys," Nevren said, "are you feeling well? It isn't as if this blessing would be anything new."

"I don't think we should leave Anam alone, Nevren," Rhys said.

"Huh? What?" Anam asked, turning toward Rhys. "What's wrong? Everything's fine, Rhys! I've done these blessings so many times!"

Rhys suddenly vanished from view. Anam jumped in surprise and swiveled his head, flinging slime from the ends of his feelers.

"Eep—!"

Rhys was right in front of Rim, who had appeared a split-second earlier. Extreme Speed was truly invaluable, but now, Rhys used an even stronger weapon against Rim—a stare. "Why are you here?"

Rim couldn't make eye contact. She gazed intensely at the ground with her wide, purple eyes.

"This is the second time. As if you were waiting. Why?"

Rim trembled.

"Rim," Nevren said lowly. "Do not think you can catch us off guard."

After a short pause, Rim spun around and disappeared again.

Anam fiddled with his slimy fingers. "That was scary…"

"Hmm," Nevren said. "It's a good thing you remained behind, Rhys."

Elder sighed. "What would Rim have tried to do? Attack you?"

"I suppose she was sent by Eon," Nevren said, shaking his head. "Unfortunately, he is not very happy with our arrangement with Anam. He is a bit of a thorn in Eon's side, after all."

"Ahh." Elder puffed out a small plume of white smoke. "That's very true. Hmm—we should be careful about her appearance, Rhys. She isn't good against multiple, powerful fighters like you all."

"Hrm. I still do not know her true strength," Rhys hummed. "Ever since she acquired the Psychic Orb, that is."

"I'm not sure, either," Elder said. "But she and Eon trained every day."

Rhys huffed. "Wonderful," he said, but then gave Nevren a small jab to the side. "Nothing we can't handle, I suppose. With how many Orbs we have on our side, including Trina incoming—with some luck—I think we're almost ready to take Eon directly."

Anam excused himself into the room next to his office; it was dark inside, so it was difficult to see its contents. Rhys had been there before—it was lined with unenchanted seeds, scarves, and other useful Dungeon equipment.

Nevren nodded. "After the Hunters, it will just be the Trinity."

Rhys winced. "One problem at a time."

Nevren sighed. "I suppose that much is true. One at a time. After five hundred years, Rhys. Can you believe it?"

Rhys laughed. "I can't!"

One of Nevren's many devices suddenly made a beeping noise. He looked down. "Ah, a Hecto is nearby," he remarked. "Perhaps this one is touring the town?"

"You have a tracker for Hecto?" Rhys asked curiously.

"Ah, yes, it was something I've decided to carry with me. Very useful device. I have it tuned to many of our friends, in fact. I used Hecto for testing, as usual." Nevren pulled out the device from the satchel on his hip—another square tablet with a light-based interface in the front. "Nifty, isn't it? If Hecto happens to be nearby, I'll know, and I can give him updates on anything worrisome."

"Ahh, that is useful."

"Well, it used to be," Nevren said. "Then I invented the communicators. Using Hecto as a messenger has become less useful. At least he can behave as worldwide surveillance—for the areas he visits, at least. Since we're in Kilo Village most of the time, it's rare for him to visit. Perhaps he's craving one of Ludicolo Café's smoothies again."

"I wouldn't doubt it." Rhys chuckled. "Ah, Nevren, perhaps we should stop by there and get something."

"Oh, that sounds wonderful," Elder piped up. "I personally enjoy their Cheri smoothies, oho…"

A bright glow emanated from the room next to Anam's office. They turned their heads, seeing the Goodra emerge, puffing as if he'd sprinted around the whole village crater.

"Phew. All done!"

"Goodness, that was fast," Elder said.

"Then let's return home." Rhys couldn't help it—his tail wagged on the way down the stairs. Everything was finally falling into place. They had more than half of the Orbs. He was finally with Elder again, in person. Owen and the rest of the Alloy were stable and sane.

All was well.

Walking beside Nevren, the Goodra stumbled in his steps. The Alakazam glanced at Anam. Gooey tears streamed down his otherwise normal, smiling face. Nevren's eyes glowed for just one second. The tears ceased.






54. Flames in the Dark


Chapter 48 – Flames in the Dark

Going from Hot Spot Cave to the southern corner of the world took quite a while. The sun was not far from kissing the horizon. It wouldn't be long until they were above the Chasm of the Void; even in the incoming twilight, they expected to see the blinding darkness that was the crater.

"So, from there," Star said, balanced atop Zena's serpentine back, "half of us will pay a visit to Nate, and the other half will keep to finding Emily with Jerry. How're you holding up, Aero?"

"I'm just fine," Jerry said, twisting his neck slightly at the tightness of his Stable Scarf. "I'm a little nervous about flying with this thing around my neck. It's messing with my dynamics."

"You can land on my back, if you want," Owen offered.

"I'll pass," Jerry growled. "I'm afraid that you'll twist and throw me right into the water once we go over the ocean."

"Wh-what kind of person d'you think I am?!" Owen's flame shrank at the accusation. In truth, Owen was simply trying to make up for his insolence prior to their fight. What more did he need to do? Owen struggled to find the words to form a proper apology.

"If you must," Zena offered, "you may ride on my back, Jerry. Perhaps you can use my body as a perch? I'm sure I feel a lot like a tree branch if you don't think about it."

"Listen, I'm still trying to get used to the fact that you're flying like the Legendary Rayquaza. I'm not about to also use you as some kind of stand. I'll… I'll just fly on my own. I'll be fine."

"Hm," Zena nodded. "Very well."

A quiet, serene noise filled the air. It was a gentle whistle in an enchanting, organic tune. Almost a song. It pierced through the wind.

"Um, do you hear that?" Amia asked.

"Hear what?" Owen asked. "Oh, Gahi?"

"Ngg—" Gahi beat his wings rapidly and the whistling stopped.

"Gahi! I didn't know you could sing!" Amia said. "By the Stars, that was beautiful!"

Star's ear twitched.

"I ain't singing!" Gahi said.

"He isn't," Owen said. "Those are his wings! If the wind blows at them the right way, they make a really nice hum in the air. I remember Nevren once told me that it's even louder in sandstorms."

"It ain't pretty!" Gahi said. "Nevern told me that Flygon use that singing to lure prey fer a kill. It's deadly. I'm deadly."

"I thought it sounded quite nice," Zena said. "I envy that. Despite my species, my singing voice is not quite up to your wings, Gahi."

"Well, at least your normal voice is nice, right?" Owen asked.

"I—I'm sorry?" Zena asked.

"Feh!" Gahi irritably drifted away from them, flying next to Manny instead.

"Heh." Manny twirled through the air, wagging his tail. "I've been cooped up in that mountain and then those caves fer way too long! I fergot how great it was ter fly!"

"Lucario shouldn't fly," Zena said. "I much prefer you on the ground. Perhaps with your face in the dirt?" She giggled, hiding her mouth behind one of her ribbons.

"Hey, don't go associating me with Rhys," Manny said. "I know yer history. I ain't got any bad past with yeh. Don't gotta worry about me."

"Yes, you're less dangerous," Zena said. "I heard that you lost to him quite soundly."

"Soundly?" Manny said. "Who said that? Who said I did it all easy-like?"

"I believe it was Amia," Zena said.

Manny's eyes flashed with genuine betrayal.

"So!" Amia said, drifting away from Manny. "Jerry, um." She fiddled with her hands. "About earlier. The… the Fire Clan."

"What of it?"

"I, um, I'm sorry that your circumstances turned out that way. I didn't think something like that would…"

"It's that Goodra that's the problem," Jerry said. Amia didn't reply. Jerry, perhaps from thoughts that had been bubbling for a while during the flight, continued. "What gives him the right to judge my character at a glance? What gives that stupid Ghrelle the right to judge me?! Neither of them have the right, if you ask me! I was at the top of those exams! I would've passed with flying colors! But then he steps in and denies me the chance. How is that fair?"

"I—I don't know, Jerry. Maybe we can ask him," Owen said. "After you're all healed up, we can see why Anam—"

"I know why! It's because there was something in my character that didn't fit with the Hearts' policy. I get it."

"Then… why are you mad?" Owen said. "If you didn't have it in you—"

"Well, maybe I could've gotten better."

"Y-yeah, maybe," Owen said. "But if Anam had to choose between someone who already had good character, versus someone who, I mean…" Owen didn't want to say it, but at this point, he was just dancing around the subject. "You became an outlaw after you were denied a position as a Heart. Don't you think that kind of reaction isn't—"

Owen winced at Jerry's glare.

"I'm done talking about this," Jerry spat. "You better go with the group that sees that stupid Dark Guardian, got it? Because I don't want to see your scaly hide for any longer than I have to, you pampered little—"

"Shut up for a second," Star said, gently holding a paw on Jerry's muzzle. "What's going on down there?"

Jerry was about to protest, but he grunted instead and looked down. "What?" he asked. "It's just a crater, nothing wrong with—wait a second…"

"Yeah, exactly."

The Chasm of the Void was a shallow crater in the middle of a field of tan rocks and red dirt—no deeper than Kilo Village's. Surrounding this field of lifeless dust were the thin trees of the southern forest. But that crater wasn't supposed to be that way—and many in the group imagined it would be quite a lot deeper. Yet, it looked like it only went down for a hundred feet. The ground at the bottom was a barren wasteland of even paler dirt and rocks like the terrain that surrounded it. All the way across, it was about a quarter of the size of Kilo Village's diameter.

"That's not good," Owen said. "Isn't it supposed to be this… black circle that's like going blind?"

"Yeah. And now it's gone." Her voice trembled. "Nate…!"

"Please don't tell me Eon got him," Owen said.

"N-no, that can't be it. I mean, Nate's shy, but he'd've told me, right?! Guys? I'm approachable, right?"

Zena huffed. "I suppose you are friendly, when you aren't lying through your teeth."

Owen could tell that one hurt.

Zena's eyes softened slightly. "I… apologize."

"N-no, it's okay. I deserved that. I'm doing better," Star said in a squeak. She gulped and steeled herself. "Change of plans. Let's all fly down there and investigate. If there's trouble, I want us to all be there to fight it off, alright?"

They all nodded and descended. Before long, they were at the very center of the crater; Owen was the first to land, sensing no immediate danger or foreign presence. "It feels fine to me."

"I don't know if I should be glad or worried about that," Star said.

"Oy, Flygon," Manny said.

"Eh?"

"How about we go off and circle the whole crater, see if we can spot anything weird at all angles, eh? My eyes and yer speed."

The mutant Flygon made a thoughtful churring sound reminiscent of his Trapinch years. "Yeah, sure. Figure these guys'll just scan the ground."

Gahi put his speed to good use, and Manny hopped onto his back. For just an instant, Gahi felt an odd, nostalgic kinship with him—the Lucario that he had been so impressed by as a delinquent adolescent. Now, as a delinquent adult, Manny got to see him in his full glory.

"Oy!" Manny shouted at the others. "We're gonna do a spin around the crater!"

"Yeah!" Gahi called back. "We'll let y'guys know if we spot anything!"

And with that, the pair took off.

The rest resumed their search on the ground for any signs of oddities. Star spoke up first. "You don't think Eon got to him, do you?"

Zena tilted a tiny boulder over with her ribbons, finding nothing. "Didn't you just say Nate wouldn't be defeated by Eon so easily?"

"I meant, like, with words," Star said. "Eon's pretty good with those when he has to be. Charisma, like any good leader."

"Eon?" Jerry repeated.

"The leader of the Hunters."

"Uh-huh. And the Hunters?"

"Uh, the people chasing the—look, I'll explain later, if we even have to explain it." Star waved her tiny arms in the air dismissively. "But right now, it doesn't look like there's anything here."

"This dirt," Zena said, slithering tentatively over it. "It feels… well-traveled. As if there were creatures constantly trotting over it at all times. But I imagine it would be quite lonely down here, don't you think?"

"I don't see any footprints," Owen said.

Jerry kicked at a loose rock. "That's because whatever used to be here didn't have normal feet. I've never seen markings like this before, and I've followed lots of tracks. For all I know, this is just more of that weird business you guys deal with. But the way the dirt looks here, it feels like some sort of Ghost Type used to live here." Jerry huffed. "Or some abomination. What's the difference?"

With his foot, the Aerodactyl rolled a rock over and tilted his head. Something flat and yellow had been trapped underneath. He leaned down and picked up a strange cloth. The sensation baffled him—it felt smooth, cold, and wet, yet no water or residue was left on his wing's claws.

"Huh." He didn't see any importance to it, but perhaps the material would be useful. Making use of the small bag they had given him for his sparring match with Owen, he slipped it inside. Maybe he could sell it.

Gahi and Manny—who had been specks in the air until seconds ago—descended next to the group, indicated by that same singing from the Flygon's wings.

"Nada," Manny reported.

"What the heck's a nada?" Jerry said.

"It means nothing," Star said. "Lost language."

"Doesn't look like anything's here," Zena said. "That's too bad. I hope Nate is okay…"

"Guess so," Star sighed. "Okay. I guess Nate isn't here. I don't see any signs of a struggle, though." She looked over at Owen. "What do you think? Owen? Hello?"

"Huh? Oh—sorry," Owen looked back. "I was trying to scan the whole area and I think I got lost."

Jerry blinked. "This is a big, open crater. How in Mew's name do you get lost in here?"

Star's ear twitched.

"It's—it's hard to explain, okay?" Owen said. "Sometimes it feels like I'm everywhere at once, and big, open areas make me just bleed my mind all over. I kinda prefer confined spaces."

"You're one of the weirdest Chars I've ever met," Jerry said. "Hmph. So, are we done here? Are we good? Let's go."

"I guess we are," Star agreed, nodding uncertainly. "Owen?"

Owen was standing still again, staring into empty space with his mouth agape.

Jerry smacked Owen just below his horns.

"Ng—don't do that!" Owen crouched down, covering his ears. "I was just thinking!"

"You were thinking for ten seconds. C'mon, let's get going before you go crazy. Seeing the Chasm all bare like this is giving me the creeps."

Owen shrank. "O-okay."

"What," Star said to Jerry, "you mean it being like staring into the abyss is any less creepy?"

"That was weird, too!" Jerry said. "Tons of crazy rumors about this place. They say that if you fell into the void, demons would claim your soul and turn your body into more darkness." He shivered. "Some Pokémon once escaped. They said that they felt thousands of hands trying to pull them apart."

"Th-that wasn't what it was like when we came," Owen said.

"You went into the Chasm?" Jerry asked.

"Yeah! We… mis-warped or something, and wound up there." Owen paused. "I didn't know Badges could mis-warp."

"They can't," Star said. "Nevren redirected us there since apparently Eon was gonna head there next. Probably wanted to keep Nate protected. What a load of good that gave us in the end…"

"Jerry," Zena spoke up. "How do you know about the Chasm?"

"I'm from here," Jerry said. "Ever heard of Pyrock Village? Not that far from here."

Amia tilted her head back. "Mm… that does sound familiar," she said. "But I've never been there. Perhaps a few generations back?"

"Yeah. Back before the 'Fire Clan' split up." Jerry shrugged and repositioned his wings. "Whatever. Guess it doesn't matter now. The Chasm is just gone, and I say good riddance. All those scary stories about evil spirits stealing you away at night don't have much weight to them anymore, now do they?"

"Doubt they had any weight to begin with." Star shrugged, eyes closed. "Nate's friendly. Sure, he's weird, but he's friendly."

"Speaking of weird," Jerry mumbled. Owen was staring into space again. He flicked his tail on Owen's thigh.

"Guh—! Stop that!"

Star hummed. "I guess he's getting his powers back gradually. Power before control. You keep that in check, big guy." She crossed her arms and flicked her tail. "You weren't like that when you first evolved, so I think you're getting your powers back in full before you're getting back the knowledge on how to handle it."

"I guess so," Owen said, shutting his eyes tight. That didn't help. If anything, it made him even more focused on his surroundings.

Jerry grumbled irritably.

They took off. Before long, the now bright, barren chasm was a small speck in the distance, and the thin, pale treetops of the southern forest took over the landscape. Jerry followed behind at a slightly slower pace. The others were quick to notice this, but it was Owen who spoke up first.

"Jerry, are you okay?" he asked.

"Yeah, just fine."

"How come you're slowing down? Don't get too far. If you start melting, I'm gonna need to get that scarf refreshed before we get to Emily."

"I feel fine. Lay off."

The Charizard winced, beating his wings as if it would help to shake off the rejection. "O-okay."

"Hey," Star spoke up. "How about we go on a little detour first?"

"E-excuse me? This is a bit urgent, Star," Zena said.

"Oh, please, we aren't in a rush," Star said. "This is just a bunch of hurry-and-wait. Even once Jerry gets healed by Emily, we need to wait for the Badges to recharge before we can get back home. Jerry?"

"What? What do you want?" Jerry asked.

"Want to visit the Western Chasm Glade?"

Jerry's flight stiffened into a glide, and he stared ahead, looking at nobody.

"No."

Star blinked. "You… y'don't?"

"No. Let's just see Emily."

Zena and Owen glanced at one another, and then at Star. She seemed puzzled at the response, but then said, "Aw, well, I'm sure you really want to. I bet she'd—"

"Let's go." Jerry beat his wings hard, accelerating forward until he was ahead of the entire group. The ocean dominated the landscape, with the forest below transitioning into fields and sand, and finally into nothing but an expanse of water that glistened orange under the setting sun.

Owen was tempted to ask Jerry what that place was, or why Star was offering, and why Jerry refused so curtly. She was just trying to help, wasn't she? Owen felt someone brush against his side; he glanced to the right.

"Oh—sorry," Zena said.

"It's okay," Owen said. "Hey, are you having trouble flying? I guess it's pretty weird for a Milotic to be going through the air, huh?"

"Oh, it's not strange at all, actually," Zena said. "This feels very much like swimming. I should do this more often. I would be more worried about your mother."

"Uh?" Owen looked to his left. Amia was flying, yes, but she was squinting at the air, struggling to see through the rush. "Mom?"

"Oh! Yes, dear?"

"Are you okay? Seems like you're having trouble, uh, seeing."

"Ohh, it's just fine, Owen." Her eyes were watering.

Owen wondered if Pokémon that could naturally fly just had an easier time with harsh winds. Then again, Zena was fine with it, too, but perhaps swimming through water worked in the same way? Owen looked at the others. Manny was flying, and he had no problem with the wind; last he checked, he never saw Rhys fly. No, he did, when they had gone over the ocean the first time—but did that really count as flying? Propelling himself with the sheer force of aura from his paws? It wasn't like he could keep it up, either; Rhys had been quite strained by the end of it.

Wings sounded like the most appropriate way to fly, like himself and Gahi. None of these Mystic cheaters. Then again, he supposed lots of Pokémon levitated… But Rhys didn't. If he wanted to fly, he'd need to sprout an extra set of wings.

Owen briefly imagined Rhys crossed with a Dragonair, little white wings sprouting from his furry back.

He snorted out a small flame from his nostrils and tried to cover it up as a cough from swallowing a gust of air.

"Owen?" Zena asked.

"N-nothing, nothing," Owen said. "I was just, uh, I was just imagining what it'd be like if, uh, Manny had wings."

"Wings? Oh, flying," Zena said. She looked at the Lucario, and then giggled. "Oh, goodness, imagine if you fused with him, Owen."

"Fused?" Owen said. He imagined himself with Manny's boisterous personality, and then the mighty wings of a Charizard attached to the thin frame of a Lucario. "That doesn't sound too bad. For some reason I was imagining the little white wings you see on Dragonair."

Zena's eyes bulged and she stifled a laugh of her own. "Now why are you imagining that?"

"W-well, I—I mean,"—Owen flushed—"I was imagining how a Lucario could fly normally. M-maybe they could use a bunch of Aura Spheres and use that as propulsion? Do you think they can shoot them from their feet?"

Manny was too far away to ask without yelling over the wind.

Zena let loose a small giggle. "And how do you imagine I would fly, Owen?"

"Y-you? Umm—well, how does Rayquaza fly? You sorta move like I imagine he would. With… wind power, or something."

"Wind power," Zena repeated.

"W-well, what else would it be? Doesn't he have control over the sky or something? That's awesome! Hey, Star? Is Rayquaza real?"

"Yeah."

"W-wow! What, um, what's he like?"

"He's cool. A little uptight, but really laid back. Lots of the pantheon is kinda like that. I think they get it from Barky, you know, since they're sorta disciples of him and stuff. Created their forms, yadda yadda… 'Quaza was good friends with Dialga."

"Oh? You mean you didn't make them? I thought you made all life."

"All normal life," Star said. "The Embodiments are his thing, for the most part. But most of them aren't around anymore."

"Oh, that's too bad," Owen said. "So Rayquaza isn't around?"

"Nope."

"Well, I guess that explains why there have never been any sightings," Owen said, though he couldn't help but wonder why they wouldn't be around anymore. "How come they aren't around?"

"Eh, stuff happens," Star said evasively. "Maybe one day Barks will get around to making another."

"Hmm." He knew Star wasn't telling the full story, but perhaps it was just a sore spot, or an accident. Did Rayquaza die from flying into a mountain when he wasn't paying attention? If it was something embarrassing, perhaps Star was just covering for his spirit's dignity.

Star growled. "Look, I don't know the full story, either, okay?"

"O-oh. Sorry." Owen nodded; if anything, that felt honest.

Zena sighed. "Speaking of Embodiments, I can't wait to see Emily again."

"Urk." Owen's flight briefly faltered. "Y-yeah. She seemed nice."

Zena smiled apologetically. "I know you didn't get the best first impression, but I'm glad you at least see her as friendly."

"Y-yeah, I mean, she's great!" Owen forced himself to perk up. "She dedicates her life to rescuing Pokémon lost at sea! She's like the ocean's Thousand Hearts! Except, uh, just one Heart. Well, two, if you count Vaporeon, um… Tanneth, her name. And like Anam, she hugs people. A lot."

"Hugs," Zena said with another giggle. "Is that what we're calling it, now?"

"I just don't want to think of it another way," Owen said, briefly remembering when he'd also accidentally been halfway submerged in Anam's slime. No wonder he reminded Zena of Emily.

Jerry eyed Owen suspiciously. "Hang on," he said. "What?"

"Uhh—" Owen shook his head. "It's nothing! Nothing. Remember, Emily's probably the only way we can get you fixed completely, okay?"

Jerry stared. Owen shrank, veering toward Zena if only to get further away.

"So," Jerry said, "tell me again what's going on? Who is this Emily you're talking about, and how is she able to heal me?"

"She's a Lugia with very special powers," Zena said. "Potent healing abilities—it's slower, but it's incredibly strong. It was enough to heal Owen and Gahi's minds when they fused together."

"I don't think it was just that," Star said. "But she did help. It's our best bet at getting you better, Jerry. After that, we'll drop you off at the Hearts, you can finish your dues, and you'll find a better job than being a criminal. Alright?"

"Don't talk to me like I'm some kid."

Star sighed. This was going to be a long flight.

The sky transitioned to a deep purple in silence, nobody speaking with one another, more involved with their own thoughts. With so many around him, Owen was able to focus mostly on their bodies rather than the great, empty expanse of air that surrounded them, or the ocean below. Most of them were relaxed. Star seemed to be meditating, settled on a spot on Zena's back. Manny's lips twitched every so often, occasionally becoming little grins. He must have been talking to Yen. Jerry, however, was still stiff.

"Oh, look," Owen said, pointing. "Zero Isle Spiral."

"Yep," Star said.

The twisted archipelago was to their right. In the darkening sky, they could tell the land apart from the water only because the water glistened orange, while the land itself was dark.

"Wh—hey!" Owen pointed at the very center of the four-pronged vortex of small islands. "That's awesome!"

The center of the spiral glowed dimly.

"That's where the treasure is," Star said with an amused lilt. "In other words, Dragon Guardian Aramé."

"Can't we just fly right to the center?" Owen asked. "We can skip Zero Isle Spiral entirely! Oh, wait," Owen hummed. "Dungeon space is spherical, right? So, once we get too close—"

"You'll land right at the edge, yep," Star said. "Besides, I wouldn't go there anyway. Aramé's all about strength, and Zero Isle Spiral just isn't a place you want to go. Even Elites struggle with it."

"Yer making me wanna challenge it," Manny said.

"Go ahead," Star shrugged. "I'll come and collect your corpse later. She's merciful to mortals, but she told me a long time ago that if a Mystic ever entered the Dungeon, she'd have spirits waiting at the entrance to kill the defeated."

"She sounds nice," Zena said.

"Feh. Doesn't sound so tough. Maybe she's all talk."

"Wanna test it out?" Star asked. "C'mon, Manny. Don't be an Owen."

"H-hey!"

Star giggled. "Let's keep going, alright? One problem at a time."

More flying, and the sound of wind blowing past them slowly faded out of Owen's mind. The gentle singing of Gahi's wings, too, faded from Owen's mind. Becoming nothing but background noise, the 'silence' ate away at him. He drifted a bit to Zena, and then dipped beneath her until he was between the Milotic and the Aerodactyl.

"Um, Jerry," he said.

"What now?" he groaned.

"I'm sorry for belittling you. For the fight."

Jerry stared at Owen incredulously. "You think I care?"

Owen flinched. "N-no, I mean, yes? I—I just didn't want to—I'm just sorry that I said you were weak."

"Who cares?" Jerry said. "I fight to survive. Just because you thought I was weak doesn't mean anything. Actually, you know what? It's an advantage for me, because that might've given me the win in the first place."

"Y-yes, but isn't… I don't know. Doesn't it seem like a big insult? I'm really sorry."

Jerry wished his wings weren't occupied so he could rub his face. He compromised by rolling his eyes. "Look, if this is part of your freak-mutant culture of bloodlust, I don't care. Your apology was losing. So, fine. Apology accepted." He grunted. "Now how about you stop belittling me for my past, next?"

Owen winced.

"Yeah, Mister Entry-Heart. By the way, did you know that they tell you the team name of the group that arrested you? Part of the records. What kind of name is Team Alloy? None of you guys are metallic."

"Th-that's a long story," Owen said, realization washing over him. Alloy. What a sick joke. "It's meant to signify a team that can combine their skills into a single, stronger force."

"So, your fusion gimmick," Jerry said.

"We… didn't know about that part."

"Ohh, so it's just a subconscious thing," Jerry said. "Huh. Well, isn't that something."

An agonizing silence followed.

Jerry went on. "So. You gonna apologize?"

"For calling you an outlaw?"

Jerry snarled. "Forget it. I can't expect someone from the Hearts to understand."

"To be fair, Jerry," Star said, "you are an outlaw who ran away from your sentence. We could send you right back to toil."

He growled in response. "Being told off by God herself. Hmph. Guess I should feel honored."

"Don't call me that."

"What, don't like taking responsibility for your mistakes?" Jerry smirked.

"Do you?" Star replied icily.

"L-let's not get too heated," Amia spoke up over the wind. "Emily! We're here for Emily, to help Jerry, remember?"

Jerry and Star continued their glares. Owen, able to see Star's face from his angle, had to turn away. Jerry's eyes were no better, and he ultimately drifted back to Zena, taking solace in her graceful 'swim' through the sky.

"So," Owen said to Jerry, "life was pretty hard for you, huh?"

Jerry broke his glare to pay attention to his flight path. "Yeah. Guess you could say that. Sure, maybe if I toughed it out, I would be able to get a decent life for myself. But there were easier ways."

"Like stealing," Star said.

"Like surviving away from a dead-end job."

"Dead-end? You had it made!" Star said. "Do you know how good it is to get a job in construction?"

"Excuse me?" Jerry said, beating his wings to gain some altitude on Star. "You have any idea how high the turnover is for a job like that? Chronic strain would've had me out in ten years! Then what?!"

"A-Anam wouldn't allow something like that to happen," Owen defended.

"And another thing, don't you think it's a little weird that Anam's the law of the land, the Head of the Hearts, and the world's grand priest?! Sounds like an awful lot of power, if you ask me. I don't think he can manage playing God of the Living."

"Nobody can," Star mumbled.

"W-well," Owen stuttered. "I don't—I don't think Anam's been doing a bad job. The world's fine, if you ignore all this Mystic stuff. Maybe you just aren't—" Owen caught himself too late.

"Aren't what?" Jerry asked. "Or are you siding with Ghrelle, saying I don't have the right character or purity to make it in this world? That I'm some lazy trash? Is that it?"

Amia flinched, ready to speak up, but she couldn't find the words. Gahi beat his wings irritably, but he lacked the eloquence to counter with anything meaningful. In a rare act of restraint, he said nothing, too. Manny listened with an uncharacteristic, somber silence. Zena looked at Owen, expecting him to respond. Star seemed lost in thought about something else.

"That's—no," Owen said. "You—you work hard. You wouldn't be so strong if you didn't work hard." He looked down, stretching his wings for a steady glide.

"Hmph," Jerry said. "I thought so. You just follow the label. I'm an outlaw. Doesn't matter what or why. I'm a criminal, and you're better than me for that. Pretty simple mindset. But you know what? I had to make the choice. I either had to doom myself to a short life, wasting away at unskilled labor just to make ends meet, or—actually survive, no matter what I had to do. I don't want to hurt people. But I needed to if I wanted to live a life of any sort of comfort that you privileged Hearts have handed to you."

Owen nibbled on the right side of his tongue. How was he supposed to counter that? He had no idea what Jerry was talking about. Pokémon got along just fine. They worked, they got paid, and they got what they needed to live. It was simple. If there was a problem with the way the world worked—there would have been protests against Anam! Large ones!

"Owen," Zena spoke up. "Is the world difficult to live in? I have been away for so long, but the time I've spent in Kilo Village—I don't think I saw that much trouble."

"It's not that difficult," Owen said. "You just need to get a good skillset, put yourself to use, and you can pretty much just find a job to take care of."

Jerry growled. "You talk as if finding a job and getting skills is easy, and then you're set for life. You aren't. Sometimes you don't have the resources to do something the right way. Got it?"

Star snapped to her senses. "Guys, c'mon."

"Hmph, y'know what?" Gahi flapped his wings, briefly cutting off the whistling song. "Owen's right."

"Bah, what do you know," Jerry said dismissively. "You're a Heart. You've got the best sort of life."

"Hah!" Gahi swayed threateningly closer to Jerry. "Easy, being a Heart? Don't make me laugh. While all the normal folks get to live quiet lives, we're the ones heading straight inter danger every day. We get paid well because we need supplies, and 'cause without us, Pokémon would be in trouble and dying a whole lot more often. Mutant attacks alone amount fer a lot o' our problems, too, y'know. We're the ones who gotta fight 'em, not the civilians er whatever. Y'know that one guy, Granbull Jin? Died defending town, jus' like that. And y'know what? I think I'm starting ter understand why Anam rejected you. 'Cause he has a sense fer this sorta thing. His power. He can peer inter yer heart, feel yer emotions. Figure that's a Mystic quirk."

"Oh, is that it?" Jerry said. "Anam, the great, compassionate Goodra, is literally able to feel what others feel? Well then enlighten me, Flygon—why did Anam reject me? Because I was too mean? To harsh? Too scaaary for the adult hatchling to handle? I would've been the best new recruit they'd've ever gotten!"

"Hmph, no you wouldn't," Gahi said. "Strength ain't why Anam rejects people. That's what the tests are fer."

"Then WHAT?" Jerry shouted, seemingly convinced that Gahi knew the answer. "I had everything! I could've turned my life around! None of this would've happened if I was just accepted into the Hearts! All of it! So WHY?"

Gahi snorted. "That's easy," he said. "Why'd you wanna join the Hearts?"

"To make my life better. So I can actually feel secure. So I could actually survive. What's so wrong about that?!"

"Ain't nothing wrong with it," Gahi said. "But that ain't enough. Figure I know why. D'you, Owen?"

Owen gulped. "Y-yeah. I know. I think I know."

"What is it?" Zena and Jerry both asked—Zena in curiosity, Jerry with bitter impatience.

Owen winced. "It's because you don't care enough about others."

Jerry stared at them in disbelieving, wide eyes. "How can—" he said, but he stopped himself. An opposing gust of wind disrupted their course and the group of fliers had to swerve to stabilize on their way. The sun had finally set; what little light that had brightened the Chasm, by now, was gone completely. The ocean was a sea of undulating darkness, except for the distant factory where Steel Guardian Brandon resided to their left. This factory had no light, but was instead an even darker patch against the water.

"Don't care for—" Jerry said again. His wings beat twice, each one angrier than the last.

"How can I care about others when I can BARELY CARE FOR MYSELF?!" 

He made a nosedive toward the ocean, gaining speed, and then tilted up to move forward. He didn't care where he went; he didn't even care if he lost his course. He just wanted to get away from them. He tilted his head back to get a look at his tail and feet. They were still solid. For just a brief moment, his thoughts trailed to the idea that if he melted, maybe he wouldn't have to think about this anymore. The irrational thought remained in his head for longer than he'd wished, but he eventually shook it out.

"Aagh, what is he doing?" Gahi groaned.

"You guys need to stop pushing his buttons," Star said.

"Oh, like you weren't?" Gahi said.

"That was too far," Star said. "Look, you guys have a point, but we're trying to help him. If he runs off, we might lose him. Like, super-lose him."

"He heading the right way?" Manny asked.

"Yeah. He's fine. Let's just keep up."

"So, how exactly are we going to spot Emily's place?" Owen said.

"I know the way," Star said. "But if you guys aren't sure, uhh, let's see," Star scanned the group. "Anybody know Flash?"

No reply.

Star sighed. "Yeah, I figured." She looked down. "Hmm. Well, if Emily's around, I can sense her aura. Otherwise, we'll be able to see it on the ocean as a little darker spot. There's still a little bit of light left. If we speed it up, we'll actually see it."

Gahi grumbled. "It's getting real dark," he said. "Kinda… tired, y'know."

"Oh, that's right," Amia said. "You… you're a little sleepy, huh? I forgot that normal people have to sleep. I wonder if Jerry's feeling tired, too."

"Doubt it, after getting upset like that," Star said. "He might be used to long nights."

"Um, Gahi, er," Owen said. "If you need help, maybe we can fuse. Then you won't have to sleep. Does that sound—"

Gahi crashed into Owen, melting into his side. Owen gasped in surprise and swerved through the air, twirling without direction. He fell a quarter of the way to the ocean, and then outstretched his four wings, righting himself. "Ugh—" Gawen muttered. "I'm kinda worried that I'm getting used to that."

Star giggled. "Doing alright, there?"

"Y-yeah, I'm fine."

"Not, um, not feeling antsy at all, dear?" Amia asked.

"I'm fine, Mom," Gawen said. "Gahi's actually resting. I think he fused differently this time. It feels like he's… just a little bit there, in the back of my head."

"Oh, there are different degrees of fusing together?" Zena asked.

"I guess so," Gawen said. "But with Gahi further in, I feel like I can use the Owen part of me a lot easier. Hey, that's right—so, think I can just use my Perception to find the cave?"

"I'd be careful about that, but go ahead," Star said. "You know how open areas can make you feel lost. This is about as open as you can get."

"N-no, it's fine. With Gahi in here, it feels… like I can't expand it as much. It's not as easy to lose it. Um… but I don't feel anything yet. I—oh, wait! There!" Gawen gently banked to the right. "See? It's right there!"

"I see it," Zena said. "I hope Jerry did."

"Yep, I see his aura," Manny said. "Kinda hard ter miss somethin' so turbulent. Feh… I can't relate ter what he's getting at. Like, I get try'na do yer best fer yerself, but there's more to it, eh? Hearts're supposed ter be heroes."

Star glanced at Manny, smiling slightly. "Yeah, you know, you'd make a good Heart, Manny."

"Bahh, don't bring that up," Manny waved a paw dismissively.

The others focused; now that they were closer, they could see the Aerodactyl's aura standing just at the edge. It was flaring with a mixture of raw emotions, and Gawen felt, simultaneously, pity and annoyance toward the outlaw—an emotion from both his halves.

"Whoa, you alright there, Gawen?" Star asked. "Felt your aura do a weird little pulse there."

"S-sorry," Gawen said. "Felt some conflict in my head, uh, I think the Gahi half is annoyed, but the Owen half feels bad, or something."

"Sounds about right." Star sighed. "…Uh—wait. Are my aura eyes crossed, or am I counting four auras?"

"Can aura eyes cross?" Manny said.

"Shut up, you know what I mean."

"I kinda don't."

"Just—count the freaking auras."

They all did. They saw a single, gigantic aura—that was most definitely Lugia Emily. Frankly, they probably would have noticed her even if they didn't use aura. It seemed that she was home tonight. They also saw the tiny—relatively—aura of Vaporeon Tanneth resting on Emily's shoulder. Or in her shoulder; it was hard to tell. They also saw Jerry… and then, another Jerry.

Manny flicked his aura sensors. "Oy, what? I think my whatevers're on the fritz."

They descended to investigate, landing on the soft sands. The water was cold on their feet. Gawen in particular sank a few inches into the cold sand, shivering with each wave of water that brushed on his scales.

Gawen focused and split in half. Gahi stumbled forward and rubbed at the area just beneath his eye-covers, yawning. Owen advanced into the cave, grabbing his tail to light the way.

"Oh, there's your friends!" Emily said. Her booming voice shook the entire island; every step of the Lugia threatened to knock the group off their feet.

Not all Lugia are this big, right? Owen thought. She's almost as big as the Heart!

"Hi, Em!" Star waved. "Good to see you again!"

"Oh, hi! You're pretty!" Emily said. "Oh, you're so tiny, too! You're even tinier than Tanneth!" Emily faced Jerry. "Your friends are cool!"

"Nrgh, they aren't my friends," Jerry muttered.

"Found the real Jerry," Star said. "So who's—"

The second Jerry, in the darkness, suddenly shifted forms. The silhouette of an Aerodactyl meshed and transitioned before their eyes into a floating, tiny creature—Mew.

"A-another Mew?!" Owen said.

"Getting warmer, Owen," the second Mew said in a voice that exactly matched Star.

"W-wait, how'd you—" Owen suddenly felt an icy pit in his stomach. He recognized this person. No—he didn't, not this specific form, aside from it being Star. But he knew who it was. The same person they heard in the Chasm of the Void, before the darkness had gone away.

"He's not a Mew, silly!" Emily giggled. "He's a Ditto! And he's really funny!"

The Ditto, as a Mew, gave a little wave to Owen. When he looked at him, he instantly expanded, landing heavily on the ground, and became another Owen—complete with the mutations imbued within his Charizard base.

Their two flames washed the nighttime with light. And in that light, Owen finally saw this Ditto for the first time in many, many lives. Or, perhaps not; after all, Deca visited him quite often when nobody was around…

Of the ones he could remember, at least. Flashes of old memories all throughout his scrambled mind danced in front of Owen's vision. Based on Gahi's dazed expression, he was seeing something similar.

What worried Owen the most was that the icy pit in his stomach was fading. Owen spoke without thinking.

"Dad…"

Eon grinned, holding his arms and wings out. "It's good to see you again, Owen."






55. Burn Away


Chapter 49 – Burn Away

Amia stepped forward protectively. The first was followed quickly by a second. Soon, the momentum completely dissolved the paralysis she once had at the sight of Eon.

"Amia!" Star shouted.

But she didn't stop. She stood beside Owen and then held him on the shoulder.

"Mom?" Owen asked, looking down.

"Stay away from him, Owen," Amia said softly. She pulled him back.

"Owen," Eon said, "don't let her push you around. It's me! Don't you remember me?"

"You murdered Guardians like Owen," Amia said. "Forrest and Cara were—"

"They were dead long before I met them," Eon said coolly. When he looked at Amia, his body slimmed down into an exact copy, including her voice. "What kind of life is it to be sealed away, alone, for the sole purpose of keeping two dead gods in power? That isn't living. That's purgatory. That's prison."

Zena, on Owen's other side, visibly flinched. The Charizard eyed her, but realized why—what Eon just said must have resonated with her particularly strongly. He glanced at Star, but she was suddenly missing. He focused in an effort to find her; she was hiding behind Emily, who was nervously nibbling on her massive arm with her teeth. It seemed like Emily was ignorant to the full scope of their conversation; to her, it was just an argument between people she didn't know, taking place in her home.

Amia didn't break her stare. Flames the same color as Amia's blue arm enveloped her fist.

"I freed them," Eon said. "They are, literally, in a better place now."

"They could have been with us," Amia said. "They could have been happy!"

"Forrest was sick of living. He didn't even put up a fight," said Eon. "Star conveniently didn't have you speak to him, did she?"

"F-Forrest said that he wasn't interested in talking," Owen spoke up.

"Who told you that?"

"S… Star…"

Eon didn't reply to Owen. Instead, he looked back at Amia. "Cara is easily swayed by others. Star used her silver tongue to keep her in check, thinking that everything she did was worth it. But really, was it?" he asked. "Was it worth it, Star? You can stop hiding behind the Stormbringer now."

Owen blinked. "Wait, what was that last bit you said?" He thought he heard it, but then it left him as soon as it had registered.

Eon looked at Owen with a gleam of realization in his eyes. "Oh, of course," he said. "The Decree. You don't know what Emily is, do you?"

"I guess we don't," Owen said. "Arceus made it so we wouldn't. Even Emily doesn't know, right?"

"Know what?" Emily asked, nervously pulling her arm away from her mouth—a thick line of drool connected the two.

"Hmph. There's no point, then. You have to get stronger so you can resist Arceus' warping of reality."

"Is that a Decree?"

"Mysticism, Promises, Decrees—it's all the same thing." Eon shrugged while listing them off. "It all stems from the ability to warp reality to your will. Mysticism is localized to wherever the user is. Promises are rules between two Mystics, with the effect of breaking one resulting on the forfeiture of one's power. It's just another rule, with consequences. And Decrees permeate the universe, like a fundamental law of reality, no different than gravity. Which, as you know, Mystics can ignore, if they're strong enough. Same power, different scope."

Owen sighed. "Whatever it is, we don't know what you said. I guess we can't resist it yet."

"Ain't that a shame," Manny said, crossing his arms, tense. He looked at Star, narrowing his eyes, but the Mew shrank away, silently begging Manny to stop staring. Manny grunted and entered a defensive stance, arms forward, waiting for Eon to make the first move. None came. He spared a glance at Owen for only a second before returning it to Eon. "Oy. Where's yer army, anyway? The mutants yeh send after everyone."

"This wasn't a mission to gather an Orb," Eon said. "I didn't think to bring any of them with me. I'd appreciate if you didn't call them mutants. How do you think Owen feels about that? Or Gahi?"

"Eh?" Manny asked.

Gahi rubbed his arm. "Eh…"

"I guess it has a bad ring to it," Owen admitted quietly. "But what should we be called? Mods? Synthetics?"

"Pokémon," Eon said firmly.

Manny laughed a bit too loudly. "C'mon, I've got a whole army of 'em, and even we think it's a little silly."

"Why?" Eon asked, becoming Manny. "Are they not Pokémon?"

"Well, sure," Manny said, "but—"

"Then that's all we need," Eon said.

Amia looked at Owen again, nodding. She didn't want to admit that Eon was right—but this was just what she had been trying to tell him, too. "You're just Owen to me, dear," she said. "You, too, Gahi. I'm sure Rhys would say the same thing."

Gahi looked at Owen uncertainly. Would Rhys, really? his eyes asked.

"Why'd you come here, Eon?" Star said, finally emerging from behind Emily.

"Well." Eon faced Owen. He immediately shifted to a Charizard form. "I came here so I could take Owen and Gahi home."

"What?" Owen said. "Wait, what do you mean?"

Eon held out a hand to Owen, even though they were many paces apart. "Owen, once I found out you got your memories back, I knew you'd remember life at home. How things were like before all this happened. Don't you want to come back?"

Owen's feet felt like they were glued to the ground.

Amia's were not. She instantly took a step closer to Eon.

Star piped up. "Amia, don't—"

"Oy oy, Blue, back up!"

Zena dared to slither in front of Owen. "Get back!"

"You," Amia said, pointing directly at Eon's chest, "are not taking Owen away. He is my son, and his home is with us."

Eon was a Gardevoir, now. An exact copy of Amia, staring right at her. They were feet apart. Owen gulped. What disturbed him the most wasn't that they looked identical, but that they behaved identically, too. The same glare. The same tense muscles. The only reason Owen knew who was who was because Amia was closer to him.

He leaned close. "Owen is not your son."

Emily's cave became alight with the glow of blue fire. The dark rocks, damp from the ocean's rising and falling tides, glistened a brilliant azure. Amia's eyes blazed; her blue hair had turned into an inferno of the same color, the same happening to her dress. A living, white-hot beacon, the Gardevoir stepped forward with her arm straight ahead. Owen sidestepped and slammed against the wall to avoid whatever his mother had planned, feeling the heat even from behind her.

Eon had briefly become a copy of Owen when he glanced at the mutant, but he shifted back to a Gardevoir when he looked at his attacker. He stared at his hands. "Ngh—that's not—"

Amia fired. Jerry threw himself against the wall and rolled to Owen's location, scrambling past him. He used the Charizard as a living shield, figuring that he'd do a better job at withstanding the heat than he would. "H-hey!" Owen said. "Th-this is kinda too much for me, too!"

"Sh-she's your Mom, get her to calm down!" Jerry said, jabbing him in the back.

Eon had his hand forward, blocking and deflecting the flames. The beam of white fire hit the walls, turning some of the rocks into flowing lava; sparks and embers danced in the air, biting Eon's sides. He lost his focus—the flames ate away at his hand. He shouted in pain and then brought his second hand forward. His blue hair shifted to a clear white and an intense air pressure blasted Amia backwards. Her flames flickered from the wind. Everybody else was blown clear out of the cave, including Emily. Her massive form rolled over Manny, Owen, and Jerry, where they became trapped under some portion of her belly.

Amia hopped to her feet; the sand beneath her dress melted and crystalized into glass. Emily's huge wing-arm, nearest to Amia, blackened instantly. She pulled her arm back in amazement, staring at its burned flesh.

"D-don't burn my cave!" Emily shouted. She looked like she wanted to step in, but didn't know what she could do to stop them. The flames were so intense that her body would burn up if she got too close. Even if she could heal, she wouldn't be able to grab them if anything she touched burned away.

"Listen to the Lugia!" Eon yelled, blasting more wind out. "I'm just here to—"

Amia waved her right arm horizontally in a brutal swing; aura embers scattered before her. Magmortar Alex took the center, right next to Amia—and a handful of the old Hot Spot Cave inhabitants took on the flanks.

"STAY AWAY FROM MY SON!" Amia roared.

Every single spirit fired a volley of flames toward Eon at once. Alex launched two explosive wads of fire into the mix; Amia accented the onslaught with her own blue-white blasts.

Owen and the others had to shield themselves from both the intense light and heat. Even for Owen, the fire felt hotter than he was used to. The ethereal properties made it sting, much like the flames associated with a Pokémon's normal techniques. It wasn't simple fire or lava.

Amia didn't stop her onslaught until some of the spirits next to her flickered. A few of the spirits vanished outright, returning to their host. Amia, with flames as blue as her hair, finally stopped her stream then. Her hair returned to its normal, blue, non-fire state. Emily's cave was red-hot and the sand near the entrance, now glass, glittered against the idle embers. Emily pat her belly to put out the last of the flames that had been on her. Tanneth had long since fled into Emily's shoulder to avoid the fight completely, but reemerged to douse the heat away.

The Lugia reached out to try to calm Amia down, but getting within grabbing distance burned her hand to ash. She stared, wide-eyed at her futility, and pulled her stump of an arm away.

Eon stood near the mouth of the cave, still taking the form of Amia. His hand was slightly burned, but that was all he had sustained. Amia, seeing this, took a threatening step forward—as did all of her spirits in perfect unison.

"I'm not here to fight, you know!" Eon said. "Why don't you hear me out, and we'll—"

A rainbow of flames blasted Eon, each one from Amia or one of the Fire spirits. Eon held out his hands again and brought up a column of sand with the power of the Ground Orb imbued within him—his body became that of sand, a light tan color akin to Owen's stomach.

When the flames died down again, even more of Amia's spirits flickered and returned to the Fire Orb. Now only five spirits remained: Alex, an Arcanine, a Lampent, a Fennekin, a fiery Buizel with twin flames instead of tails, and a Swalot made of the same material as a Slugma.

Eon glanced at Owen; his body expanded and shifted. His dress merged with his thighs, which thickened and became encrusted in scales; claws burst from his hands, just as wings exploded out of his back. Horns grew from his head—and in no time at all, he was a perfect replica of the mutant Charizard. Eon stared at the ground just ahead of Amia's feet. "Please, I don't want to fight," he said. Then, after what Owen could easily guess was a pause for whether it was a good idea or not, he continued. "Mom, can't you calm down?"

Amia was silent for only a second. "How dare you," she said in a voice that made both Eon and Owen gulp.

Another blast of heat sent Eon straight against the back of the cave, slamming into the rocks. Eon left an Owen-shaped print in the wall behind him, and the Charizard grunted. "Thought that'd last longer," he muttered.

"You have the—the GALL," Amia said, blasting Eon for a second, and then a third time, "to impersonate my son—after… after all that you've done?" Her eyes were literally flames in their sockets.

Fourth, and then a fifth, sending Eon further and further into the wall. The Owen-shaped print that he left was well-defined thanks to the heat, like a Charizard mold for history to rediscover later. All of the spirits except for Alex vanished.

Realizing this, the Magmortar worriedly held Amia on the shoulder. "Amia—we're too close. We need to go back—if Eon strikes—It's too hot for the others to—"

Eon glanced at Alex briefly—and instantly, his body bulked out. His shoulders widened and his wings vanished; his arms became cannons, and soon, he was an exact replica of Alex. "Not what I wanted." Eon hissed. "Can we stop this? This is absurd! Just—"

"Oh, and you think turning into my mate will help?" Amia said. "Your mind games won't work on me, Hunter, I—" Amia's tiny hands clenched. "Oooough, I can't believe you'd do something so underhanded!" She threw her hands down beside her. Both Owen and Alex had never seen Amia so upset before.

Eon tried to speak up. "Wait, that's not—"

Amia's hair ignited again into a white-hot torch. Immediately below Amia, the cave's floor reddened into molten rock. Clear flames—visible only by the distortion of light that it caused—careened toward Eon, igniting his body again. He held his arms forward in an X-formation, shielding himself from the blast—but even for a Magmortar's body, these particular flames ate away at him.

Owen watched Amia worriedly. Was she really doing it? Fighting Eon, right there? He wasn't even fighting back. He didn't even look pained. Was this the power of two Orbs? Or was Eon's form—as Alex, as himself—actually having an effect on Amia after all, weakening her Mystic willpower? Owen recalled the fight against Jerry.

"M-Mom!" Owen shouted. "Get back! You—"

Something flashed. Owen saw it for just a second between Amia's blasts. The white flame atop her head flickered and faded away, and it returned to her blue hair instead. And then—green. Her hair went from blue to green.

"Mom?"

Eon, between the blasts, said, "Are you—"

Amia fired again, but this time she nearly lost her balance.

"Forget this—" Eon's arms twitched. "I said—LISTEN!"

A shockwave rocked the entire island; Amia screamed when a concentrated blast of wind knocked her off her feet, sending her straight back to the mouth of the cave. Owen lunged and caught her, grunting when the impact knocked the wind out of him.

He wheezed for a while, staring down at the Gardevoir. Her hands were trembling and her body shivered with fatigue. "O-Owen…" Amia said, looking up.

"Mom—"

He saw it again. The blue hair that he was so familiar with was fading to green. A normal, green Gardevoir.

"Mom! What's happening to you?"

"What do you mean, dear?" Amia said, slowly sitting up. Owen had to support her. "I feel just fine."

"You're green!"

Owen felt Amia's heart skip a beat. "Excuse me?" She then looked at her arm; it, too, was transitioning from its characteristic blue to a typical green.

"You strained your Mystic powers so much that you've exhausted even the most basic aspects of it," Eon said, crossing his arms. He transformed into a Gardevoir again—this time, green, just like Amia.

"Stop doing that!" Jerry pointed a wing at Eon.

"As if I can help it!" Eon growled, missing a step when he abruptly transitioned into an Aerodactyl. "Ugh—forget this—where's my blindfold—" He tried to grab for something invisible around his neck, but then he turned his head back. He eyed an ashen pile in the corner of the cave. "That… was my lucky scarf."

Owen gulped. "I—I'm sorry."

"Owen!" Zena said. "Don't apologize to him!"

"S-sorry!"

"Somebody!" Jerry shouted, raising his wings. Apparently, he finally recovered from the shock of the clash. "Explain! Now!"

Eon eyed Jerry, then the others. "Who's he?"

"Someone we're trying to help," Star said. "Got melted by Ghrelle, so we were trying to get Emily to heal him."

Eon winced, becoming another Mew that floated in the air. "None of that sounds fun."

Zena stared coldly at Eon, trying to gauge whether the sand or cave was still too hot to approach.

Eon glanced at Zena next; his body plopped on the ground, losing its limbs in exchange for long, beautiful coils. "Don't think to attack me," he said. "You already saw what happened to Gardevoir."

The Milotic hesitated, but then looked at Owen. "The fact that you aren't attacking us right now means—that you can't beat us! If we all attack you—"

"I can just leave, you know," Eon said, moving back to rummage through the ash. He pulled out a small object, keeping it in his knuckles. Owen focused on the little object "I came here to talk to Owen and Gahi, and when I heard that you were heading to Emily's home, I waited for you there. I even promised Hecto that I wouldn't attack you guys."

"Was it a Divine Promise?" Zena asked.

"W-well—I'm certainly keeping the normal promise, aren't I?" Eon asked.

"Hmph. A Hunter's word means nothing to me," Zena said. Mystic energy circled around the Water Guardian, warping the light around her.

"Wait," Owen said, holding Zena's upper coils. This was enough to make her hesitate. "If he wants to talk, then he'll just talk. Right? He—you don't want to hurt me, right?"

"I don't," Eon said. "And I don't want to hurt your friends, either, if I can avoid it."

"Oh," Manny said, "like we're gonna believe that load of—"

"I believe 'im," Gahi said. "Besides, I wanna ask a few questions."

"Me, too," Owen said. "E-Eon. Did you kill the Dark Guardian?"

"Nate?" Eon asked. "No. I invited him over to the lab. He took the offer."

"Why would—" Owen shook his head. "So, you're saying that Nate's okay?"

"Yes."

"Do you Promise?"

"Owen, you know if I'm lying," Eon said, crossing his Charizard arms irritably.

A tense silence filled the air. A particularly strong ocean wave washed against their feet; Jerry irritably raised one of his legs, wanting nothing to do with the cold water. Owen felt the same, taking a few paces forward.

Eon wasn't lying. There was no extra tension in the way he behaved—but then again, for all he knew, Eon was better at hiding it. Perhaps he learned from Nevren, who was equally unreadable half the time. Owen could read bodies, not minds. "I still don't know, D—Eon."

Eon winced. "You can't even call me Dad anymore? You just did a little while ago!"

"I—I slipped up, okay? My—my real Dad is with Mom." He motioned to the green Gardevoir. "And… he's a Magmortar." He brought his head down, clenching his fists. "I'm sorry. But they've raised me for a lot longer than you have."

Even without looking, Owen could feel his duplicate's body deflate, his breathing slow. Wings drooped, just slightly, but then rose back up. But there was an odd defiance in his muscles, too, like he wanted to fight back. Like what Owen had said was wrong. But Owen had done the math; he had only been under Eon's care for a few decades, right? Yet with Amia and Alex…

"I see," Eon said. His voice was small. "Well. Alright then. But I'm still your… I'm still your Dad, Owen. And if you ever want to call me that again, I'll happily accept. Quartz HQ is always open to you." His fists clenched, staring at Owen again. "But I took care of you a lot longer than you can imagine."

Owen didn't respond. The numbers didn't add up for that… Maybe Eon really was lying.

Gahi pointed an accusatory claw at Eon. "Why'd yeh make me crazy?! Back in the Void Chasm place!"

Eon huffed. "It was high time that you guys returned to your true forms. I knew that you'd've recovered."

"I WENT NUTS!"

"You're fine now!" Eon countered.

Gahi growled. His eyes darted around Eon—now a mutant Flygon—searching for an opening. He saw none. He was tempted to strike anyway.

"I'm sorry that it gave you a scare," Eon said, "but I guess I—got a little irritated after that feral bit me on the arm."

Owen recalled when they had tried to attack Eon in the dark. He had bumped into Enet, which made her lash out in her own, wild way.

"It was about time you rediscovered your powers, anyway," Eon said. "It turned out just fine for you, don't you think?"

"You mean you wanted us to be sane?" Owen said.

"Of course!" Eon said. "I was sick of Rhys taking it so slowly. Constantly resetting you over and over must have been pure torture for your minds."

Owen flinched.

Eon looked at Owen again, and therefore became him. "Don't you agree? I bet you still can't sort through anything between your first and last resets. It's all a blur. Owen, can you even remember how you met Zena?"

Gahi shifted uncomfortably. Owen didn't want to think about it, but now that Eon was bringing it up, he was right. That time was a blur. He could barely remember even that. It was all just vague memories. Notions of what had happened. No event stood out in his mind at all. It felt important. It felt like there were important events that took place that he couldn't remember. Why did that bother him so much? No, that was a silly question. Of course it'd bother him. Entire chunks of his past, his self, were still obscured and scrambled. And it sounded like Eon knew the truth.

Eon, satisfied with their lack of counters, continued. "And—and how are Demitri and Mispy?"

"They're fine," Gahi said. "Figure they're the least bothered outta all of us."

Eon nodded, but then eyed Manny. He transformed into him. "…You," he said.

"Eh?" he said.

"Gahi ran off a long time ago and met you," Eon said.

"Eh. Yeah," Manny said. "What of it?"

"Thank you for dealing with him."

It was Manny's turn to flinch. "Yeah, it's whatever."

Eon finally looked back to Owen, a small frown forming. His heart rate increased for a reason Owen couldn't discern. "Owen. How far can you remember? What do you… remember?"

"Eon…" Star floated out from behind Lugia, her tail drooping.

"How much do you remember, Owen?" Eon asked again, raising his voice. "Please. Just—just tell me how far back you can remember of me."

Owen focused on Eon's tail fire next. He didn't need Perceive to see the ember's turbulence. But still… Why? "I remember Quartz HQ. I remember living normally, or whatever you want to call normally, there. I remember growing in a glass tube before I even had a flame." Owen looked at his belly, briefly remembering what that looked like. He remembered seeing something blurry and star-shaped outside his tube, looking at him. And a voice, but it was too muffled to understand.

Owen shook his head, trying to shake those strange memories away. He was distracted by how dim Eon's flame had become, and how tense everybody else—particularly Star—had become. "And I remember… a bunch of times when you saw me as a Charmander… called Deca."

"Deca…?" Amia whispered aloud. "Owen… how many times did Eon see you… in disguise?"

Owen didn't want to answer, especially with how weak, yet energized, his mother had become.

Amia snapped her head toward Eon. "Get away from here."

"Does Owen want me gone?" Eon said, turning into a Gardevoir.

"I said,"—Amia pushed away from Owen, staggering to her feet. Her hair was blue—"Get… away. You aren't… to ever… come near my son again."

"Mom…" Owen nibbled on the right side of his tongue. "I…"

Eon glanced at Owen again, transforming into him.

That was enough to set Amia into another rage. She held her arm forward and lit up again; Eon held his arms and wings forward, ready for the attack. Using Owen's own Protect technique, the flames were deflected off of him and onto the cave walls by the shield of light. Yet Amia kept firing, even when the barrier faded. Eon grunted, waiting it out. Owen saw Amia's hair fade to green again, yet the flames continued.

"Mom, you need to stop!"

"Listen to your son, Amia!" Star yelled. "You're losing control! Hello?! Amia?! AMIA!"

Amia wasn't listening. She just kept firing. Manny tried to get close to shake her out of it, but his entire arm burst into flames when he got within two paces of her. He jumped away and yelped in surprise, landing in the ocean water to put the fire out.

Amia's arms were made entirely of fire. She got to her knees. They, too, were on fire—no, they were fire. Her dress was evaporating into even more of the rock-melting flurry, and Eon kept his wings closed, shielding himself from most of the blast. He attempted to summon a barrier of light again, but to no effect. It flickered and evaporated.

Star slammed against Zena's side. "Put her out!"

"What?"

"Amia! Water! NOW!"

Zena stared, wide-eyed, at Star. "No," she said. "Why would I—"

"Do I look like I'm joking?!" Star shook Zena as much as her tiny, transparent body could.

The distrust in Zena's eyes spoke volumes, but the desperation in Star's spoke more.

Zena opened her launched a concentrated jet of cold water at Amia; it evaporated almost halfway by the time it got to her, but some of it did make contact. Amia screamed so loudly that Owen had to cover the horns on his head—he felt them vibrate from the Gardevoir's wail. Zena kept going, her body liquefying completely. She dipped her tail into the ocean and the saltwater fused with her. For just an instant, she gained control of the water by the beach. It washed past them and over Amia and Eon, dousing her completely in the flood.

Zena stopped and solidified again. Star rushed through the steam with Owen; the Charizard knelt down to pick Amia up.

"Mom? Mom, can you—"

Amia felt incredibly light, but it was too hard to see the details in the steam. But he could hear her shallow breathing.

Eon coughed out water. "Oh, don't worry about me or anything."

"Owen," Amia said weakly. "I… I can't feel my…"

The steam faded. Owen's eyes widened.

Amia was nothing but a torso and a head. Her dress was halfway gone, and her legs were entirely missing as well. Her arms were flaming stumps, embers flickering at the ends.

"What happened?" Owen breathed.

"I can't see… Owen, are you there? Who is this?" Amia tried to move her stump. She stared blankly ahead, not recognizing when Owen tried to wave in front of her to verify.

"I'm here, Mom. Mom?"

She didn't respond. She couldn't hear.

Eon hobbled to his feet, keeping his eyes closed. The flame on the end of his tail reignited and he groped the ground to go forward. "How does Owen do this Perception—ugh—can't see a thing without eyes."

"G-get away," Owen said.

"Shut up," Eon hissed. "I'm going to save your mother, if you don't mind!"

He felt around the ground for a good foothold and finally stood up.

Owen held Amia a bit harder.

"Oh, Owen, I'm just fine," Amia said quietly. "I'm feeling better already." Her voice was fading.

"Stupid Gardevoir," the duplicate Charizard muttered.

Owen glared.

"I'm pretty sure you're glaring at me, Owen, but you know it's true. She pushed herself beyond her limits and her Mysticism ate away at her own aura for more power."

"Ate her body, too," Gahi muttered.

"When your Mysticism becomes strong enough," Eon said slowly, "the body and aura are one and the same."

Owen looked back down at Amia. Her blue hair returned for passing moments, but then faded to green again. She was fighting to stay alive, but it looked like a losing battle. He held Amia a bit tighter. He noticed a gentle, golden glow poking out from parts of her body and blinked confusedly. He looked at Eon; the way he stared at this golden light was not one of confusion, but horror.

"You," Eon said, pointing at the air. "Heal the Gardevoir. Quickly."

Emily glanced around and sidestepped into Eon's pointed direction. "Me?"

"Yes. You'll restore her aura just fine. I don't know if the others can help her in time, and I'm not touching her. She'll just lash out at me. Hurry, before she fades."

"Okay."

"Oh, and Em?" Star said. "Once you help Amia, we need you to help Aerodactyl. His aura is hurt, too."

"Okay!"

"Emily can heal that?" Jerry asked in awe.

"Yeah. She's pretty nifty," Star said. "Manny?"

"Eh?"

"Restrain Jerry."

"Eh."

Before Jerry could react, a Feraligatr appeared behind Jerry and held him by the shoulders.

"Ha ha!" Feraligatr Azu declared. "The outlaw has been apprehended once more! Prepare for your rehabilitation!"

"H-hey, hey, what kind of joke is this?!" Jerry struggled. "I have a thousand different questions to ask right now!"

"And you have been apprehended by the Thousand Hearts… and company! How fitting!"

"That makes no sense!" Jerry managed to free his right wing; he started beating Azu over the head with it, flailing as much as he could. "What are you—where'd Amia go?"

Jerry saw a lump go down Emily's throat, and a distinct lack of Gardevoir in the general area. The Lugia then turned around and walked toward Jerry in casual, slow steps.

"Your turn!" The Lugia smiled, taking only a few strides to get to her next victim.

"N-nooo, no. No, no—NONONO—AAAAAA—Mmmmnnnn…!"

With Jerry and Amia taken care of, Star sighed. "That's not how I wanted this to go," she said. "Eon! Just get out of—where'd he go?"

"He left," Gahi said. "Disappeared a little while after Em ate Owen's mom."

"Please don't describe it like that," Owen said.

"Emily literally—"

"Please," Owen begged.

Gahi rolled his eyes, but then let his wings droop. Something seemed to be bothering him, Owen observed.

Owen turned his attention to the ruined cave. Parts of the walls were melted and still red-hot, even after the ocean water that doused it. The sand near the front of the cave was sharp with imperfect glass. In the complete darkness of midnight, only Owen's single tail flame and the glow of the rocks lit the island. The only sound was the gentle bubbling of salt water on sand.

With Eon and Amia both gone, Owen ended up thinking about them both. He glanced at Gahi, using his tail to see the faint outline of his face. The Synthetic Flygon stared at the empty space where Eon once was.

Owen struggled to think back to that memory, that early, early memory. It felt so far away. He squinted at nothing, trying to hear the muffled voice, but figured that it was just Eon talking to him while he was developing. The voice was comforting, but perhaps that was because it was the only voice he knew at the time. Figuring that it was simply a time when his mind hadn't fully developed, he turned to Gahi.

The Flygon was focused on a patch of land in Emily's cave, staring longingly at where his father once stood.






56. Heart to Heart


Chapter 50 – Heart to Heart

"OUT! NOW!"

Solid rocks slammed against the fleshy walls that surrounded Jerry. He spun around to make sure he was as far away as possible from any portion of it, and even beat his wings to make sure he wasn't touching the floor. He spat more rocks against the wall, but they just bounced harmlessly off, shattering on the floor.

Amia was silent in the corner of the room. Without sight, hearing, arms, or legs, all she could do was feel with her back and her head. Though, she had a peaceful smile on her face, like she knew she would be fine. Or, perhaps more likely, she was hallucinating from some strange cocktail that resided in this cursed chamber.

"I will NOT die this way!" Jerry shouted. He took a breath, ready to spit out another wad of solid rock, but nothing came. He didn't feel that solid mass forming in the back of his throat. He didn't have the aura for it—too strained. He coughed out a few pebbles and roughly shook his head. "Ungh—not like this… not like this…!"

He was starting to tire out.

"The air—there's no air in here," Jerry said, hyperventilating. He looked down at Amia. Motionless as ever. He looked up at the ceiling, where Emily's throat had been completely shut. "I have to—"

"Hey, Mister!"

Jerry spun in the air. In the strange, glowing flesh, someone had appeared next to Amia. A blue creature that was partially attached to the walls.

"What?" Jerry beat his wings several times, each one harder than the last. "Who are you?"

"I'm Vaporeon Tanneth!" She waved a paw at him. "It's okay! Emily's perfectly safe!"

"Yeah, no. Let me out!"

"Sorry, but we can't do that," Tanneth said. "Oh! Um, by the way, when you came in here, you dropped this! Do you need it? It seems really important." She held up a scarf.

"What? W-wait!" Jerry clutched at his neck, but this caused him to stop flying. He yelped and beat his wings harder, maintaining his altitude. But that split-second he had to feel his neck indicated, indeed, that he wasn't wearing the Stable Scarf anymore. He worriedly glanced at his feet, and then his tail, but it all looked normal.

"What's the matter?" Tanneth asked, tilting her head. "It's okay! It's only a little wet!"

"It's wet?" He weighed his options. On one hand, he could probably just put that on and it would dry off after a while. On the other, maybe being a puddle of sludge wouldn't be so bad. After all, melting didn't hurt—at least, not the sort of melting he had experienced. And it wouldn't be nearly as bad as whatever this Lugia and her demonic belly-dweller Vaporeon had in store.

"It's okay! I'll dry it off!" Tanneth got on her hind legs, using her thick tail to retain balance when she leaned back. She shook her front paws furiously, flinging water—Jerry hoped it was just water—in all directions. "There! All dry!"

Jerry stared. He didn't need to fly closer, or even squint, to know that what Tanneth did was nowhere near enough to satisfy a Rock Type on what it meant to be dry. "Listen, Water," Jerry growled, "I don't know what it means to be dry for someone like you, but me? That cloth is still wet. Very wet. It may not be dripping, but it's still not touching me. Ever."

"No, it's damp! That's a lot drier than wet!"

"IT'S NOT DRY!" Jerry's wings were getting tired. There wasn't any updraft in this place—he was either going to lose his stability from exhaustion, or he'd find a place to land. The ground all looked the same; there wouldn't be a good way to land and not have to deal with whatever dungeon this place was. He grumbled and finally transitioned into a steady glide, sticking out his feet for a landing.

His toes squished against the malleable flesh. The Aerodactyl gagged, shutting his eyes tight. This entire day has been one long nightmare, and this was the finale, sealed away inside a Legendary demon with no chance to escape, under the pretense of being healed. He should have known better than to trust a bunch of freaks, Hearts, and freak Hearts.

He heard the squishy pitter-patter of the Vaporeon coming closer. He reluctantly opened his eyes to reintroduce himself to his surroundings. He focused on Tanneth; the Stable Scarf was in her mouth. She stuck her head out, offering it to Jerry. It was a bit darker, and it hung heavily from her teeth. But it was either that, or die. No, not even die. Star said she didn't know where the auras of those who melted went. That could mean a lot of things…

Jerry reached out and touched the scarf. Squish. His claws hesitantly wrapped around it completely and pulled back. It felt lukewarm. Tanneth let go, giggling. "See? Dry!"

In that moment, there was no fiber in Jerry's being that had even an ounce of joy toward the Vaporeon, the Lugia, or anybody else on that entire island. For the briefest moments, he wondered what it was that led to this very instance. Trapped and eaten, forced to choose between adorning himself with a Lugia-soaked scarf, or a death that would not even grant him the peace of the aura sea. Was it petty? Perhaps it was. But in that instance, Jerry considered throwing the scarf back at Tanneth.

"What's wrong?" Tanneth asked.

Jerry stared at the scarf. That wasn't going around his neck. "Nothing. Shouldn't you be chatting with the monster?"

"Monster?"

"The one who ate us."

"Aw, she didn't eat you, silly!" Tanneth said, giggling. "Emily doesn't eat!"

No words or sounds left Jerry. There was something in his mind—some small, quiet part of his mental fortitude—that finally crumbled away. Perhaps it happened when he stared at Tanneth's closed, happy eyes. Perhaps it was earlier, when he finally touched the scarf. Or perhaps even still, it was just the culmination of everything in his life that led to that moment. Jerry was sure it was all of these things. But whatever it was, it was enough for him to finally nod to the Vaporeon. He put a smile on his face, dropped the scarf on the ground, and said, "Go away."

"Oh! Okay." Tanneth nodded. "You need your rest! I'll see you later. You look okay, but your friend will probably need all night until she's better."

Jerry said nothing. He only waved at Tanneth with his right wing, still smiling. He practically mirrored Tanneth's expression. This satisfied her, and she waved back with her paw, sank into the walls, and left them alone.

The Aerodactyl waved for a bit longer, as if to be sure that she wouldn't peek and see him suddenly stop waving. Once he felt an appropriate amount of time passed, he brought his wing to his side. He took two paces to the left and turned around, looking at the walls. He then looked up, at the fleshy ceiling, and at the sealed hole that blocked the way to Emily's esophagus.

Jerry closed his eyes and nodded to himself. And then, he looked back at the wall.

Jerry screamed. With a single, deep breath, and with every ounce of strain in his throat, the Aerodactyl opened his mouth as wide as he could and yelled as loudly as his chest allowed. All of his fears, all of his disbelief, all of his complete resignation was concentrated and distilled into a single, drawn-out roar.

He eventually ran out of air. He panted, grunting, hunched over. His tail flicked angrily, slamming wetly against the ground. The only reason he wasn't clawing at the walls was because he didn't want to get any more of the creature on him than he had to.

"WHAT IS WRONG WITH THIS PLACE?!" Jerry roared to the sky. "These—these freaks?! Spirits? Mystics? WHY? WHY IS THIS HAPPENING?" He panted again, regaining his breath. He paced across the chamber, feeling even more trapped than before. Despite the ample room that she had—for someone's insides—it was still too cramped for the flier. He needed air. He needed to see the sky. He needed solid ground.

Jerry muttered loudly to himself in a mixture of angry shouts and loud whispers. "Oh, don't worry about it, we'll help you right up!" His laughter was quick and rapid. "Sure, you're just a head, and your body is in danger of completely melting away, but it's fine! We have this magic thingamabob to keep you from dying! Oh, and also, that kid whose team arrested you is the one who made it!" Jerry panted a few more times. He was starting to tire himself out. Even standing felt like a chore. "Why would he do that? Well, obviously, because he cares! Something that you obviously don't do, oh, no, that's why you couldn't become a Heart! You just didn't care enough! It's aaaall about having your HEART IN THE RIGHT PLACE—NNGHAAAAGH!"

Jerry slashed at Emily's stomach lining, leaving a huge gash against the thick tissue. There was no blood. In a shaking, seething breath, Jerry watched the flesh squeeze itself together, mending the wound from edge to edge.

"I hate you," Jerry finally hissed. He didn't know who he was saying it to. He just kept repeating it to himself, walking in circles, until, finally, something caught his eye. He saw her. The stump of a Gardevoir was propped up against the far wall, only ten of his paces away. Her eyes were open and aware, and her breathing was soft. Her body showed the natural tension of one trying to stay quiet. A stiffness in her breathing, afraid to draw attention.

Jerry's breathing slowed and he finally stopped pacing. He stopped mumbling. He happened to stop right next to the Stable Scarf. He still refused to pick it up. He hadn't melted yet, so he wasn't going to start now.

But now, a new problem presented itself. The Fire imp was awake. How much of that did she hear? Should he even care? He was going to be stuck with her for at least a night. Was she going to say anything? So far, she was just avoiding his eyes.

Jerry growled to himself. Even if Amia looked at him, he couldn't look back. The catharsis of yelling and thrashing finally wearing off, the Aerodactyl only felt a creeping sense of shame. He saw Anam's slimy, gooey head shaking in rejection toward his name on James' list of candidates. He saw Owen's eyes of pompous concern, looking down upon him when Jerry had no choice but to look at wherever the Charizard decided to position his bodiless head. He saw Star, glaring at him. He saw his mother's empty eyes.

"I'm sorry."

Jerry jumped at the sound of someone else's voice. He simply didn't expect it. Even though Tanneth had been there not long ago, it felt like an eternity since he'd heard anything but his own thoughts. And that's what he first hears? He stared at Amia. Her eyes were downcast.

His jaw clenched, sharp teeth neatly fitting together. What right did she have to apologize to him? He wanted nothing to do with her, or with anybody in her family, of her clan. He didn't care what Ghrelle said. The Fire Clan was real, and in the schism, Amia, or her ancestors, happened to be on the winning side.

But he wasn't just going to ignore her. She was nothing but a head and torso, but those eyes. He couldn't bear having those eyes upon him, and he'd do anything to get her to stop staring so silently.

Jerry found his voice. It was ragged from strain. "What for?"

At first, Amia didn't reply. Her eyes gave little hints of movement, darting minute angles to the left and right, as if searching for an answer in the middle of an invisible book. "I'm just… sorry."

Jerry stared at the stump of a Gardevoir and grumbled loudly to himself. He brought his wing to his head and clawed at his skull in frustration. "You can't just say sorry for no reason. Doesn't make sense. You sound just like your son."

Amia smiled weakly. "Well… Alex and I did raise him for centuries. I suppose he picked up a few of my habits."

"Hmph." Jerry stared at Amia for a bit longer. What was he supposed to say? He couldn't find it in him to yell now that Amia was able to hear—and now that he was again aware of her presence in the first place. He stared at the helpless thing in front of him. How easy would it be if he just attacked her then? She had no power. What sort of revenge could he take for his lineage of suffering?

A cold, icy void filled Jerry's guts. This was why he never became a Heart. He pushed the thoughts away.

He swallowed, trying to get the roughness out of his throat. "How much of me did you hear?"

"Oh, not very much." Amia tilted her head. "My hearing was coming back at around the time you started, but it was all very… muffled. And then my sight came back."

"Rrff." Jerry shifted where he stood, still not used to the horrible, squishy dampness under his talons. "And how are you feeling?" Jerry asked noncommittally. "Other than your missing limbs."

"Better."

Jerry didn't say anything in reply. He merely nodded and wandered to a portion of the wall that he deemed the driest-looking. He leaned against a portion of the wall and slid down. It was slick and had enough softness to behave as a pillow.

Jerry tilted his head, carefully cracking his neck. "Why did it have to be like this?"

"Be like… what, dear?"

"You know what," Jerry said, pointing his wing out. "This. What is Emily? She isn't a Lugia. She's… some sort of hollow shell filled with air. Where's the lungs? The bones? The gut? I'm starting to think this isn't even a stomach. I don't think she has organs. I think it's just a throat that leads to her lower body."

"You might be right." Amia nodded. This motion made her body lose its balance, and she fell to the side with a soft "Oof." Amia craned her neck. "D-dear, I can't quite get up. Could you…?"

Jerry didn't move. Now she wanted him to help her up? She could help herself. She was practically a god. Since when did gods ask for help from lowly mortals like him? No. She didn't deserve the help. She brought it upon herself.

"Jerry? Oh, dear, is my voice going? Jerry, I can't quite… oh, dear." Her body rolled until her face was flat on the ground. The Gardevoir's chest was propped up by her red fin, and she turned her head to get air. "Jerry? Did you fall asleep, dear? It must be quite late. That's okay. I'll… be here."

If she wasn't right outside, I'd think this whole mess was one of Mew's divine pranks. Jerry sighed and got up. He did so slowly, as if not to disrupt his spine, but he looked back with surprise. There wasn't an ounce of pain.

He wobbled closer and brought a wing under Amia's side, pulling her up. He situated her against the back wall and sat next to her afterward, figuring she'd fall over a second time otherwise. If she was going to be this helpless, then he had no choice but to help. Otherwise, she'd whine all night, he figured.

Jerry adjusted his back again. It really was gone. "So, this place really heals you."

"It seems so," Amia said. "I can already see and hear again. In a little while, I think my limbs will start coming back. Well, I certainly hope so, at least."

"What happened back there?" Jerry asked. "It doesn't look like you have burns. It isn't like you incinerated your body. It's just… gone."

Amia glanced away. "I'm not sure myself. I just… kept pushing. I felt my power was gone, but… that monster was still there. I kept digging for more energy. Before I knew it, I…"

"I heard something the Ditto said," the Aerodactyl recalled. "Something about how when people like you get strong enough, the aura and body become indistinguishable, or something. So, I guess I'm talking to an aura right now."

"Mm." Amia looked down at her partially-deteriorated dress. "If that's the case, it's a good thing Emily can even heal auras… at least a little." She closed her eyes. "I hope Owen's okay."

"He's fine," Jerry said, rolling his eyes. "His 'Dad' ran off." Jerry caught the flash of anger in Amia's eyes. "H-hey, hey, didn't you hear my tone? I put his title in little air quotes." He raised his wings and squeezed his claws.

Amia relaxed slightly, but her displeased expression didn't fade.

"So, what, you guys were mates once, and then fell out?"

"No," Amia said, sighing. "Eon… created Owen. He created all four of them—Team Alloy. They were meant to be four pieces to a single being that could, well, defeat a lot of things. Guardians included."

"Even the big ball of slime?"

Amia shook her head, nearly falling over a second time if it wasn't for Jerry catching her. "Thank you—and I don't know. I haven't ever seen them completely fused before. And I've never seen Anam at full force, either. They're two big unknowns."

"Hmph."

Another silence followed, and Jerry glanced to his right just in time to see a little nub forming at the top of Amia's shoulder, twitching with movement. He wrinkled his snout and elected to not look at Amia for the rest of his stay until it grew back completely.

"I'm sure Anam will help you get back on your feet, Jerry. He's a very good Pokémon."

"Doesn't matter if he's good or bad. Can he solve the world's problems?"

"Well—most of the world seems quite good, don't you think?"

"Most doesn't mean all," Jerry said. "I still fell through his grand vision. The fact that outlaws exist is enough evidence for that."

"Mm," Amia said noncombatively.

"What?"

"Well…" Amia hesitated. "Short of controlling everybody, I don't really see how you can stop outlaws from existing. Some people just don't want to play by the rules."

"Some people can't afford to," Jerry muttered.

"I—I know. I know. I'm sorry you had to go through that."

"Do you, though?" Jerry asked. "Do you know? Seeing as you grew up under the Guardian side of the Fire Clan, I—and don't you start about it being fake, it still existed!"

Amia was about to speak, but she stopped when he had raised his voice. "I'm guessing your family was not part of the ones that were involved with the Fire Orb, then."

"No," Jerry said. "I guess not. To be honest, I'm not even sure why it all happened. They were all just stories. Yet it turns out they were true, huh?"

Amia hesitated. "I don't know much about your history, either, Jerry. I don't even know what the schism was all about. I got the Orb for… different reasons. The whole schism—I don't know why it started, or what happened from all of it."

"Oh, really? And how long have you been Guardian?"

Amia nibbled on her lips. "A bit over five centuries."

Jerry stared. "What—"

"I was supposed to die a long time ago," she said quickly. "But—some things came up, and I couldn't."

"Some things," said Jerry. "You mean Owen. You raised him for five hundred years? No wonder he doesn't act his age."

"I don't act my age," Amia said. "I don't think you can act five hundred years old. Mystics… stagnate. We settle into certain mindsets. I've noticed that. But I suppose that isn't a bad thing."

"Otherwise, you'd go crazy. Maybe the brain just changes as you age. Seeing as you don't age, you don't change." Jerry shrugged.

"How old are you, dear?" Amia asked.

"Thirty-two. Gonna turn thirty-three on the third moon of autumn."

"Oh, it's almost autumn, isn't it?" Amia said.

"When's your hatch day?" Jerry asked with an amused smirk.

Amia flinched and turned away, nearly falling again. Jerry resituated her again. "I don't remember."

Jerry didn't expect to feel a pit of guilt in his gut from that one. "Oh."

"You'd think I'd remember something that monumental, but I don't," she said. "I don't even remember which season it was."

Jerry said nothing. And in the steady silence of the chamber, the Aerodactyl felt his eyelids descend, slowly, without him realizing. There was a strange warmth about this place, and a soothing aura that flowed through the air. It must have been the healing that they talked about before, but now, in the calm, Jerry felt like it was wrapping around him like blankets.

Jerry jolted upright, catching himself before he fell asleep completely. Amia squeaked, falling onto her side again. "Oof—Jerry, dear, are you okay?" Amia craned her neck to get a better look.

"I'm just fine."

Amia studied him.

He used his wings to pull her back upright, scrunching his snout at the sight of what appeared to be tiny fingers sprouting from her growing arm-stump. They moved and twitched tentatively.

"You look so tired, dear."

"Hmph, well, I haven't slept in a while," he said. "Now that I think about it, I haven't had a good meal in me, either. I guess that energized pulse Star gave me did the trick because I'm not that hungry yet. Could do for something in the morning, though…"

Near the end, Jerry's voice had faded into a disorganized mumble.

"Ohh, Jerry, get some sleep. We were wondering the same thing on the way here. Gahi was so tired he slammed into Owen and fused with him!" Amia laughed; Jerry preemptively steadied her body for the inevitable topple. "Thank you, dear."

"I still don't know why I got caught up in all this," Jerry said. "I only went to that swamp to avoid the authorities. Not like they'd ever go there. It was the perfect hiding spot, and after dealing with all the stories about the Void, I figured the swamp wouldn't be anything to worry about."

"Mm, because of all the rumors?"

"Yeah." Jerry said. "The Void claiming the souls of those who fall into it? All those strange sightings of dark creatures skittering around the south? The swamp was nothing compared to that. So, I went there. The only story about that swamp was that going too deep into the poison meant you'd never escape, so I just never did."

Amia shifted uncomfortably the more Jerry talked about the Void, but she instead focused on what Jerry had alluded to otherwise. "Until you followed us," she pointed out.

"Nrgh. I got greedy," Jerry said. "I wasn't going to pass up an opportunity to take Owen down."

Amia frowned, finding a way to adjust herself without Jerry's help. "Owen wasn't even out there to arrest you. He was traveling, and he was attacked. Team Alloy was the one that…"

Jerry looked away, and a long silence followed between them. What did it matter? He was just getting some quick goods and cash so he could make a few ends meet. Finding food in the wild was getting a lot harder. Too many territorial wild Pokémon as civilization grew and growing pockets of outskirt towns and villages sent the ferals to get lost in Dungeons. Ghrelle's words echoed in his mind, but he saw no other, easy way out. The life of an outlaw was just the easiest path. He was already used to it from his father, after all.

"Why do you hate Owen so much?" Amia asked softly.

Oh, and this again. He shouldn't have been surprised; of course his mother would see him as a golden child. Still… "I don't… hate him."

Amia didn't look convinced, but she also didn't challenge him. "Oh, okay."

"Don't give me that," Jerry growled, rubbing his skull. "I know that tone."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't give me that either! Argh, you guys are all the same! I don't get it." He leaned back angrily. His back squished against Emily's flesh, and he reflexively jolted forward again.

"Perhaps that's just the sort of personality Anam recruits," Amia said quietly.

That brought out another pang of bitterness in the back of Jerry's throat. He bit on his cheek, getting a phantom sensation of tasting iron, despite not biting hard enough to draw blood. He eased up and sighed.

It was faint, but Jerry heard quiet mumbles through the walls. They were talking amongst each other. It sounded like they were playing some sort of word game. Emily was too thick to hear the details, only the tone. And then, laughter.

Amia laughed with them. "It seems that they're in good spirits."

"Mm."

They listened to a few of the rounds, not hearing any of the words, just the noises. Manny was particularly boisterous. Every so often, they heard the gentle tone of Zena speaking quickly next, and then Owen at the same pace. Owen stumbled over his words, and that caused another round of laughter.

Jerry wrapped his wings around himself, finally relenting. He pressed against the fleshy walls and let exhaustion take over.

He finally found the words. "It's his eyes." He sighed.

Amia looked up. "I'm sorry?"

"Owen's eyes," he said. "They're just like Anam's. Have you noticed?"

Amia looked at Jerry, puzzled. Jerry realized shortly after that, on the face of it, perhaps it didn't make sense. Anam's eyes were green like the slimy orbs that lined his body. Owen's eyes were the natural blue of his Charizard line. Despite being a mutant, that was one feature that didn't change. Anam's were also a lot bigger.

"They have light," Jerry said. "This… this brightness about them. He's always… going into things with…" Jerry shook his head. "There's just an energy to it. Like it'll all be okay. Like he'll figure it out. Even if he's facing someone like me, he still had that light in them. I've seen how dejected he was when I slashed his throat, and I still saw that light in his eyes. I don't know what to call it." He brought his wings forward, picking at a loose scale on the left wing's rightmost claw. "I hate it."

Amia turned her head toward Jerry, curiously staring into his eyes from the side. She wondered if he had that same light. What was the light? What did it look like? But Amia didn't know what to look for. All she saw was that Jerry was tired.

"I'm sorry it bothers you so much."

"Don't be," Jerry said, grunting. "You guys are the ones who have it all together. My problem with Owen is just that. My problem." He looked up. "Once I'm healed, I'll just go back to Kilo and finish my sentence. Then I can put all this behind me. I'll let Star wipe my memories of all this. Then I can move on."

Amia cleared her throat, but nothing followed.

Jerry glanced at Amia and caught a glimpse of her eyes. He saw it in her, too. She wanted to help him. There was a hopeful light in her eyes.

Jerry turned away and leaned against the wall. "I'm going to sleep. I need it."

Amia nodded. "Okay, dear. Good night."

Amia fell over from the nod. Jerry stirred slightly, but Amia quickly said it was okay, and he settled down. The Aerodactyl slept; the Gardevoir remained awake, staring pensively at the walls.


"What do you mean, not healed?!"

"B-buh, huh?" Gahi rolled over, blinking at the sun. "Aghh, what's with that light…?"

Jerry clutched at the scarf around his neck, but then looked at Gahi. "WAH!" the Aerodactyl shouted, pointing an accusatory wing at him. "What happened to your face?!"

"What d'you mean, my face?!" Gahi shouted in a hiss. "No uglier than yers, stone-breath!"

Jerry and Gahi both growled at one another like two ferals fighting over territory. Gahi eventually broke his stare to reach down and grab his goggles.

"Um," Owen spoke up gently, "the red hoods, on Gahi's face are actually removable."

"N-not for normal Flygon, they aren't!"

"Demitri can remove his tusks, too," Owen recalled, tapping a claw on his chin. "I guess that's just how Nevren designed us."

"WHY?"

Owen and Gahi both shrugged. Owen did have to admit, though, seeing those coverings off of Gahi's face made his otherwise entirely green, shiny head a bit bare. "Gahi, does everything look red when you put those on?"

"Eh?" Gahi asked. He placed the red coverings over his eyes; they sank into his scales, and then made a gentle, organic click once Gahi found the right position.

Jerry looked ill.

"Nah, maybe a little? But I think it only looks red on the outside. Y'wanna try'm on?" He pulled one off with a pop.

"Please stop doing that," Jerry begged.

"I—I think we're okay. Just keep them on, Gahi," Owen said.

Gahi shrugged and clicked it back on.

"Emily, dear," Amia said—she was still green, which bothered Owen. "What do you mean, Jerry isn't healed?"

"His aura's still… bad," Emily said.

"Not you, too," Jerry growled.

"N-no, no! As in… he has… the bad stuff! Melty-melty if he takes the scarf off!"

"Wait," Star spoke up. "You mean you couldn't cure him?"

"I got eaten for nothing?" Jerry hissed.

Emily nibbled on her massive wing-fingers. "Sorry," she said. "This never happened before. But… I can't heal you!" The way Emily trembled suggested this was more distressing for the Lugia than it was for Jerry.

The outlaw paced in a small circle. "So, what, then? I'm just—doomed to melt?"

"We know that the Stable Scarf can keep you intact," Star said. "As long as you keep that on, you won't melt. In fact, I think it got enhanced a little by Emily. I think now if you wear it, it'll actually restore you back to normal if you take it off and melt. I'll call it… a Stabilize Scarf!"

Jerry wondered why the Creator was so uncreative. "And if I lose it, then what?"

"Then you'll melt."

Jerry growled. "So, I have to stay by you guys so I can get healed. Is that it?"

"Well…" Star said. "I guess so, yeah. I don't think any of these guys would want you out in the wild and in their conscience, huh?"

"Yeah, if Jerry isn't cured, we can't let him go," Owen said. "He still has to pay his dues, but if he'll melt if he accidentally loses the Scarf, then—n-no, we can't."

"So, you're saying I'm stuck with you guys for good," Jerry said.

"Until we can undo it," Star said. "Ghrelle isn't gonna. Maybe Anam can? He's probably our strongest Mystic."

"I will not ask for his help," Jerry said.

"Too bad," Star said. She turned around. "I guess that's everything. We have a personal Waypoint set for here, right?"

"We do," Owen said.

"Alright. That's all we need. Badges should be charged for now, so—let's head home!"

Owen nodded and pulled out his Badge. Gahi did the same; between the two, it would be enough to warp everyone back.

Amia glanced at the cave, noticing that most of the glass had been cleared away. "I'm sorry about your home, Emily."

"Oh! It's okay," Emily said. "The others helped clean it out! And Zena washed away everything else, too!"

"Yeah, Zena was great!" Owen said. "Would've taken forever without her helping."

Zena giggled. "Well, everyone was a great help," she said, nudging Owen.

Owen stumbled forward when Zena nudged him. He glanced oddly at Zena, blushing. "Hey, are you alright?"

"Hm? How do you mean, Owen?"

"I dunno. Sometimes you get weird reactions. So, for future reference, what're you feeling right now?"

Zena blinked.

Jerry rubbed his head. Was he seriously that blind? All that head-scrambling must have really done a number of the kid's ability to process basic social cues. "How do you function?" he said. "She's happy, nitwit."

"B-but I know what she's like when she's happy! This was different!"

"Oh, Mew, just take us home."

Star's ear twitched.

"I am happy, Owen," Zena said with an apologetic smile. "Maybe what you're feeling is me being comfortable, too."

"Comfortable, huh? Okay. I'll keep that in mind." Owen closed his eyes, mumbling to himself. "Comfortable." He rubbed his arm, looking away. "Comfortable…"

Jerry wondered if he should tell Owen that it was a lot more than comfort. No, he'll let him figure it out on his own. Jerry doubted he'd ever learn if he just gave him the answers. Besides, maybe Owen could learn what a lost opportunity felt like.

Jerry tugged noncommittally at the Scarf, realizing that he was going to be living with the smart idiot for a lot longer.

"Let's go!" Gahi said, clicking their Badge. Owen did the same after Emily stepped a safe distance away. In a flash, they all left, and the Lugia waved a massive arm goodbye. Tanneth did the same atop her shoulder.






57. Fickle Soul


Chapter 51 – Fickle Soul

"Mbbfffrr…" Anam slimed his way into his makeshift home in Hot Spot Cave, curling around his favorite rock until it was completely drenched in his purple goo. "I missed sleep," he said.

Rhys, doing his best to be cordial, averted his eyes and said, "I believe I will be resting with Elder in my home. So, unless I am needed elsewhere?"

He was atop Elder's shell, legs crossed. Elder was only somewhat warm in what would have been the hot spots of his shell, and Rhys had little trouble riding on his back. Despite his typically reserved nature, nothing was going stopping the Lucario's tail from wagging vigorously at the prospect of finally having a night together with Elder that wasn't just in their telepathic connections.

"Ugh…" Demitri stretched his back, hearing a few cracks. "That was such a long walk. We need to install a better Waypoint system for this place."

"Well, we can't have that," Nevren said. "Imagine if someone from the public sees us using a strange, exclusive Waypoint? We'd have to find a place in secret, and that, well, that would just get even more complicated. We can only use our Badges and their personal warp point."

"Is Valle still here?" Willow asked. "I don't think I saw him in a while!"

"I am still here."

"Enet," Step said, "perhaps it is appropriate to release your illusions. There is no longer a need." Indeed, Step was back to her Icy self, gently tapping against her armor to make sure it was back to normal.

Enet nodded and clicked her claws together, concentrating on the surrounding area. Mispy's tendrils returned to view. Relieved, she shook a few of them and wrapped a few on her back to envelop Demitri, squeezing him in an abominable hug. Demitri let out a little wheeze, nuzzling the tip of his snout against her back. He was careful not to cut her with his tusks.

Step scanned the area. "You have not restored Valle."

"Hmph!" Enet turned her head, arms crossed.

"The Shiftry shall return, yes?" Step said lowly. "We do not want to bump into him."

"I request visibility."

ADAM spun his head irritably. "Restore Valle."

"No."

ADAM buzzed. "Sudo restore Valle."

Enet hissed. "No! He's dumb!"

Just in time to evade the scuffle, Elder slipped into Rhys' home. "Oh, what a wonderful place you live in, Rhys. A bit," he paused, "primitive, and a tad cluttered, but it's very quaint, isn't it?"

"I've grown quite accustomed to the simple nature," Rhys said. "I certainly miss some of the luxuries that Nevren was able to produce—and in general the technologies of modern Kiloan life—but what we have here is just fine."

Elder chuckled.

Rhys glanced at the giant Torkoal again. He was used to the general smokiness of Elder's presence. It used to sting his nose, long ago. But now, after all this time away, the smell was nostalgic. He leaned forward, tracing at a familiar ridge pattern. "Being physically nearby… nothing replaces it," he said. "Meditation is never enough."

"It truly isn't," Elder said.

"You don't have to go back, do you?" Rhys asked. "Elder, I… I simply don't see why you still want to follow Eon, after all he's done. Is that truly what you want to do? He's terrorizing the Guardians. Is he truly the one you'd rather have the Orbs? To have control over the world?"

"I don't," Elder said. "I'm afraid that I… don't know who I want to have that sort of power, Rhys. But I had nowhere to go. Eon is losing himself, Rhys. If I leave, I do not know if it will be for the greater good. If Eon grows too impatient, he may do something that he'll regret. For all of us."

Rhys gently pressed his paw against Elder's shell. "Elder, if everybody within Hot Spot Cave gathered together to strike Eon, would we win? Surely you would know."

Elder shifted uncomfortably. "I don't know," he said. "Eon isn't the one we need to worry about any longer. It's his army."

"A-army, of course," Rhys nodded. "B-but quite a bit of that army is with Trina, isn't it? The Bug Guardian."

Elder shook his head. "No. There is more."

"Why would Eon want to make an army?" Rhys said, raising his voice slightly. "I still don't understand it. He would never need so many—does he want to start another war?"

"Is that not what is already happening?" Elder asked. He huffed out a steady stream of smoke. "A war that neither dead god desired, fought in their name by the living. History repeats." Elder sighed, lost in thought. "I miss Dialga…"

"That is not going to happen again," Rhys said firmly. His fur bristled, aura flames pulsing from his paw pads.

The Torkoal puffed a small plume of defeated, white smoke. "Then you will need to surrender to Eon." The silence that followed made Elder lower his head to avoid Rhys' stunned eyes. "You have to either surrender, or Eon will strike. He's ready, Rhys. Everything is falling into place. That's what he keeps muttering to himself, and I—I simply don't know what he means."

"E-Elder," the Lucario finally found his voice, "what's gotten into you?"

"I don't want another war, Rhys," Elder said. His body was stiff; Rhys recognized this as the Torkoal's quiet terror. "Please. Just let it all end."

"Is this what you tell all of the other Guardians?" Rhys whispered. "Did you come here just to tell us to surrender? You want me to surrender? Are we just another one of your missions…?"

"No, but… perhaps I still have it in mind." Somewhere between pleading and resignation, Elder leaned his shell against the wall. "If Eon strikes, it won't just be our heads on the line. The whole world is going to get caught up in it again. It will be just like before, Rhys. But this time, instead of the Divine Dragon, it's Eon. Do you really want that?"

"I never wanted it the first time," Rhys growled. "And I certainly won't let Eon rule, not after I've seen his methods of gaining that power. He's worse than Arceus."

"Then, you align with Star?"

Rhys winced, not expecting such a swift retort. "I don't know."

More silence followed, and more smoke filled the room and dissipated into nothing. Elder's expression, once firm, softened. "You sound quite a lot like Owen. But you know, I think Owen has a personal favorite. He quite idolizes Anam, doesn't he?"

"If you want my opinion, Anam isn't any better. He's afraid to take action."

"I don't blame him."

Rhys grunted. "If Anam had his way, we would all still be in the same strange stasis as before, all the Guardians suffering in isolation, while Eon slowly continues to build his army. We'd be in an even worse position! So, no." To this, he nodded firmly. "I wouldn't want Anam to gain the Orbs either. It isn't as if he can. He also Promised Arceus that he would not possess another Orb."

"Most of the Guardians did, really," Elder said. "What a clever approach, hm? Prevent the Guardians from usurping him by just blocking that option altogether, or risk giving that power directly to him anyway. Barky was always the clever one."

"Perhaps we shouldn't refer to Arceus in that way," Rhys murmured. "It seems… disrespectful."

"Oh?" Elder asked. "A change of heart? You were not typically one to put much respect toward him, Rhys."

Rhys ears went down slightly. "I suppose that's true," he said. "It merely seems… petty."

"I see." The Torkoal frowned, but then craned his neck out of his shell to nuzzle Rhys on his thigh. "I'm sorry for all of this, Rhys. I wish I was stronger. I wish I had the heart to fight. But it simply isn't in my nature. You know that, right from the beginning, in our first battle." Elder saw his body tense. "I'm sorry. I won't mention it. And I…" He hesitated. "And, regarding Eon, I…"

Rhys let out a slow, steady sigh, looking at his right paw. It was trembling. It was unspoken, but Elder already knew that Rhys wasn't going to surrender. And even if Elder didn't want to leave, he had to, didn't he? If he abandoned Eon, what would become of him? He could unleash the entire Synthetic army upon the world in frustration. He couldn't stay here.

But was he even enough to keep Eon sane anymore? He already killed two Guardians. Perhaps it was already too late.

The weight Rhys provided on his side was a constant reminder of his presence.

He also couldn't leave Rhys. The light in his eyes was brighter than ever when they first touched after so long. And now, he was going to leave him again? Perhaps that would be even more devastating.

Elder craned his neck to look at Rhys again. He opened his beady little eyes, black and shining with red irises. They held their gazes with one another.

He wouldn't leave. Elder smiled slightly at Rhys, and finally settled his shell on the ground completely. Without a word, Elder eased Rhys' spirit. And for a while, they did nothing together—just like old times.

"Thank you," Rhys said softly. After basking in their togetherness for a while longer, the Lucario found enough security to lean back. Elder adjusted so his shell pressed some weight against Rhys' body, another nostalgic feeling that had been irreplaceable.

"How much time do we have?" Rhys asked. "Will Eon give warning?"

"He will. Even if he decided to strike now, he would need weeks to mobilize."

"That will do."

Elder heaved another sigh, releasing a plume of smoke from his shell that enveloped Rhys. He closed his eyes reflexively, as he always did, and then wondered aloud, "I do hope this smoke isn't damaging to my airways."

"Well, you're Mystic, so I suppose it will do little harm," Elder said. "I apologize anyway. Perhaps I can lower it a tad?"

"There's no need."

"Oh, no, I should. It shouldn't be too difficult. I may not be the greatest of Mystics, but I can surely achieve that. It isn't as if Torkoal must emit their smog all the time, yes?"

Rhys didn't protest, but he did absentmindedly run his claw against Elder's shell. He glanced at the glowing portions of it, realizing just then how he had been avoiding the hot portions of Elder's body with muscle memory alone, even if they weren't particularly hot.

"Let's rest, Rhys," Elder said. "It has been far too long. We can converse about Eon when everybody else returns."

"Hm. Of course."

The cozy silence enveloped them again, their eyes trailing across the room. Every so often, Elder looked back and asked about one of the trinkets that Rhys had on his shelves. An old, bracelet-like contraption that Nevren had made caught Elder's eye, but even Rhys wasn't sure what it was. Then he looked at the blank book that Anam had gifted him long ago, like some sort of empty journal, wholly unused. And of course, there were stacks of letters that Elder had sent to Rhys to give some sense of physical interaction, even with telepathy allowing for spiritual meetings.

A while later, Demitri and Mispy passed by their room, going through the halls and into their own on the opposite side. Rhys couldn't help but crack a smile. They were two pairs across the hall from each other. But his smile faltered when he saw their pensive faces and felt their turbulent auras.

"They're thinking about it again," Elder said quietly to Rhys. "Should we talk to them?"

Rhys didn't have much of a choice. Mispy was glaring holes into his fur. He gave Elder a gentle pat, and the two crossed the hall and entered the synthetic Pokémon's room. Unlike Rhys' room that was cluttered with Pecha Berries and mementos of the past, Demitri and Mispy lived in a room that was minimally decorated. They had a bed of ample, soft leaves, which they slept together in. And nothing else. Hold on. Where was the bed?

Rhys tilted his head slightly, realizing that it was gone. Had it always been missing? Rhys briefly recalled the day Mispy and Demitri had fully evolved. Mispy had been uncharacteristically satiated that night.

Demitri and Mispy, therefore, slept in a room that was devoid of any sort of decoration or furniture. Upon coming to this realization, the first thing Rhys commented was, "I noticed how… empty your room seems. Perhaps we can dip into some of our Heart earnings for some decorations?"

Demitri and Mispy exchanged a glance, and then scanned the rocky walls.

"How come?" Demitri asked.

"Well, because it's quite empty," Rhys said. "Wouldn't you like to have something to… look at? Something pleasing to the eye? …Such as a bed? I must ask, where has your bed gone?"

Mispy evaded Rhys' eyes. Despite the pair's brief falter, the Lucario still didn't get a proper response from the Haxorus and Meganium.

Rhys stood up. "Why, right here," he said, pointing at the corner. "There could be a shelf, right here. I could load it with books. Or perhaps little figurines? There's a store that sells lovely little figurines, Demitri. And Mispy, perhaps a book of recipes? You could choose which ones I can cook. Wouldn't that be nice?"

An uncomfortable silence followed.

Mispy shifted her vines. "I guess."

"And—and right here," Rhys said, following the wall until he was on the opposite side. "Perhaps a desk for you, Demitri, if—if there was perhaps a need for you to use a desk?"

The two mutants stared. They recognized that Rhys was just trying to distract them, or cheer them up, or give them some sense of normalcy. But nothing was going to wash away the fact that they were genuinely uninterested in any of those decorations. Their room was barren because they had no use for any of it. They never did. Rhys pushing them to be interested in something so trivial was just a reminder that their minds were incomplete. And Rhys could feel those thoughts radiating off of them by the emotions in their auras alone.

"We just want to fight," Demitri stated with an iota of venom. "None of this other stuff is interesting." He slumped against Mispy, sinking halfway into her tapestry of vines. "Because that's how we were designed."

"N-nonsense," Rhys said a touch too quickly. "Demitri, you love Mispy, do you not? That's already one thing that isn't related to fighting. And Mispy, don't you enjoy food? Cuisine? Far from fighting."

"Mm."

"Rhys," Elder said, "I believe what they mean is, above all else, fighting is what appeals to them the most. More than their hobbies, more than their other interests, they love to fight."

Neither protested.

"I—I see," Rhys said. His jaw clenched in defeat, mentally cornered. "I see. I believe I understand. And I imagine you are not happy with this."

"I don't know," Demitri said.

Rhys stood there at the end of the room. He looked at the corner again, envisioning the desk that he could install. But he couldn't envision either of them using it. And so, his prospects faded away like the fleeting idea it was.

"I want to see Trina," Mispy finally spoke up.

"Trina?" Rhys repeated. "But—we can't do that yet. We told her that we would see her in the morning. We have to wait until tomorrow."

"No." Her body shifted. While her height did not change, her vines changed to a more organized, crawling stance. It was clear that she was 'standing up' to leave.

Rhys knew them all too well; between their turbulent auras and how he had raised them for so long, he could deduce every thought they had. Mispy surely recognized that they both meant well, even if their memories of Elder were vague. Yet it still felt wrong—like none of this was correct. That it all felt sick. They didn't know a thing about themselves, did they?

Mispy possessively wrapped a few vines around Demitri, squeezing him for comfort. The Haxorus responded by leaning back, closing his eyes. They just wanted to feel like their normal was real.

Perhaps, then, the only thing that felt real was Trina's words. Someone they barely knew, yet someone who seemed to know them, and their kind, more than Rhys did. But surely Rhys could do better.

"Mispy, I won't allow you to go to Trina," Rhys said. "It's not a good time. She seems to be very particular about—"

"She'll let us in."

"Mispy," Rhys said firmly, "you are staying here. Do not let her get to you."

Rhys stood in front of the exit. Mispy, due to her size, required the entire passageway to go through and had to stop.

"Why do you want to go there, Mispy? For what purpose? What would this accomplish?"

"Move."

"Mispy." Rhys spoke a bit more firmly, earning the smallest hint of a flinch from her. In response, Rhys softened his tone. "What's gotten into you? Please, listen to me."

That didn't help; Mispy's expression twisted to a glare. "Like I'm designed to?"

Rhys flinched, tail dipping between his legs. "N-no. Not because of that. Listen to… reason. Mispy, please. We can talk about this, can't we? It's just one night, and we can go after that."

"I'm not tired," Mispy said, but her stare faltered. "I…"

Rhys hesitated, but then looked down at the mess of vines. "Demitri, what do you think? Are you really sure that seeing Trina would be a good idea? What if she tries to control you?"

Mispy's vines wrapped another revolution around Demitri, even when he was still buried somewhere inside.

"I…" Demitri's voice remained muffled. "I don't know. It's all so… I'm… I don't know what to think anymore."

"You feel lost," Elder spoke up. "And you think Trina can guide you?"

Mispy winced, but then, suddenly, her body shifted slightly in color. Her usual, bright green became slightly yellowish. Her neck expanded significantly in width, looking more like a torso in shape, and the scales toughened, too. Two large axes sprouted on either side of her face—the upper half of Demitri's upper body was attached to Mispy's torso. The last to form were the arms. The first action of the behemoth with these arms was to wipe her eyes.

"Why am I like this?" she asked. "I… I hate it. I can't go out anymore. I never will. I can never go to… Ludicolo Café. I can't take jobs for the Hearts. I can't even train at the dojo. Because… because I'm fake. I'm a mutant. The Hearts are supposed to kill me! Or at least relocate them for you or Nevren to just… send away."

"That's far from the truth," Rhys said hastily. "That—that wouldn't happen at all! If I came with you, and said you were an ally, surely we'd—"

"Is that why we had to hide?" she asked immediately. "I had to be told to look normal and act normal?" She waited for a reply, but Rhys couldn't think of one. "I'm a monster. I needed an illusion just to… to…"

"Mispy… Demitri…"

The fusion turned away. "Mimi."

"Oh, that's lovely," Elder said with a smile.

"Mimi," Rhys said gently, "I promise you, we will go to see Trina tomorrow. First thing in the morning." He paused. "After breakfast."

"Do you promise?"

"I…" Rhys hesitated. "Yes. I promise."

Mimi held out her hand, claws tense. "Do you Divine Promise?"

Rhys stared uneasily. "I can't promise that," he said. "There could be an interruption of some kind that could prevent us from going there that early. But I do promise, on my honor, Mimi. I will do everything I can so you can visit Trina."

Elder spoke up. "I'll be sure to pester him to do just that."

The Haxorus-Meganium fusion stared at Rhys. Deep, red eyes that Rhys matched with equal intensity. They held it without blinking.

"Fine," Mimi said, breaking her stare. "Tomorrow."

Rhys wondered if Mimi would be sleeping in that fused state. Based on how she was curling up, she was. The Haxorus upper half leaned forward, awkwardly trying to find a cozy position. That didn't quite work. Next, she tried to turn to the side, and it seemed like she was getting somewhere closer to comfort. She brought a few vines forward to use as a blanket, bed, and pillow. While the thorns were sharp, her scales were tough, and she didn't get poked by any of them. The rest of her body—the Meganium half—had the rest of the vines draped along the floor, spilling along most of the room.

"Well." Rhys stood awkwardly. "Good night, Mimi."

Mimi nodded, grabbing some of her vines to squeeze during the night. Elder stepped out of the room, went across the hall, and settled in Rhys' bed next. "Come, Rhys," he said. "They won't leave. I trust them."

Mimi squeezed her vines a little tighter, but nodded. "Good night."

Rhys saw that little spark in her aura. She had planned to run away. But Elder said he trusted them. Now, she couldn't.


A seemingly endless hall of white, marble walls beckoned Eon inside. His heavy, scaly steps echoed. The flame at the end of his tail crackled. Great, orange wings were folded behind him, pressing firmly against his back. His fingers tensed, claws prodding at his palm.

"Back off, I said!" shouted a rumbling voice.

"Give it back! I totally called dibs!"

"Rrragh!"

A plume of smoke flooded the left corridor, dirtying Eon's left side.

"Oops—sorry!"

Eon glanced to the right and saw a mutant Meganium wrapping around a thrashing Garchomp with oversized blades and sharp scales.

The Charizard continued walking down.

"What's got him in a mood?" murmured the Meganium.

"Lemme go!"

"Then give me Auntie's cookie!"

"Mine!" Loud munching.

The Meganium gasped. "You JERK!" She slammed the Garchomp against the opposite wall. He broke loose and returned the favor with a heavy tackle. The scuffle continued and faded into echoes.

Eon spun on his feet and turned to the right, passing by a few more mutants. They all eyed Eon curiously. "Are you okay?" one asked.

"I'm just fine."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"If you're starting to feel unstable, you should see Dad, okay?"

Eon stopped, staring at the mutant. It was a Lycanroc with a crimson, furry back and scaly, powerful limbs. His Charizard form melted away, shifting into an exact copy of the Lycanroc.

She gasped. "Oh, Mew! I'm sorry, Dad!"

"It's just fine."

"Wow! You held onto that Charizard form for a long time! Are you getting better at your, um, issue?"

Eon winced. "Someone just happened to be in my thoughts." Even as he spoke, his left arm became orange, and half of a wing sprouted from his back.

"Oh, okay," the mutant replied. "Um—okay, Dad."

Eon nodded and continued on his way. It only took a few seconds for him to stumble, grow, and return to Owen's shape. Eon made one last turn and saw a dead end with a large "1" written in black Bluk paint. Approaching the very end of the white wall, he stopped and muttered, "Ten."

In less than a blink, the "1" in front of Eon turned into a "10." He turned around and walked down a new hallway, this one decorated with little doodles on the wall.

"Rhouff!"

The bark was loud enough to shake Eon's ribs. It was a Houndoom, but with a few odd modifications—one with pronounced, bone-like armor on its front half and jagged, sharp horns from either side of its head. His chest armor sported two tusks that hooked forward and out of its shoulders.

He skidded to a stop right in front of Eon, sitting down with a happy, panting face. He barked again.

"Lucas," Eon greeted with a forced smile. "How are you feeling?" His body melted to a quadrupedal form, mimicking Lucas and his pronounced chest armor. This earned a few excited licks from the Houndoom. Eon chuckled quietly, "So, you're handling that Mega form well, are you? Good. Just remember to release it if you feel uneasy. Fetch Auntie Rim and Uncle Hecto, will you?"

"Rhouff!" He spun and bounded off.

Eon watched for a while, and then heaved a sigh. By the time his eyes were open again, he was on two legs, keeping his tail above the ground so it didn't heat the tile.

Eon heard—and felt—a distant rumbling noise again, gradually increasing in volume. He recognized that sound anywhere. Eon kept walking, even as the rolling got louder, and suddenly, stopped the intersection between this hallway and the next. Something large and purple rolled past him, much taller than he was. Eon leaned forward to watch the Scolipede slow down, stop, and then roll in reverse. Eon stepped back. It hopped in the hallway—thankfully, the ceilings were quite high—and unraveled in mid-air, landing on its four legs.

"Papa!" the Scolipede squealed.

"Hello, Lavender," Eon greeted, forcing another smile. His body shifted and hardened into Lavender's double.

"I thought I sensed you! How come you looked like a Charizard?"

"I just had it on my mind, Lavvie," Eon said. "How have you been doing?"

"I'm doing great! I'm gonna get dinner!"

"It's quite late, you know. Shouldn't you be going to bed?"

"N-no, it's not late!"

"Everyone should be going to bed pretty soon, you know. Go tell them. I still need to do some nighttime work."

Lavender stared at Eon with wide, watery, pleading eyes.

"That won't work on me, Lavender," Eon said, quickly turning away. "It's time for bed. You need to meditate, too, don't you? Keep your spirits up."

Lavender didn't stop.

Eon tried to step out of the way, but two Scolipede were just too bulky to squeeze past the same intersection—particularly when Lavender was strategically standing diagonally.

"Just one more hour," Lavender begged. "I wanna train some more!"

Eon sighed. "Fine. One more hour."

"Yaay!" Lavender headbutted Eon in the neck, eliciting a wheeze. "I love you, Papa!" He curled up and rolled down the hall again. Just at that moment, Rim stepped into the white hall. Her wide eyes bulged even wider when and she dove back into the hall she came from, narrowly avoiding him.

Eon smiled at Rim when she approached; his form shrank and shrank until he was exactly her. "Hey, Rim."

"Mn…" Rim nodded, stepping closer. She gave him an affectionate nuzzle on the cheek. "How…?"

"I'm… I've been better," Eon said, turning away. "Where's Hecto?"

Rim shrugged. "Lucas…"

"Mm. Well, I need to talk to Nevren. And… I wanted you all to be there. I want to know how Elder is doing, anyway. If they took him in, then he's probably with Rhys and the rest of Star's minions."

Rim nodded.

"Let's just go to my room," he sighed, rubbing his forehead.

Rim frowned, but followed. "How did…?"

"Owen?"

Rim nodded.

Eon didn't answer.

Rim gently bumped against her double while they walked.

They turned after the third doorway, stopping in front of it. Eon held his hand forward, and the metal door parted. The inside was a neatly decorated room. The corner held a large, king-sized bed with a mattress stuffed with cotton and covered by a large, black, smooth blanket. There was a desk with a small nightstand made of dark wood. Atop the desk was a simple, black headlamp. Opposite of the desk was a mahogany bookshelf sparsely lined with a few books on each level. The lowest shelf had what appeared to be a thick, often-opened book. The spine was worn to the point that one needed to be told it used to be a hardcover.

"Oh," Rim said, perking up. She dug through the small bag around her chest and pulled out a few rolled up papers, handing it to Eon.

"What's this?" Eon asked, opening one. He instantly grew in size, going from an Espurr body to one of a Haxorus. "Oh," he said, marveling at the detailed sketch of the very form he took. "Nate works quickly, doesn't he? I never expected the Dark Guardian to be such an artist, but he really is talented. And it's not nearly as expensive or time consuming as that Smeargle in town."

"Mm," Rim said, giggling.

"He likes the kids, doesn't he?" Eon asked. "New bodies for him to study and draw. I'm surprised that's all we needed to do to convince him to come in the first place. That was good thinking on Nev's part." He hesitated, looking at the pictures. He slowly went to the bookshelf and leaned down, grabbing the worn book. "Rim," he said, "would you mind sorting through this and replacing the old drawings?"

Rim nodded. Her eyes glowed and, with a gentle Psychic wave, pulled the book from Eon's claws and lowered it to the ground. It was tabbed alphabetically, and Rim first moved to the H tab and found Haxorus. She winced. She remembered drawing this one. The proportions were all off, and Eon struggled to transition into the species by using it as a reference. There was one time he actually did turn into the sketch, almost exactly, and could barely move. The bone structure was all wrong, and his tail took up more than half his body. She was happy to replace it with a more accurate drawing.

"How's Nate doing, anyway?" Eon asked. "I didn't go to the eighth floor on the way here."

"Fine," Rim said. "Playing."

"With the kids? That's good. I was worried they'd scare each other."

"Mm. No."

Eon nodded, but then sat against the foot of his bed, sighing. Rim watched Eon, but then wobbled closer and hopped onto his chest.

"Wh—Rim!" Eon said. His form shrank and fur sprouted all over his scales. Rim pressed against his furry chest, pulling him as close as she could.

"It's okay."

Eon flinched; their cheeks touched. But after a long pause, he relaxed, wrapping his tiny arms around her the best he could. Rim did the same. And in that quiet silence, Eon's form slowly shifted again. Fur shrank and hardened to scales, and Rim went from embracing an Espurr to merely hanging on to the belly of a synthetic Charizard.

Rim rubbed her tiny nose against Eon.

"He said," Eon started, "that… the other parents raised him longer. He doesn't want to come back. All of that time we spent together…" His claws shook. "I lost him. I… I lost him…!"

"No," Rim said softly, nuzzling his chest. "It's okay…"

Eon was shaking, rubbing his eyes. He didn't want Rim to look at him, and she honored his wishes, but she still remained on top, embracing his chest as well as her tiny arms could.

Someone knocked on their door.

"That must be Hecto," Eon choked. He took in a sharp breath, wiped his eyes, and sat up. "Rim, could you get him?"

"Mn." The Espurr wobbled to the door and pressed her paw on it. The tenth of a Zygarde stepped in, nodding.

"How is he?" Eon asked.

"You will need to specify."

"Who do you think?!" Eon snapped, digging a claw into his own chest.

"Hm. I do not know. I do not have a copy stationed on Emily's island. You never considered it a priority, due to her… condition. However, with one of Nevren's communicators, I was able to at least overhear their conversations. They are playing a word game while Amia and Jerry heal."

Eon's claws ground against one another.

"I would also recommend," Hecto said, "giving up your power, and abandoning your—"

"Yes, yes, as you always say," Eon growled. "Remember that I only allow you here to keep me updated, Minion of Star."

"I am not her minion," Hecto said. His expression did not change. "I am her mate."

"She only keeps you around because you can survey the world like she can't."

Hecto's right paw twitched. Nothing else moved.

Rim shifted uncomfortably.

"Why do you want me here?" Hecto asked. "You never allow me to the tenth floor. Nate's spirits torment me on the eighth. They do not understand personal space. I have no doubts that some of the southern rumors of the Abyss are true."

"Have they said anything about surrendering?" Eon asked.

"The notion was dismissed silently," Hecto said. "There was not any discussion on the matter."

"Of course there wasn't," Eon growled. "That will be all, Hecto. Thank you."

Hecto remained where he stood.

"I said thank you," Eon said.

"I am not Star's minion."

"Fine, you're her happy-go-lucky toy-mate, is that better?"

Hecto stared for a while, but then turned around, leaving. Once the door closed—and Rim confirmed that his aura was leaving for the warp to higher floors—Eon walked toward his desk and pulled open a drawer. He grabbed a single badge, slightly different from the communicators that Nevren had given Star's group. He pressed on the button and waited.

"Hello?" Nevren said. "Eon, this isn't the best time."

"Call it off."

"What?"

"Call it off."

Nevren was quiet. "Eon, now is truly not a good time. I'm in Hot Spot Cave. Everybody is around. I was barely able to get time to myself."

"Did you already perform Plan D?"

"Yes. I can't stop it now."

"Then don't move any further. Just… how far have you gone?"

"Anam has been rewritten, but he can break free at any time if I'm not careful. It's a very perilous position, Eon. You know I can't hold it for very long."

"Well—how long can you hold him there?"

"Why must I wait? Owen and the others will be here soon. I can—"

"Do not," Eon said. "That is an order."

"And when Anam ultimately breaks loose and kills me?" Nevren asked, his tone still as idle as if he was talking about sunny weather.

"How—how much time do you have?"

"Well, if I'm very diligent, I imagine I can make this last indefinitely. But a more realistic scenario is that I will make a mistake after a few weeks."

"Then—then wait until… wait until then," Eon said.

"Really, just wait?" Nevren asked. "That's your plan?"

"I'll think of something."

"Is this about Owen, again?" Nevren asked. "Honestly, Eon, if you miss him that much, I could easily make another. And this time, I will make it so he does not care that he is a replacement."

"You know that's not the same thing," Eon said.

"What would be the difference? Some fabricated memories here, the same flaws and emotions there, give him a name, and you have Owen. I'll even try to reproduce memories about the old days—"

"IT'S NOT THE SAME," Eon roared. "I WANT HIM BACK!" Eon slammed the communicator on the desk, resulting in the table, and then the concrete beneath it, to shatter. The communicator lay in the rubble, still functional.

"You know it isn't the same, and you know that it doesn't work. I was an idiot to even think to do that, and now they've run off, too. I want Owen back. I want my partner back, Nevren. I know you can't relate to that, but… but if you do anything to him, I'll… I'll kill you. And no amount of luck from that charm of yours is going to stop me."

Eon tremored. The Charizard glared at the rubble, focusing on the communicator as if Nevren would somehow be able to see his glare. He waited for a reply.

"Very well," Nevren said. "I will give you time to win Owen back. But do not blame me if my hand is forced. I will, however, give it an honest effort. Are we in agreement?"

It took a long while for Eon to reply. "Fine."

The communication ended with a light tap. Rim stared at Eon for a while longer. She had never seen him last in the same form, without looking at it, for so long. And in Eon's eyes, Rim saw the same determined light that Owen had.

But there was no way Owen was going to happily see Eon again at this rate, and especially not if Nevren was going to have to unleash Anam before Plan D came falling apart. There had to be some way to… ah!

"Um…"

Eon glanced at her.

"I have… an idea."






58. Reunion


Chapter 52 – Reunion

"We're back!"

"Owen's back!" Willow cheered, skittering across the caverns to hop onto Owen's head, using his lowered hand as a boost. By now, the gesture had become a small ritual for the Charizard and Joltik. "How'd it go?"

"Uhhh… I mean, could've gone better," Owen said, motioning behind him to the others. "Jerry couldn't get healed. Emily's power couldn't get rid of the melting property, but she was able to enhance his Stable Scarf. Now it's a Stabilize Scarf. Star made up the name again."

"What's the difference?" Willow asked.

Owen hummed thoughtfully. "Well, my version kept Jerry the way he was when he puts it on. Emily's version brings him back to normal if he accidentally takes it off for a little while."

"Yeah, that's the property I felt from it," Star confirmed. The transparent Mew floated around Manny. "How're you holding up, Jerry?"

"Never better," the Aerodactyl growled. "What do you think? I'm still stuck with you lunatics. I was starting to warm up to the idea of indentured service again compared to this—"

"What Jerry means is, he's glad that he can hang out with us for a lot longer." Star gave Jerry a sweet smile.

Jerry glared, clenching his jaw.

The Mew went on. "Until we get strong enough to counter Ghrelle's Mystic power, that's how it has to be. Isn't that right, Jerry? I guess we'll have to find a way for you to be useful until then."

"Oh, I'll show you useful," Jerry said, beating his wings.

"Oh, oh! I know!" Anam's voice sang from his building to their left. The Goodra waddled outside with his bag lodged partway into his chest. "Let's make him a Provisionary Heart!"

Whatever fire Jerry had to lash out against Star extinguished instantly, freezing him in place.

Anam dug through his chest, as if searching around for something. Not finding it there, he dug into his thighs. "Ah!" He pulled out a small, gold emblem, a bit different than the one thousand full-fledged Heart Badges in circulation, and handed it to Jerry.

He stared at it, the only sign that he wasn't a statue being his blinking eyes.

"What's wrong?" Anam asked. "It's not as strong as normal Badges, but it'll help you! They're only good for warping yourself out of trouble, and it only goes to Kilo Village, but if you go with a fellow Heart that has a real Badge, you'll be able to go on assignments really easily!"

Anam held his hands out again, but his horn-feelers twitched nervously. He pushed his arms a bit closer until the Provisionary Badge was mere inches away from Jerry's face.

Finally, Jerry showed signs of movement, but it wasn't toward Anam. Instead, his eyes transitioned from disbelief into distrust. "Why?"

"Why?" Anam repeated. "W-well… because!" He pushed the Badge even closer.

"No," Jerry said again. "Why? Why do you think I should get one? After all… you put me in jail." His mouth twisted into a smirk. "You wouldn't want something like me representing your army, do you?"

Anam's smile briefly faltered, his cheerful eyes transitioning into desperation. Owen, on the sidelines, didn't know what to add. He opened his mouth, but all he could get out was a soft, "Um…"

Owen regretted making noise at all. Jerry flashed a glare at him that made his flame shrink to half its size; then, he looked back at Anam. "They arrested me. I hurt others and stole their stuff. Still want to give that to me?"

For just a moment, Anam's hands drew back, but then he pressed forward again. "Y-yes! You're a Provisionary Heart now. Congratulations!"

Jerry still didn't grab it. Instead, his glare redoubled. "Why?"

"Because… because anybody can become a Heart eventually."

"Even me, an outlaw?"

"Yes!"

A bit of slime from Anam's hand dripped on the ground with a soft plop. Only then did Owen realize how dead silent Hot Spot had become; even ADAM's typical buzzing had silenced itself, or perhaps he was too far away. Owen had a feeling that Jerry had a thousand things to say to Anam, yet he sensed a bit of fear in his body language, too. It was in his wings, like he wanted to fly away. Owen unconsciously flexed his own, slowly, and glanced at Zena. She was busy biting her lower lip, looking between the Goodra and Aerodactyl.

"Where's James?" Zena mumbled to Owen. "Anam needs someone to mediate…"

Owen wasn't sure, either.

But then, finally—and perhaps only to get him away—Jerry reached out and grabbed it, wincing at the slime that squished between it and his claws. "Thanks," he hissed.

Anam nodded, but then spun around, quick to walk back into his home. Owen didn't need Perception to see that Anam was just trying to avoid further confrontation. He then glanced at Jerry, seeing another mixture of emotions in his face. Some of it was relief, perhaps… but he had a feeling what Jerry was thinking, because the stray thought had crossed his mind, too. What kind of leader was he, barely able to handle someone that didn't agree with him?

Owen shook his head of the thought. Anam was a wonderful leader—he was a peacekeeper.

Jerry shuffled off to claim a home for himself, muttering something about where he could go. But then he said, "But they're all dead, right? Figure the spirits that used to live here don't need a home. Hmph. I'll pick whatever."

With Jerry gone, and after a long day and night of activity, there was an unspoken agreement among the Hot Spot inhabitants to disband to relax for a while. For Owen, that meant giving Zena a little glance and jerking his head, offering for her to follow him to his parents' place. The Milotic gladly followed, wondering if they were going to play another game of marbles.

"Mew, that was awkward," Owen mumbled. Zena nodded, lowering her head a bit while she traveled so they were at eye level.

"Can you stop doing that?" Star mumbled, rubbing her ears. Following as one of Manny's spirits—and with Manny a bit further away, now—she was barely tangible.

"Huh? What?" Owen asked.

"Using my name when you say something. Y'mind not?"

"Oh—sorry. Is that… sacrilegious or something?" Owen asked. "Sorry. Before all this Guardian stuff happened, I didn't exactly read the Book of Mew or the Book of Arceus, so… you know."

"You didn't complain much about it before," Zena said. "Is it disrespectful?"

"No, it's not that. It's just you guys have been doing it a lot more often lately, and I figure I'm gonna have to deal with it a lot longer, so, yeah. Don't do it as much."

"How come? Not—not to offend or anything, but, is it a tradition, or respect, or…?"

"You really think I care about stuff like that?" Star said. "No. Any time someone refers to me by name like that, I hear them. In my head. You're supposed to call me for a prayer, yeah? And then I hear it. But if you make a reference to me in that way, while I'm here, I kinda hear it double-time. With my ears and my spirit. And there's a weird delay, so it's like you've got a super-echo. Messes with my brain."

"Oh," Owen winced. "Sorry. I didn't know."

"It's fine. Now y'do. I'm gonna go and tell the others now, because I think everyone's been doing that." And then, with only a brief pause, she stared at the Charizard. "Are you fine, Owen?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah, I'm okay."

"Are you sure?" Star pressed. "Eon didn't get to you, did he?"

Owen hesitated for a split-second too long. "He didn't."

Star crossed her arms.

"I don't want to talk about it, okay?" Owen said. "I already told him I'm not interested. Mom and Dad raised me for centuries! I'm not gonna throw that all away just to go back with my first Dad." He stared at the ground. That wasn't what bothered him. No, it did—but what bothered him more was how Eon spoke of Star. He already had shaky doubts about the Mew, and now this? And there were still… stray thoughts. His memories from that day in Quartz to now felt scrambled, but he had a new nugget of doubt in his mind, too. All over again, it felt like he was missing more of himself. The more he gained, the more it felt like he knew nothing.

But Star relented. "Good, Owen. Eon's… twisted. I'm sorry, but he's lost it. He's not the same person you used to know. Okay?"

Owen's claws scratched against his arm's scales. "What do you mean that he's lost it?"

"Him trying to get you back has become an obsession. That's really all there is to it. I don't think it's very healthy, and you don't really want someone with that kind of temperament with all that power, alright?"

Sounds familiar, Owen thought on reflex, but nodded. "Yeah, I understand. He's… he definitely shouldn't—yeah. I already knew that, so don't worry."

Star glanced at Zena. The Milotic replied with a nod. Star replied in turn, and then floated back to the main square.

When she was gone, Zena glanced at Owen. "Not the right temperament, hm? Sounds familiar."

Owen smiled a bit too quickly. He hid it and made a hasty glance at Star, but she was already flying into Willow's tiny home.

"Hm. There she goes," Zena said. "Owen, would you like to, perhaps… read a book together?"

"Oh," Owen said, nodding. "That sounds fine."

Zena brightened, slithering after him. "What will we be reading today, Owen?"

"Uhh, what did we read before?" he asked nervously.

"You don't remember?" Zena asked.

"Sorry," Owen said. "I met you before my last reset, right? Everything is… kinda scrambled still. I'm sorting through it."

They entered his parents' home. Amia wasn't present, and therefore his father. Owen headed to his room and stepped over his bed, digging through an alcove in the back, which held his stash of books in their latest editions. All in the Rawst paper format, of course.

Zena gulped, shrinking. "Of course. I understand. Well, we read a book about Scarves, and other Dungeon equipment. Do you remember that?"

"A little," Owen said, rubbing his left horn thoughtfully. "Mrrgh, I can barely remember getting the Grass Orb, Zena. Did I meet you before or after that?"

"Well, after. You ran away as a Charmeleon, and you went into my caverns to talk to someone you knew was in a similar situation. A Guardian that was sealed away. You were upset that your parents and your idols lied to you." The Milotic slithered closer, leaning over his shoulder to get a look at what book the Charizard was choosing. She was careful to avoid the flame at the end of his tail; while Owen's flame was much colder than the typical flame in his state, if he got too excited, that wouldn't be the case.

"Feels like a really long time ago," Owen said. "A lifetime ago. Literally. It's like… every time I got reset, it's just a new life that I live. Reincarnated, with that life and all its memories just… blended up. It feels… distant. Not… me, now. Sometimes I wonder if there's something even further back than my first memories. Crazy to think about… I wonder if that's what actual reincarnation is—hey, do you think Star does that?"

Zena blinked. "Owen, let's focus. I don't think Star does that, or she'd probably mention it… But you don't remember talking to me for the first time? Meeting me?"

Owen shook his head, but stopped midway. "Well, actually," he amended, "I kinda do. I remember… yeah. Yeah, I kinda remember. I remember I saw… something I really liked. And I felt really bad, too. I remember those feelings, you know? And then, remember when you first moved in? We made that little lake for you in your place, and…" Owen rubbed his head. "I think I remember that."

"Did you enjoy that?" Zena asked. "Did you enjoy being around me?"

"Oh, totally," Owen nodded, pulling out a thick book from the alcove near his bed. Survival Guide: Equipment Synergy for Maximum Effectiveness, Fifth Edition. "I love when we talk."

Zena immediately perked up. "You do?"

"Yeah." He glanced back, tilting his head. "Hey, your muscles did that thing again. So, you're happy? I'm really sorry I keep asking, uh, you know. I'm still learning the serpentine body. I hope I wasn't like this before I reset, too."

"Of course I'm happy, Owen," Zena said, giggling. "So, you love being with me?"

"Yeah," Owen said. "You're a nice friend. Everyone is. I love talking to all—uh, most of the folks here." Owen blinked, looking back. "Zena? Your muscles got weird again."

"Oh, I—" Zena gulped. "It must be your imagination."

"Seemed more like your muscles did the exact opposite thing."

"No, no, it's nothing like that," Zena said. "Please, let's read."

Owen stared uneasily. "Did I say something wrong?"

Zena tried to hide her wince, but Owen's worried eyes forced the words out of her. "Do you truly not remember anything?" Zena asked. "Anything at all from the last time you reset? What about after that? When you fully evolved, and remembered your first life?"

"Well, I'm sure I remember some of that," Owen said, nodding. "After I fused with Gahi for the first time, though, I think I got scrambled again. But only halfway. So, all that's kinda blurry, too." Owen shifted uncomfortably. "Sorry. At this point, I'm just taking things one moment at a time. It's hard to think back to specific times. I just have… flashes." He nodded. "I guess I can't remember you too clearly, ha…. But it's probably fine, right? We can still do stuff now!"

She tensed, wishing she had fists to clench. "Why don't we just get to reading?"

"Um—sure, Zena, but can we talk for a second?"

"No, reading is just fine. Reading with you is all I—"

"Hey, Owen?" Demitri called.

Owen turned back to see the mutant Haxorus and behemoth Meganium at the entryway. Gahi was standing behind them both, trying to lean over their hulking forms in annoyance. His slimmer body allowed him to weave between them, but not much further.

"We're going to Trina's," Demitri continued. "Want to come?"

"Trina's? The Bug Guardian? The, uh, what was she again?"

"Serperior. We want to see her," Demitri said.

"Yeah, I dunno, they're really bent on seeing her fer some reason," Gahi said. "So, y'coming?"

"Owen and I were going to be reading a book together," Zena said curtly. "Do you need him with you? Why don't you take Rhys?"

Demitri and Mispy winced slightly. "He's coming anyway," the Haxorus said.

"Insisted," the Meganium clarified.

"Then you'll be fine. Owen, would you like to read?"

Owen glanced at Zena. "I mean, yeah, I was kinda looking forward to reading," he admitted. "But Trina has a bunch of mutants, too, just like us. Maybe we can win her over if we go?"

Mispy looked at Zena curiously, but then glanced at Demitri. Gahi, who had lost interest in the conversation, wandered into the kitchen, opening and closing cupboards for no reason. He didn't even look inside any of the ones he opened.

Owen sighed, shutting the book. "I guess I should go."

"Wait," Zena said. "Could I come, too?"

"You?" Owen said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "Water Guardian, Bug Guardian, but a Serperior… that's sorta tricky. I think it'd be better if we brought Mom instead. Fire Guard—oh, no, but Psychic, versus Bug…" He sighed. "Okay, let's rethink that. Valle? No, he's still kinda weak. Anam? No, he'll probably rub Trina the wrong way. She's regal, right?"

"Kinda," Demitri said. "Do you want us to go looking around and see what everyone says?"

"Are we even fighting?" Mispy pointed out.

"Oh, yeah," Demitri said. "I guess that's true."

"Well," Zena said, "if you're planning, then I suppose I'll just go for the time being." Her throat briefly closed around itself. After a pause, she found her voice again. "Excuse me." She attempted to slither past Mispy, but she was just too large. She had to instead struggle over her vines, tumbling over once she got past most of her. Mispy tried to slide out of the way, but Amia's home, despite being equipped for Owen's father's Magmortar body, was still not large enough to accommodate Mispy's bulk.

Once Zena finally escaped, she headed straight for her home, passing by the Gardevoir and Magmortar in question.

"Oh—what a party!" Amia said.

Demitri and Mispy looked back and jumped. "A-Amia? New look?"

The green Gardevoir waved a hand dismissively. "Oh, don't worry. It's temporary. I'll be back to my usual blue soon. I just need to recover a little more. I think my spirit is a bit on the weak side right now. Star told me to conserve my energy. Er, but more importantly, is Zena okay?"

Owen perked up. "What's wrong with her? I know something's wrong, but I can't figure out what."

Mispy stared at Owen. Her wide eyes and seconds of stillness suggested she needed to make sure that he was being serious. "Really?"

"Yes!" Owen said. "Look, I'm really good at body language, just not her body language. When was the last time I've been with someone without arms or legs, you know? …Mispy, what, uh, what's with the…?"

Mispy's vines twitched irritably.

Demitri spoke up, "I actually kinda thought you two had some tension or something going on. Like maybe you were arguing?"

"Arguing? No! Why would we be arguing? We were just about to read a book together, but then this stuff came up."

"She asked to come with you," Demitri said.

"Yeah, but I dunno if that would've been the best idea, y'know?"

"Why?" Mispy asked.

"Well, Serperior is Grass, and she's the Water Guardian. It doesn't really work out all that well, I think."

Amia put a hand to her mouth, but then nearly put them together over her chest as if in prayer. "Oh, Owen, honey."

Alex mumbled something to Amia and started to walk away, but Amia held him on the shoulder and shook her head. She yelped at the heat of the fire on his body, quickly waving her hand.

Alex jumped. "A-are you okay?"

"Y-yes, I'm fine, dear. I'm sorry. Goodness, I forgot what it's like to feel burned."

"Eh? What's wrong?" Gahi asked, finally finished opening every single cupboard of the home.

Demitri rubbed the back of his head. "You really don't notice it, Owen?" he asked. "I thought you were supposed to be the smart one. Did your head get scrambled that badly?"

"I—I'm smart," Owen said. "And I'm perceptive."

Mispy brought a vine forward, prodding his chest angrily. "Body-perceptive," she said, and then ran a vine to the lethally-sized nonfiction in his hand. "Book-smart."

Owen blinked. "And combat-smart!"

"And nothing else."

"What's that supposed to mean?!"

Mispy snorted, but then jerked her head at Demitri. He nodded and backed out of the home. Mispy suddenly reached out with her vines, wrapping around Owen's body.

"Uh—"

She tugged Owen forward and turned around, sliding out of the home. Zena's abode was diagonal to Owen's, just across one of the cavern halls. In only thirty seconds, with Owen trying to get into a better position along the way, resigned to his fate, they stopped in front of the Milotic's little alcove. She tossed the Charizard inside and turned around, grumbling something to Demitri, who nodded. Gahi listened, too, looking just surprised enough to pay attention.

Zena was staring into her lake when Owen had arrived. It was completely dark in her home, so the light that Owen's tail introduced was enough to get her attention even before Mispy tossed him inside.

"Uff—" Owen grunted, rubbing his head. "Rude!" he shouted at Mispy. But then he turned ahead and looked at Zena. She had turned around, coiled tightly around herself. "Hey—I'm sorry."

"Sorry?" She brought one of her ribbons to her face to scratch at an itch below her eyes. "What do you mean?"

"Yeah. I'm sorry. I think I said something that offended you." Owen gave a quick little bow. "Look, there's—there's something wrong with my head, you know that, right? Between being designed as a weapon, and how everything beyond a few weeks ago is a total fog, except for my very first life, and then just in general me relying too much on my Perception, I think I'm interpreting what I'm reading off of you wrong. So, I just wanted to say, I'm sorry. If I offended you with something anti-Milotic, or anything."

Zena stared in silence. Her eyes were wide, but her jaw was tense.

"See," Owen said. "I don't know what that means. I just don't. I never read—or, I don't remember reading—any books about how Milotic or other Pokémon like you react on a muscular level to things. I don't know if I'm making you madder or if I'm helping. Maybe Mispy's right. I'm designed to be good at Perception and combat, and I've got the smarts from the academic side, but I guess I just—"

"Owen," Zena finally said.

"Y-yes!" Owen nodded.

"You don't know how I feel?" she said. "You can read my body, but you don't know what it's saying?"

"Pretty much," Owen said. He drooped his wings. "I know it sounds really discriminatory and stuff, but I feel like I'm looking at you in the dark. Or that I can recite something in a secret code, but I don't know what the code's actually saying."

"I see," Zena said, nodding. She took a slow breath. Her stance returned to its more dignified, steady gaze. "Then I just have to tell you. Is that it?"

"Until I get better. I—I promise, I'll get better!"

Zena nodded. "I'm sure you will, Owen."

"Oh, Mew, just kiss already!" Gahi groaned.

"Hey!" Star yelled from across the cave.

Zena tensed, as did Owen. "W-wait, you…" It was Owen's turn to tense up. "You… like me? As in—"

"Owen," the Milotic said. "When you come back from Trina's home, I would… like to have dinner with you. The two of us."

This time, Gahi was silent—as was, it seemed, the rest of the cave. It didn't last; Enet and Willow got into some sort of spat, screeching while tossing Moonblasts and Thunderbolts at one another.

Tuning it out, the Charizard found his voice. "You? Me? Me?"

"Of course you, Owen!" Zena said, halfway between exasperated and relieved. "What else would it be?!"

"But—why? Wait. That's what you've been feeling?" Owen slapped a palm to the side of his head. "I thought you figured I was a nutcase! I mean, with the whole thing with me killing Klent, and the crazy battle-mode headspace—I still get chest pains if I don't get a good fight in, I—"

"That doesn't matter," Zena said. "That's your instincts, but they aren't you. They aren't the Owen I know…" She shook her head. "That was the one that I saw in my lake. The one who talked to me, and… who cared about me. Who spent all that time you could've spent with anyone else! You…" Zena looked at him again, and then laughed, staring at the flame on his tail. "Owen! You—you lit up my life!"

The Charizard stood still. His flame—the only source of light in Zena's dark home—flickered into a bright yellow. Then, it settled back to its cooler orange.

The memories that followed were vague, but powerful. Sitting at the lake. Scrambling back and seeing her for the first time. The fear she felt. The loneliness. And then, the desperation to run away. Seeing Rhys for the first time—the one who had tried to kill her. The betrayal upon hearing Star's revelations, and her involvement with the Hunters. The reason for all that suffering.

Owen didn't know what to do with his arms. He ended up fiddling with his claws, as he always did. "I didn't think you'd think of me that way," he admitted. "I mean, look at me. I—"

"Enough, Owen. H-how do you feel about me?"

The Charizard gulped. "W-well," he said, fidgeting. "I… that, uh, I…"

Zena waited, holding her breath. "Or… or are you more interested in Gahi?"

Owen blinked. "Uh—wait, what? Where's that coming from?"

"Well," Zena looked away. "Demitri and Mispy are together. And you and Gahi… fused together, and you seemed pretty happy about it. I was just wondering if…"

"Oh, no, no, nothing like that," Owen said. "I mean—Gahi's nice, but… that's all. Can't really imagine having a romantic dinner with him without it blowing up in our faces."

"Hey, what's that supposed ter mean?"

Zena hesitantly asked, "So, if Gahi is just a friend, then by comparison, I…?"

The Charizard poked a claw from each paw together. "I always… liked talking with you, and reading stuff, and training, and all that. But, I still feel like we barely know each other."

"I feel like I know you quite well," Zena insisted.

"You don't have broken memories," Owen replied. "I… I'm sorry, Zena. I don't remember a lot of it. I don't remember a lot of… anything. And if I can't even do that…!"

Owen was starting to understand how a serpent's body reacted to despair.

"But," he amended, "I want to know you more. I want to… recover my memories. Because I know they're there. And it's… ugh." Owen rubbed his head. "I just hate that I can't remember what you're remembering right now! So… so if you can deal with that, then…"

"Then… then it's a yes?"

"To—"

"To dinner. It—it doesn't have to be anything grand, just—just so we can talk. This way, you—"

"Yes."

It was delayed, but following a second of silence, Zena let out a sound that was a mixture of a sigh and a laugh, and Owen learned what it meant for a Milotic to feel an emotion that he couldn't find the word for. "I'll hold you to it," she said with a disarmed smile. But then, Zena cleared her throat and straightened her upper body. "Well," she said. "You should get going, hm? To Trina's."

"Yeah," Owen nodded. "…Hey, wait a second." He looked Zena over. "You!"

"A-ah?"

"You'd be perfect for Trina! You're—all dignified, at least, that's how you present yourself, right?"

"Well—is that not how a Milotic should be? Graceful?"

"I mean, I guess. I prefer when you're just relaxed. But this would be great for Trina!"

Zena blushed. "Oh, I'm—wait, so you'd like me to come with you?"

"Yeah! Definitely. I should've thought about it earlier. It'll be Team Alloy, and then you, and I guess Rhys." Owen shook his head. "Aside from Mom, it'd be kinda like right before we went off to get Willow, Valle, and ADAM, huh?"

Zena giggled. "Yes. But we should be careful. From what Rhys and the others have said, Trina sounds quite… mm. I don't know the word."

"She sounds like someone you need to show respect, or she'll make you show it," Owen said. "Okay. Let's see if anybody else is interested."

They quickly gathered everyone up. Owen pressed on why Demitri and Mispy were so eager to leave, but all he got in reply was that they were curious about Ax and Ani—their doppelgangers. That got Owen curious about Har, presumably a fellow Charizard. Gahi seemed indifferent about meeting Lygo, his own counterpart, but for one reason or another, the Flygon stuck around. It wasn't every day they got to go as the full Team Alloy, after all.

"Don't say that," Demitri mumbled to Owen.

"What? Team Alloy? But it's so cool! It—"

"Nevren made it up because we're an alloy."

Owen winced, but decided to drop the subject. "Okay."

Most of the others seemed uninterested in meeting Trina. In particular, when they asked Manny if he wished to join them, he only laughed. For a while. He didn't stop. Instead, he kept practicing summoning someone that he called his 'true' strongest spirit.

When asking Azu, who had been standing nearby, who Manny's true strongest spirit was, he only replied, "Ha HA! While I am among the strongest spirits in the real world, our Guardian has other spirits he can only dream to make tangible! Doll, Elbee, and the greatest spirit, Master Yen, have yet to arrive!"

All the while, Manny kept laughing quietly to the notion of seeing Trina again. They left him alone.

It ended up being their team of seven—the Alloy, Rhys—and Elder, who insisted to accompany Rhys—and Zena. With them gathered in the center of Hot Spot, Rhys and Mispy used their Badges to warp them to Trina's abode, having set a custom waypoint there the day before. In an instant, they went from the cooling corridors of Hot Spot into the white, elaborate caverns of Trina's web-made labyrinth.

Owen needed a moment to adjust to the new environment, blinking at the dim, white web all over. He shuffled his weight, feeling the silk under his feet.

"So," Trina said, her voice deep and soothing. "You've come, right on time, as promised."

"W-wow," Owen said, marveling at the great, silken chamber. He tapped into his Perception, taking full advantage of how much he could extend his senses into the main room. He felt the thick layer of web beneath and around him. Trina, the Serperior, was behind them, by the opposite side of the wall.

What unnerved Owen was the many cocoons that lined the walls. In every single one, he felt the presence of a body, wrapped up and sealed away. Some were struggling. Others were resting peacefully. A few were awake and listening. Owen shivered. Most of them felt like they weren't normal Pokémon. Synthetics, like him? Was this their fate?

He retreated his awareness back into his body, sighing. "This place is creepy," he mumbled, turning around to address Trina with the others. "Oh."

He was so overwhelmed by the many bodies sealed in cocoons that he hadn't noticed the ones that stood beside the Bug Guardian. It was like staring into a mirror.

Har, Lygo, Ax, and Ani all stood in front of their queen, in the exact same formation as Owen, Gahi, Demitri, and Mispy.

"I thought it would only be appropriate to introduce you to one another."

Har was, scale for scale, a complete replica of him. The Grass Guardian gulped, raising a hand to wave.

Har smirked in reply, giving a noncommittal wave at Owen in return. "Hey."

He sounded exactly like Owen.

"Hey…" Owen returned the gesture with an uneasy wave. "Um… Har, right?"

"Yep." He flared his wings boastfully. "Nice to meet you, Prototype."






59. Similarly Different


Chapter 53 – Similarly Different

Being called a prototype was new. Owen knew it was true, but there was something about actually hearing the word spoken by what was literally an improved version of himself that hurt more than he had expected.

"Har, that was very rude," Trina said. Her eyes were closed and her head was up. "You will apologize."

Har crossed his arms. "I only said the truth. I still owe him a lot."

"Can't you see how offended he looks?" Trina asked, motioning with a vine toward Owen.

In response, the prototype Charizard flinched. "I'm not offended."

"But you are a bad liar," Trina said. "That's ironic, coming from someone meant to be aware of all forms of body language."

"You don't say," Zena mumbled.

Owen glanced pleadingly at Zena; she returned his gaze with an apologetic smile.

Rhys cleared his throat. "Well, we have arrived, as promised. It is the morning after our first visit. Have you made a decision on whether you would like to come with us to Hot Spot Cave?"

Elder waved nervously at Trina, figuring he'd at least try to be useful during this conversation. He was so used to trying—and failing—to convince Guardians to give up their power that he didn't know what to do with himself when that wasn't his task.

"I have come to a decision," Trina said, "on how I will determine whether I will accompany you there."

"Yeah? And what's that?" Owen asked. "W-we have to fight them, don't we?"

Trina gave Owen a wry smile. "That's very interesting of you to say," she said. "Is that what you feel would be the most appropriate?"

Owen fidgeted with his claws. "I mean, what else would it be, right?" he said. "I bet our copies like to fight just as much as we do. And even if that's how we were supposed to be designed, I mean…"

Demitri and Mispy both looked at one another. Owen looked back.

"Hm?" Trina said. "Is something bothering you two?"

Demitri flicked his tail, avoiding anyone's eyes, even Mispy's. "Well, a little," the Haxorus said. "You told us… that we should be proud of what we are. But I don't get how we can." He tapped his left claws against his right arm. "That's why we wanted to come here again. Mispy and I don't… get what you mean."

"Hmm." Trina adjusted her coils. "I see. Because you believe that you have no control over your fates. Is that it?"

Demitri rubbed at his right tusk, pulling it out of its socket and snapping it back in. "I guess so," he said. "Is that it, Mispy?"

Mispy shrugged, unsure herself. "I feel…" But she couldn't finish.

"Lost?" Trina asked.

Demitri and Mispy shook their heads. "Not lost," they both said.

Owen saw Trina's eyes widen imperceptibly, but she masked it an instant later.

"Then you must feel cheated."

They shook their heads again.

"I think I get it," Gahi spoke up.

"Yeah," Owen said, nodding. "I think I know what they're feeling."

"What is it, Owen?" Zena asked. "Is it… that you don't know how you are?"

"It's a little bit of that," Owen said, glancing at Rhys. "But it's more like… I think Demitri and Mispy feel guilty when they feel good about something. Remember back when I talked to Brandon, and he said that my whole cleverness thing was just part of my design?"

The Lucario nodded. "Yes. I remember. You were quite hurt."

"Oh." Zena looked down, contemplative. "Is it because… you felt that a part of you that you felt was you… was just what someone wanted you to be?"

Owen sighed, giving a sad, yet relieved, grin. "Exactly. It's like a part of who I 'decided' I was, turned out to… not be my decision."

Trina chuckled. "None of us decide who we are." She motioned to the ceiling with a vine. "Not me, not your teacher, perhaps not even the gods themselves." She closed her eyes, nodding slowly.

Team Alloy all exchanged glances.

She went on. "Even I did not determine who I am myself. I was born alone and taken in by my brother and mother. I was shaped by my instincts and then polished by their upbringing. Are you not the same? The only difference is that while I was designed by the ancient hand of nature, you were designed by the careful thought of a father." Trina looked at the four of them. "We are not very different. And in the end, were you not happy?"

This seemed like a speech Trina gave often, how rehearsed it felt. Did she tell this to all of her artificial followers? Owen had to admit, it did feel reassuring, in a strange way…

"Happy? I mean—of course!" Demitri perked up. "We were happy before we started actually thinking about what we were. We were—stupid."

"Stupid?"

"Yeah," Owen went on after Demitri hesitated to answer. "I think what they mean is, before, they didn't know anything about themselves. So, of course they were happy. Ignorance is bliss, I guess? But,"—he turned around to face them—"don't you guys get it?" He waited, but when they didn't respond, he continued. "I dunno about us being the same like Trina's saying, but we still get to choose what we like about us, and what we want to change about ourselves."

"But is that our choice?" Demitri said. "What we like and what we don't?"

"I mean, kinda chipping scales at that point," Owen said, rubbing the top of his head. "C'mon, can't you cut me a break? The fact that you feel bad about fighting means you still get to choose!"

"B-but we want to fight."

"Then that's your choice."

"But then it's what we're designed to do!"

Owen shrugged, but kept his tone assertive. "So then, you're saying you don't have a choice but to not fight?"

"No, I—" Demitri blinked. He stared at his hands thoughtfully, squinting as if the answer was somewhere in his palms. "What?"

"If you're saying you were designed to fight, then if you wanted to fight your design, you'd have no choice but to not fight. So, either way, you don't have a choice. Fighting is following your design, and not fighting is going against it, because it was your design."

Mispy squinted at Owen, grumbling. "Book smart…"

"I ain't got a clue what yer saying," Gahi told Owen flatly. "Say it in an easy way."

Trina chuckled. "He's right, Owen. You should try to simplify it for your team."

"Uhh—" Owen sighed. "Rhys? Help me out?"

"I do not have a right to tell them how to think on this matter," Rhys said solemnly.

"Okay, but can you at least translate me?! Elder?"

"Oho… I'm afraid I am slightly lost myself, Owen."

"Owen means," Zena said, drawing Team Alloy's attention, "that your choice is whether or not you want to follow this part of your instincts, and when."

"My choice… is to make a choice?" Demitri said.

"No," Zena urged, leaning forward. "Your choice is that you get to decide when to fight, and when not to. Just as we all do." She looked up at the webbed ceiling. "I believe I understand what Trina is saying. We all have those choices. Which one will you make?"

Demitri and Mispy looked at one another.

"And you know," Owen said, "I don't think it's just that. I know that you guys want to fight. I do, too. It's just in our blood, right? But you know what makes it better for me?"

"What?" the other three asked.

"It's not just fighting. And I dunno if it ever was for a while. Sure, that's part of the fun. But—" Owen dug through the bag wrapped around his neck and pulled out his Badge. "We choose who we fight, and what we fight for," he said. "Eon wanted us to fight for him. But we don't have to. We fight for the world." Owen tapped the Badge to his chest. "C'mon, you know the chant! With me, say it! A thousand hands, a single heart, working and beating as one."

Zena tilted her head, but Owen had an expectant look in his eyes.

Demitri sighed, clasping his claws together. "Unite the lands, from worlds apart, until our battles are done."

Owen beamed and finished, "We serve Kilo and all its parts—under one name: The Thousand Hearts!"

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi looked at Owen, entranced. They looked at his Badge, then at his chest, and then at his eyes. A bit of Owen's light seemed to shine in his team, flashes of a grin on all three of them.

"You're lame." Gahi beat his wing toward Owen, letting out a single snort to disguise a laugh.

Mispy looked at a few of her vines, wrapping them around stray strands of silk. "We choose… who to fight for."

Trina smiled slightly but then gave a short nod to Har and his team. "Then, do you choose to fight for your Guardians?" Trina said. "Depending on how this battle goes, I will decide on whether I shall join your cause or not. I would like to take you all to the sparring arena."

Owen looked at the three of them. "Well?"

They all nodded.

"You guys should cheer us on," Owen said to Rhys, Elder, and Zena.

The Serperior slithered further into the caverns, where only the dim glow of the Mystic-enhanced web led the way through.

"Who we fight for…" Demitri looked at Owen. "I never really thought about it like that, but, that's how we do it, huh?"

Owen nodded. "Seems that way to me, at least," he said. "Feeling better?"

"A little." The Haxorus relaxed a bit. "Actually, no. A lot. I feel a lot better if it means we can fight for the people we care about."

Mispy nodded. "Like you," she said to Owen.

"M-me?" he said. "But you're Team Alloy's leader, aren't you?"

Mispy giggled. "Officially."

Owen let out a nervous laugh, but then Zena gave him a gentle headbutt. "Owen, I think it was unspoken a while ago that you became the Alloy's leader. You give direction. You evolved first."

Gahi snorted.

"And," Zena went on, "I think there's something about you, Owen, that they look up to. You feel a lot like the eldest sibling, in a way."

Owen rubbed the back of his neck. "Aw, well, I guess if you guys need coordinating, I'm pretty good at the brainy stuff."

"So modest," Mispy mocked.

"H-hey, look! I'm just trying to take the compliment!"

They all laughed; even Rhys broke a small smirk. Har, Lygo, Ani, and Ax continued their walk alongside Trina, not breaking their marching pace, though they did grin at one another, too. Har's claws twitched briefly, but he shook his head right after, catching Owen's attention. He decided not to say anything.

A long, though lighthearted, silence filled the air for a while. The labyrinth muted their steps and echoes were next to impossible thanks to the layout of the walls. Owen briefly worried that his tail might set the web on fire. "Hey, Har?"

"Yeah?"

"How do you not set this place on fire when you sleep?"

"I sleep on a Rawst bed."

"Oh, you too, huh?"

"Everything else, I'm just careful. The fire isn't as hot as we make it out to be. Especially if you aren't in a battle or anything. I think there's an aura component so it's not so bad. Ethereal, y'know?"

"I thought that!" Owen said. "Maybe with some focus, I can make it just a warm flame, too. That'd be nice."

"Yeah. Why d'you ask?" Har asked. "Afraid of burning someone?"

"U-uh," Owen glanced at Zena. "I was just wondering." He eyed the webbing again, realizing that there was no light source aside from their flames. "Say," Owen remarked, "how come all this Mystic stuff is usually bluish?"

"Hm? Oh, that is merely the default color of aura," Trina said. "I believe that was a creative choice by Star."

"Of course," Owen said, sighing.

"Is that why the sky's blue?" Gahi asked.

"No, Gahi," Owen said. "The sky is blue because of the way different frequencies of light—"

"Oh, great," Ani said, rolling her eyes, "he's a brainy one, too."

"Hmph!" Har flicked his tail up. "I bet I'm smarter. Since I get more books and stuff, I probably know way more than he knows just from raw knowledge alone."

"Oh yeah?" Owen said, tail blazing yellow. "How big is your book collection?"

"I," Har said, "have the latest edition of ten different books on biology and botany, and I'm subscribed to Pokémon Physiology, so I'm getting new content every full moon."

Gahi squinted. "How d'you even get something like that all the way here?"

"The more normal-looking ones of our Queen's kingdom go in town," Har said, shrugging. "They pass. Like Ax. As long as he doesn't pull his tusks out, he looks mostly normal."

Demitri and Ax exchanged glances. The prototype Haxorus waved shyly. The upgraded Haxorus looked ahead with a shrug.

Owen smirked. "Well, I," he said, "have the latest edition of every Dungeon Exploration textbook in all of Kilo!"

"So, what, all four?" Har said.

"Th-they're very expensive!" Owen said. "I—I also have a collection on Pokémon physiology, and even the eighth edition of The Unabridged Encyclopedia of Pokémon Species.

"W-wait, there's an eighth?" Har suddenly perked up.

"Yeah, it came out really recently," Owen said. "Did you get it yet?" He couldn't hide the smug lilt in his voice.

Har shrank, but then looked at Trina pleadingly.

The Serperior sighed. "I will put it on the list."

They continued with their walk. Gahi eyed Lygo, sizing him up. They really were identical in appearance. "So, what makes y' better than me?" Gahi said. "Yer Owen said prototype, so, what? What's the improved stuff? Faster?"

"No, nothing like that," Lygo said, shaking his head. "And what's with your accent? Did you hit your head in your incubation chamber or something?"

"Oy, this accent's awesome! I picked it up from someone I ran into a long time ago."

"You mean the other Lucario? The dumb one?"

"Yes," Rhys said, "it was Fighting Guardian Manny who influenced Gahi's accent. He ran away out of curiosity for the outside world. Unfortunately, he was still in a very impressionable, malleable state, so to speak."

"Oh, so he didn't develop properly," Lygo said. "Makes sense."

"You asking fer a fight?" Gahi growled.

"I mean, that's what we're about to do."

"I think the accent is quite cute," Trina commented. "It's a shame it's attached to such a crass individual."

"Hey, I ain't crass!" Gahi said. "That's Owen's deal!"

"Crass, Gahi. Not Grass," Rhys said.

"And I meant the thick-headed Lucario," Trina clarified. "You, Gahi, I know little of."

"Oh," Gahi said. "Hmph. Well, I ain't gonna call it cute, either. It's cool."

Trina chuckled. "I see. I will take your word for it, Gahi. Now then, to answer your question on Lygo's improvements, it is actually not very much. The original Alloy prototypes were actually already close to what Eon considered optimal. Their largest flaws—that is, the instability you experience upon fusing together—were already fixed by you manually, is that correct?"

"A-actually, we're still working on that," Owen said.

"Hm? Oh, so you can't fuse together?"

"No, we can," Owen said. He motioned to Mispy. "I fused with her once or twice, and I fused with him, too," he motioned to Gahi, "but we're still practicing."

"We fused," Demitri added, patting Mispy's side.

"Hm, I see. That is wise. If that's the case, I won't have my four battle you as an Alloy. Instead, they will fight individually. I don't want the sight of your Alloy form triggering any unstable memories."

"Thank you," Rhys and Owen both said.

Trina quickened her pace and said to the others, "I would like to introduce our guests to the sparring arena. The web here is particularly tough and can weather some of the strongest attacks that I've had the pleasure of witnessing from my subjects, one being from Ax."

The Haxorus proudly held his hips with his muscular arms—or at least tried to.

The webbing here wasn't sticky, but the walls were still thick, white, malleable. Owen could tell that they would bounce against any sort of impact. The ground looked like a miniature desert of white silk, complete with lumpy dunes. Owen tested this by knocking a knuckle against it. It wobbled stiffly. Demitri glanced at Trina, but before he could ask his question, she said, "Please, test it out for yourself."

Demitri nodded and rammed into the wall with all his might. He sank an entire body length inside, the wall of silk bending in a gentle curve with the mutant Haxorus at the center. It then bounced him back with an equal amount of force. Rhys quickly manifested an aura shield to slow Demitri down, narrowly avoiding his huge body flattening him.

"Urgh—th-thanks," Demitri said, getting back to his feet with the aura shield dissipating. "That's really strong. Did you, er… make this?" he asked Trina.

She nodded. "Yes. It's quite useful, I think."

Demitri shifted nervously, and Owen could practically feel the words dancing at the tip of the muscular mutant's tongue. "Where did it come fr—"

Mispy smacked Demitri on the shoulder, sighing. "Will we fight?"

Trina smiled wryly. "Of course."

"Oh, actually, uh, so if you guys aren't going to fuse together, I guess that means I can't use my Grass or Mystic powers, either, huh?" Owen said. "That way, it'll be an even m—"

"That won't be necessary," Trina said. "Your counterparts will be able to handle that Mystic power without issue."

Owen did his best not to keep his fiery pride from getting the better of him. After Jerry, he knew to be open to an idea of a non-Mystic gaining an advantage. "Oh, yeah? How come?" he asked innocuously.

"Mutant auras were designed with Mystics in mind," Trina said. "Tell me, Owen. Have you fought a mortal before?"

"Y-yeah, I have."

"How well did it go?"

"It, uh, depends," he said. "The first time I fought him, he was kinda on the weak side, and he couldn't hurt me even if he tried and I just stood still. But the second time I fought him, a little later, he—he actually was a real challenge! So, it was a tough fight against him, that second time, yeah."

"He lost," Mispy clarified.

"Thanks."

Mispy smirked at Owen's glare. Owen didn't need to read her body to know what she wanted to say. 'Just keeping you in check.'

"I see. And this was the same person. What was the difference between those two fights, Owen?" Trina asked. "Yes, he was weaker in your first encounter, but I doubt that alone would have been enough to make you go from invincibility to losing. Based on how you explained it to me, I imagine it was just as unexpected for you. Overconfidence, perhaps, contributed? And then you panicked, further dampening your Mystic power. It was only a sparring match, so you had little to prove. That, too, dampens your Mystic power."

"Yeah," Owen said. "My heart wasn't really in it. I wasn't fighting to survive or anything, and I kinda wanted to be gentle. But when he got that first hit on me… I don't know. Something changed."

"Changed with whom?" Trina asked.

"With him, er—Jerry, is his name. When Jerry attacked, and he actually hurt me, I felt the whole atmosphere change when I fought him. Not… not the air, but the…"

"The aura atmosphere, perhaps?" Trina said.

"Y-yeah! Kinda! It was just a feeling, like when a Mystic really exerts their power, and you kinda feel that… that burning feeling. I kinda felt that, but not. Not a burning. More like… I felt like my own aura was thinner. Or something?"

Trina nodded. "I know what you are describing."

"Star said it was because Jerry's own willpower grabbed hold of my Mystic radiance, and for as long as he fought me, he made it his own, too. So, he matched my power… with my own power."

"Used his willpower?" Trina asked with an amused shine in her serpentine eyes. "Is that how the Mew describes it? How cute. I suppose in an abstract sense, that is what happens. Mystics distort reality; strong spirits can reject the Mystic's distortions. I call it the Mystic Backlash. Whatever happened to Jerry, he must have been particularly motivated to undo some of your Mystic boon." Trina motioned to her iteration of Team Alloy. "Recent mutants are naturally able to negate this to an extent, hence why they are so dangerous to Guardians."

"…Recent?"

"Yes," Trina nodded. "Unfortunately, very early iterations of mutants did not have this property. Therefore, your models, as the pioneers, are not capable of this. Not by instinct, at least."

"Oh." Owen shifted his weight.

"But that makes for a good opportunity, don't you think?" Trina said. "Now we can compare the effects. Ax and Demitri have similar strengths. Why don't we have both of them attempt to punch through my Mystic barrier? Or perhaps slice, with those axes of yours? Ahh, that would be a good idea." Trina nodded. "Ax, why don't you throw one of your tusks my way? Then we can use Demitri's lack of natural Backlash as a comparison."

"Is that really necessary…?" Demitri's shoulders slumped. "We get it, you guys are better. I'm not even in the mood to fight anymore…"

Trina stared at Demitri at his last statement, blinking. "Excuse me?"

"I just…" Demitri shrugged. "You keep implying that your Alloy is better than us. And, y'know, it's true, isn't it? So… what's the point? I'm just not in the mood to fight anymore."

Trina and Ax exchanged dumbfounded glances. The Bug Guardian cleared her throat, regaining her regal composure. "Well, if you… 'don't feel like fighting,' I suppose just this demonstration will do."

Ax and the others deflated exaggeratedly.

"Fine," Ax said. "I'll go first, alright?" He brought his right hand to his tusk and pulled. With a gentle click, the tusk detached, a bit longer than expected for how deep it went into his head. The handle was large enough for Ax to comfortably hold. He made a few practice swings to make sure he would get a good throw.

Zena slithered around Owen, inspecting his horns closely.

"Uh—Zena?" Owen said. "D'you need something?"

"Is any part of you detachable?"

"Uhh—no, I think that's just a Demitri thing."

"And a Gahi thing," Zena said.

"Oh, right," Owen said, but then felt Zena wrapping her ribbons around his right horn. "Uh—Z-Zena?"

Click.

Zena stopped moving, as if she was staring at something. "…Oh."

"Wh-what? What happened?" Owen said, bringing his hand up. "I f-feel weird. Like I just closed one eye. H-hello?" He felt at his right horn, but it simply wasn't there. Instead, he felt an odd groove where it should have gone, and a strange emptiness overtook his senses. "P-please put it back on."

"S-sorry."

With a series of clicks, the horn snapped back in place.

Owen sighed, relieved. "I don't think I'm supposed to take those off."

"Why in the world is that even…?"

Har tilted his head, running a hand along the back of his horns, giving them a light tug. "I can't do that," he said. "I think that's a prototype thing."

"I guess that means Mispy's the only one who can't—"

Mispy, out of her own curiosity, wrapped one of her vines around another, giving it a light tug. It popped right off, moving on its own, writhing like the vine that resided in Owen's stomach in his Grassy form.

Owen never felt more like a freak than at that moment.

Mispy put the vine back in its place, though unlike the others, it seemed like Mispy just partially reabsorbed it. It wasn't something that simply snapped in place—her body was much more malleable, and must simply grow and stick to whatever gets placed inside.

This didn't help Owen's feelings.

"Okay," the freak of a Charizard said, shaking his head. "You know what? I don't even care. My horns detach. I give up. Demitri? Let's just let Trina do her… her whatever." Owen plopped down on the ground with a resigned thud, wrapping his tail around to his front. He sighed. "How strong do you think your throw will be, Demitri?"

"Well, I dunno," he said. "I don't want to hurt Trina."

"There won't be any need to worry about that," Trina said. "Now, Ax. Would you mind?"

"Okay." Ax brought his left foot back, then his right arm up, holding the ax above his head. He tilted his head uncertainly and switched his stance—left arm up, right foot back, and nodded, feeling more confident with this angle. Trina brought two vines forward from behind her shoulders.

Ax threw his ax at full force; it made a quiet whistle through the air for its split-second travel across the arena, but then hit a barrier midway through. For the sake of visuals, Trina made this barrier visible as a dim, white wall. While the ax was slowed down somewhat by the approach, like moving through thick air, it still pierced the barrier, going to Trina at a quarter of its original speed. She deftly moved back and grabbed the ax by the handle with her vine, a mere foot away from her chest.

"Very good, Ax," Trina said, lobbing the ax back to him in a gentle arc. He grabbed it in midair, inspecting the handle. Satisfied with its condition, he slid it back into his face, clicking it secure.

"Your turn, Demitri," Owen said.

"Rrgh… I don't like that she's just doing this to demonstrate another thing we don't have," he said to Owen. "Do I have to? Let's just take her word for it. That barrier looked thick, and the other me, he still went through it easier than I'd expect. It reminds me of trying to break through Rhys' aura shields, but stronger. Mine are just gonna bounce off."

"Well, then throw it as hard as you can," Owen said, holding his fist to his chest. "I bet if you really give it your all, you'll make Trina flinch. I bet you'll even pierce through the barrier and make her catch it! Imagine the surprised look on her face!" Owen didn't believe his own words, but a toothy grin shined through anyway.

Demitri cracked a smile. "You really think so?"

Owen didn't. But he nodded enthusiastically. "Definitely. I bet you'll at least make her flinch. Just try! Remember, you're a Heart. You never work half-heartedly. Think of this as a mission!" He clenched his fists and tried to motivate the irritated Haxorus as much as he could.

"Okay, okay, fine," he said, giving Mispy a confident smile next. "As a Heart, I have to give it my all." Then, he walked away from the group, over an odd lump in the arena where the webbing clumped together for some terrain variety, and then over to where Ax had been standing for his throw.

"Are you ready?" Trina asked.

Owen nibbled on his tongue nervously. Even though they all knew Demitri didn't have the inherent Backlash property, Trina was demonstrating her habit of taking every battle seriously. Owen felt a pang of self-consciousness at this. He should probably make a habit of that, too, so he didn't get caught off guard by someone like Jerry again.

Demitri got into a similar position as Ax, though he seemed more comfortable using his right hand to throw. He leaned back, looking at Trina. "I'm ready."

"Very good. Throw."

Demitri swung and threw in the same way that Ax had. It whistled in the air—Demitri's throw was just a bit faster than Ax's, perhaps just because he happened to get a better swing, or just by simple luck. The actual difference wasn't very much.

In another instant, the ax flew at the barrier. It didn't slow down nearly as much, either; the ax smashed through the barrier, distorting the light around it.

Zena and Owen both gasped; Rhys opened his eyes, having been watching the exchange by aura.

Trina's eyes widened imperceptibly. She twisted her second vine forward to catch the rapidly spinning ax. The blade sliced cleanly through the first vine. The second vine wrapped around the handle, but it was still moving with such force and speed that it slipped out of her grip.

While the webbed arena didn't allow for much of an echo, everyone heard the loud, dull thud of the ax hitting the Serperior in the chest and the sharp crack of a rib or two breaking where it hit. And for a few seconds of shocked pause, Trina stared down at the ax sticking inside of her, straight into her heart.






60. Lend a Hand


Chapter 54 – Lend a Hand

Demitri screamed, frantically waving his arms. "AAAAAAAAHHH, I'M SO SORRY!" He rushed toward Trina with heavy steps, tripping over the lumpy terrain. Ani was much faster, gliding over the web with ease, and inspected the ax lodged inside Trina.

"Is—is she okay?!" Demitri asked with shaky breaths.

"Of course I'm okay," Trina growled, blood dribbling out of her mouth. "How did you"—She coughed blood, staining some of the web crimson—"do that?!"

Ani tugged the ax away with one vine, blasting Trina with healing energy at the same time. One of her vines melted away, and Trina's chest was back to normal. The Serperior wiped away the remaining blood on her mouth with her one good vine. The other slowly regrew.

"I—I don't know!" Demitri winced at the blood, making useless motions toward the ground as if he could will the red away. "I th-thought I just, uhh… I just threw! Like normal! I mean, I guess I was a little fired up—m-maybe I did what Jerry did, and got so fired up that I did a Backlash on accident? Owen's really motivational, s-so…"

"Willpower alone isn't enough for that sort of Backlash. I don't know who this Jerry is, but he sounds like he got lucky against Owen's hubris. I doubt that sort of battle will be replicated now that the young Guardian learned his lesson." The Serperior slithered closer to Demitri, handing him his ax, but then circled around him, inspecting his body.

Mispy glared.

"What is this?" Trina muttered, closing her eyes. "Your aura… for just a second, I saw…"

"Y-yeah?" Demitri said. "I know it looks a little weird. The others told me that it was because I don't have any ancestry and stuff, since I was created artificially. Rhys has the same sort of thing! Except just Star as a direct ancestor since, uh, she created their auras or something?"

"It was more or less a symbolic gesture," Rhys muttered.

Demitri uneasily put his tusk back in his face, clicking it inside. Then, he looked at Trina, who was still inspecting his body. "Hey, so, uh—"

"Hush."

Trina placed a vine at the center of Demitri's spine. "Can you do me a favor, Demitri?"

Mispy growled, vines curling and uncurling. "Vines off…"

"It will only be for a moment, Mispy," Trina said to the territorial Meganium. "I won't hurt him. I merely want to examine something about his aura."

Mispy snorted, sinking lower with her vines writhing irritably. She watched Trina carefully for any sign of her trying to hurt the Haxorus.

"Now, Demitri. Do you know how to draw into your own aura, by any chance? Has Mispy taught you anything about this, or perhaps Rhys?"

"You mean meditate?"

"Yes. May you do that for a moment?" Trina asked.

"Sure." Demitri closed his eyes. The Haxorus eased his breathing, wobbling where he stood until he planted his rump firmly on the ground, shaking the web. Trina readjusted her vines to be at the center of his spine again.

"…Hn!" Trina tapped Demitri's back and he straightened completely upright. Two tendrils of white light burst harmlessly from his chest, right near the center, just below the ribs.

Demitri gasped raggedly. "Wh-what—"

Mispy lunged at Trina; it required both Trina's and Rhys' barriers to keep her from ripping the Serperior apart.

"Hold!" Trina said firmly. "Demitri is just fine! Speak."

"Y-yeah, I'm fine," Demitri wheezed. "What's—?"

"It's just what I had suspected," Trina said, slithering until she was in front of him. "Hm, two… Interesting."

"Uhh—help?" Demitri said. "I feel weird. Help? Stop?"

"I apologize," Trina said, nodding. "Focus on the two Hands and pull them inward, please."

"What? How?" Demitri said.

Trina sighed. "Just relax. It will happen eventually. Then, you will learn the feeling, and it will happen on its own." She slithered away, approaching Mispy next. "May you meditate?"

"No."

"Mispy," Rhys said, "Trina is only trying to help. I'd like to see this as well."

Demitri poked at the two tendrils sticking out of his chest. "They're kinda warm," he said, grasping one. He felt something, yet he didn't at the same time. His hand passed through, yet it still felt like part of him was holding onto it. The strange dual-sensation was too much and he jerked his hand away, and it felt normal again. "That's weird."

"Can I do that…?" Owen looked at his chest.

"I just want to see how many Hands you have," Trina said to Mispy.

"Many," Mispy said curtly. She raised ten of her vines, shaking them threateningly toward Trina. The Serperior was unfazed.

"You know what I mean," Trina said. "Please. Let me see."

Mispy growled, but then turned her head away. "Fine."

Trina slithered closer and asked Mispy to do the same things as Demitri. First, she closed her eyes. Then, she meditated, and Trina tapped at the side of Mispy's body—she was too large to easily reach the spine. On the opposite side, three tendrils of light burst out. "Three…"

Mispy used a few of her vines to knock and jiggle at the three tendrils that floated in the air. Gusts of wind had no effect on their gentle flow, though trying to touch them did make them move. Mispy tried grasping it with a vine, but when she did, the vine fell down, limp—as if she'd lost feeling in it for the moment that it had held it too tightly. The feeling returned seconds later.

Trina looked at Owen. "I've never… seen this happen before. I didn't think it would happen, but, well, the evidence is right before us." She pointed with a vine at the five tendrils in total. "It appears that Owen's Mystic power was partially transferred to the rest of the Alloy. Owen, you mentioned that you fused with the others before." She slithered toward Gahi, gesturing for him to start meditating. Gahi reluctantly obeyed, sitting down with his tail coiled in front of his slender body.

"Yeah, I did," Owen said. "I fused with Gahi a few days ago. We kinda went crazy… but after that, we stabilized, thanks to, er, Emily. Long story. But yeah, we fused. Oh—and later on, I fused with Mispy, too. W-wait, are you saying—when I fused with them, they—they took some of the Grass Orb with them?! I thought it was, uh, just one unit!"

"I did, too," Trina said. "And yet, here we are."

"Does that mean we can summon spirits, too?" Demitri asked. "What about—uh—what about the whole thing with, wait, hang on," He rubbed his head. "How about going to that weird spirit world that Owen talked about? Can we do that? Rhys can. Right?"

"Yes," Rhys said, "but it's not quite a simple task. I thought—"

"Mispy, you fused with Demitri recently as well," Trina deduced.

"Mm." Mispy nodded.

"I see. Then that means… Gahi should have ten."

She tapped Gahi on the back and—unexpectedly—only seven tendrils of light poured out of Gahi's chest, each one flowing to some invisible, idle current.

"Nngk—I'm with Demitri, this feels real weird," he muttered, grasping one. His hand instantly felt simultaneously numb and warm. "Gah—what is that?!"

"Stop doing that," Trina said irritably. "Why are you all obsessed with trying to grasp your Hands? That's your aura splitting from your body. What you're seeing is ethereal. When you try to touch it, your aura makes contact, but your body passes through. It's fine enough if you're simply knocking against it, but if you hold it from all sides—grasping, as you are—it has nowhere to go, and it simply pushes your aura away from your body. Be careful, or your aura might detach completely."

"And then what?"

"I was never foolish enough to find out."

"H-hey, I got mine!" Owen said, holding out his claws. He had four emerging from the palm of each scaly hand. "Just eight, huh? Not that many. That's just one more than Gahi, right?" He counted the ones from Gahi's chest. "Yeah, seven."

"Mm. That adds up," Trina said. "Each Orb contains twenty Hands. Owen, when you fused with Gahi, you fused down to the very cores of your beings. Body, mind, aura, and spirit. Since Hands are tied to the link between the aura and spirit, you must have exchanged powers while fusing with one another." Trina looked between the four as if mapping out the order in which they had fused to make such an arrangement.

"Wait, but Rhys totally would've noticed that!" Demitri said. "Rhys?"

"I—I certainly would have, if there were spirits within you," Rhys said. "Or if you were utilizing your Mystic powers—but I suppose… you haven't done that, since you weren't aware of it. Until now, when I suppose Owen's motivational speech was enough to trigger a Mystic reaction out of you, Demitri."

"Wait, so they don't have spirits in them like me?" Owen asked. Worriedly, he closed his eyes. Hey, guys? Are you in there?

We are, replied Jumpluff Klent. Owen, everybody is accounted for. We didn't notice anything, either. It's strange, but… the spirit world seems completely unaffected by the split.

"Well?" Trina asked Owen.

"They're all there," Owen said. "They didn't notice a thing—they're just as surprised as I am. Wait. So—so does that mean when I was fighting Jerry, I was at less than half my Mystic power?"

"Hmm… No. That's not necessarily the case. After all, a Hunter, with just one Hand, can kill a Guardian with all twenty of theirs. Though, having more does have an effect, at least on the scope and range of your power."

The Serperior then slithered away from them all, sighing irritably. "Well, seeing as you are now Mystic, and managed to learn how to Backlash against my barrier with your willpower, as Star would call it, I suppose my demonstration can't be done completely."

"It's alright," Owen said. "Now we just know that more recent Mods can do it, and we kinda can, too, since—"

"Mods?" Trina repeated.

"Yeah, uh, modified Pokémon."

"I see."

"Is—is it a bad title?"

"Bad, yes. I suppose that's a good term for it," she agreed. "You couldn't have been more creative?"

"I think Manny was the one who came up with that one," Demitri recalled.

"The other Lucario? I'm not surprised," Trina said.

"What do you call them?" Owen asked. "Mutants? That's what most of the world calls them."

"Hmph. I suppose I never gave a name for my subjects," Trina said. "They are all equal to me, regardless of their origins. Is that satisfying?"

Demitri and Mispy both nodded. "A little," said the Haxorus. "To be honest, I feel a little better after… you know. Our talk. And stuff. But—" He eyed Ax uneasily. "It's still weird to see someone exactly like me."

"More than Rhys seeing a fellow Lucario?" Trina asked.

"But they're completely different. They're almost opposites! They don't even fight the same way."

"Well, part of that is due to how versatile the Lucario species is. I was more referring to the personalities you share. I can tell that you are quite different." Trina scanned the eight of them, and then looked to Zena and Rhys. "Hmm… You all seem unconvinced."

"He even does that same thing I do," Demitri said, mirroring Ax's foot shuffle to shift his weight.

Trina sighed. "Very well. If you are so unsure, I have a proposal. You have impressed me enough to consider joining your group under Star, as little as I approve of her cowardice. It seems that she is not quite running your group, anyway, so much as she is helping you find more Guardians, is that it?"

"More or less," Owen said. "Some of us aren't really on super good terms with her just yet…" He glanced at Zena, who nodded.

"Then it is settled," Trina said. "I will send Har, Lygo, Ani, and Ax with you to your home for a few days. This works well, as I will need that time to mobilize and organize my subjects. Unlike most of you, many of those you see here are still alive, and cannot simply be withdrawn as spirits. Then, when they feel they have enough information for me, they will tell me whether you are worth joining or not. Simultaneously, you will realize the differences you share with your counterparts. Har, I think this will do well for you, too."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Har said.

"You know what," Trina said with a wry smile.

Har growled and crossed his arms, flashing a glare at Owen. The gesture made the prototype flinch—did he do something wrong?

"Do you have enough of that strange Heart power to warp back to your homes?" Trina asked.

"Yes," Rhys said. "I used my Badge to warp us here, but Owen and the others have their own Badges to bring us back. Considering how many of us there are," he said, "we should use two of our Badges this time."

"Right," Owen said, fishing out his own. Mispy pulled out the next one.

"Hey, these things gonna go back in yet?" Gahi aside, poking at the seven filaments of light drifting in front of him.

"In time," Trina said. "Just relax. As you can see, Demitri's are almost inside again."

Demitri poked at the little nubs sticking out from the center of his ribcage.

Owen inched over to Har's half of the team and the rest moved toward Mispy. "Hey, um," he said, "I'm sorry if I offended you or anything. I've kinda been doing that a lot lately." He glanced awkwardly at Zena. "I—"

"It's fine," Har said. "Not your fault."

"Oh. Okay," Owen said. "But how come Trina said that?"

Har glanced at Owen, but then at the Serperior, who was leaving the arena to tend to the rest of her subjects. The Charizard sighed. "Because," he said, "my first name was Owen."

He snatched the Badge from Owen's hand, seeing that he was too stunned to use it, and thrust it in the air, warping them back to Hot Spot Cave.


"Have fun at school, Saffron!" Salazzle Sugar waved her son down the road of cobblestone, just at the base of Kilo Mountain. The little Salandit glanced back just once to return her wave. Sugar sighed, shaking her head. "I hope he passes that test. He studied so hard!"

A Rampardos next to Sugar shrugged. "It's just basic math. He knows his multiplication tables; that should be enough." He gave her a gentle tap with his snout. "Anyway, I have to head to work."

"Guess I do, too." Sugar licked him on the chin. "Big day today?"

"Every time there's a mutant attack, there's a new request for rebuilding. It's almost a routine." He hung his head a bit lower. "I know it sounds morbid, but as long as mutants keep damaging outside settlements, I'll have a job to scheme out the new foundations. Maybe I can convince them to install improved Protect insulation?"

"You better." She reached forward for an embrace; Rampardos had to bend down to get to her height. "Okay, see you, Dezz. I'm heading to the shop."

With a wave, the pair parted ways, with Sugar heading to the Waypoint just behind. Dezz, meanwhile, headed deeper into the outskirts to find another Waypoint to a ruined town. From the Waypoint, Sugar followed her usual route to her shop, crawling and weaving past the morning crowd of Pokémon. She spotted a few familiar faces along the way: a Marowak sleepwalking her way to the daycare; a Smeargle completely lost in thought; an Incineroar carrying a bag of medical supplies. Soon, she approached her building, pressing her paw against the open entrance. When it passed through without resistance, she blinked, realizing that the barrier to the entryway had already been taken down.

The only other aura it had been configured to open to was Spice, but… hadn't she been on an overnight mission? "Spice?"

"Hey, Sugar," Spice called from the storage room. "I got everything ready."

"You're back from your mission?"

"Yeah, it was pretty easy. Labeling it overnight was an overestimate; we found the guy just fine hiding under a boulder."

Sugar went past the white countertop and into the supply room; everything—all of their pastries, ingredients, and tools—had all been neatly organized and resupplied. That was usually her morning routine before opening officially. "Spice, how long have you been here?"

Spice finally tore her eyes away from the last of the supplies. "I've been here for a few kiloseconds, I think. It hasn't been long at all."

"But… that's insane." Spice looked at the organized shelves. A pile of Oran Berries in a box, arranged neatly in a grid-like format to take up as little space as possible. She searched for any kind of error or oversight, but as far as she could tell, it was almost better than how she did it. "Spice, did you even sleep?"

"I tried, but I couldn't. I'm just… not tired." Spice pat the box of Cheri Berries. "That's the last of it. I also got all the pastries made from yesterday out and they're ready to sell. Sorry if you don't know what to do, now, but…" Spice tittered, looking away. "I had to find something to do."

Sugar held Spice's forehead. It was hot, but that was normal for her Type; it wasn't blazing. She checked Spice's eyes, next, but they didn't appear bloodshot. Still…

"Have you tried sleeping again? You can't just stay awake for so long, Spice; this is starting to scare me…"

"I would if I could, but I'm not tired. I'm not too worried about it."

"Maybe you should have that checked? Why don't you try a Sleep Seed, or—oh, sorry."

Spice scowled. "I'd use one if they worked on me."

"Y-yeah."

Spice unconsciously ran a hand along her scarred chest, the electrical pattern ever-prominent. "Maybe if I shoveled five of them or something. But I don't see why I should bother. I'm just gonna go on a mission to get rid of this excess energy."

"W-wait, Spice, maybe… take a break today," Sugar said. "What if you suddenly pass out mid-mission?"

"What am I supposed to do all day?" Spice jabbed the air in front of her. "I have way too much energy to just sit still. I need to do something."

Sugar nervously clasped her hands together. "Spice… This is too strange. I'm sorry. This is just like when Mom was worried about you, remember? I just—don't want anything odd happening. Can't you just… patrol town instead?"

Spice grumbled, but her expression softened. "I guess I could do something like that…"

"Please. Just for today? And maybe go see the hospital if you start feeling strange again, okay?"

"It's not like they can help me," Spice growled, but then turned away. "But… okay. For you, Sis." She spun around, holding the edge of the exit. "I'll be fine. Don't worry about me. Alright?"

"I really just wish you didn't go on missions. Blessed items barely work on you. You can't just…"

"I made it this far." Spice grinned sadly. "Besides, I… it's my calling. Anyway, I'm gonna go patrol."

"See you," Sugar said, and she was gone. Alone in the shop, Sugar worriedly bit at her tongue. With old worries resurfacing, the Salazzle tried to focus her mind on whoever would be the customer of the day.


White tiles lined the floor, pressing against concrete walls. Lights filled the ceiling every few paces in the form of little crystals powered by Mystic energy. In a grid-like formation, strange machines surrounded thick, glass cylinders made to hold small Pokémon, no more than two feet in diameter. Some of them were empty. Some of them were filled with a strange, opaque, brownish-red liquid. Others were a clear green, with little figures floating inside.

Talons clicked against the tile in addition to claws, tail wagging happily. "Huhu… Aw… look at him! He's a cute one! Lucas, don't you think he's cute?" Lavender asked. "…Lucas?"

Lavender closed his eyes. Chitin coated his body and solidified, and his purple form grew grabber-like appendages from the side of his head. The newly-formed Drapion scuttled along the aisle of cylinders, but he stopped again when he saw one of them catch his eye. "Hi, hi!" he said, pressing his head up against the glass. "Hi! Hi!"

The strange, partly-grown figure floating in the green, bubbling fluid stared at Lavender. It appeared to be a Tyrunt, but in some strange development cycle, like it lacked an eggshell. No, it had a shell—that was the glass cylinder that surrounded it. The eyes had no lids. Its little, gooey stubs for arms wiggled at Lavender, and Lavender waved his right, massive grabber in reply. The developing Tyrunt grinned and wiggled weakly.

"You're cute!" Lavender said. "Can you hear me?"

Tyrunt stared blankly.

Lavender clicked his mandibles thoughtfully. "Oh!" He slammed his head against the glass—startling the Tyrunt—and shifted his form again. Thick, green slime coated his shrinking body until he was nothing but a pale blob floating in the slime. The Reuniclus pressed against the wall and thought, Can you understand me?

And to this, Tyrunt nodded.

Ooh! That means you must be Reincarnated! Aww, you look cute! Don't worry! It won't be long now! He bobbed his body. Hey! Did you see Lucas anywhere?

Tyrunt shook his head.

"Aw, okay. I'll keep looking. See you!"

Slime evaporated from his expanding body, and he returned to one of his favorite forms, Scolipede. He rolled through the halls—they were thankfully wide enough for him to do so without much of a risk of running into anything—and stopped only when he made it to the other end of the hall. He shifted back to Drapion. "I smell you…" He clicked his mandibles a few times. "Ah!"

He tumbled forward, back to Scolipede, and went down three aisles. He turned and uncurled, landing with heavy grace on his feet. "Lucas!"

The Houndoom spun around, panting happily.

"There you are! I thought I lost you!" Lavender hopped heavily, disturbing a few of the developing mutants. They tried to turn away, glaring. "C'mon, let's go! We need to find Daddy and make sure he has the stuff for groceries when Auntie goes!"

Lucas barked and followed Lavender through the aisles.

"Lucas! Is your Mega form still okay?" Lavender asked, looking back. "Are you feeling angry or crazy yet?"

Lucas barked.

"Okay, good," Lavender said. "Remember! Daddy said if you ever feel upset, you need to go to him right away!"

The Houndoom emitted a playful growl.

Out of the lab, they ran through white hallways and turned many corners. Lavender slammed into the wall that had "10" written on it with a heavy THUD. Lucas pranced behind him, tail wagging.

"Two!" Lavender said.

The ten became a two. Lavender twirled around and rolled away. Lucas hopped on top of the spinning wheel and used it as a platform, running backward to keep on top. When Lavender turned, Lucas held on tight. They continued rolling along the halls.

Just in time, Lavender saw two Espurr exit the hall, smiling at one another. "Daddy!" he shouted when his head was at the apex of his roll.

Rim blinked in horror at the Houndoom riding the rolling Scolipede and vanished. Eon was not so quick. The pair toppled right over him, flattening the Espurr into a pile of pink ooze. He gurgled, shifting into some strange amalgamation of a Scolipede and Houndoom: a purple exoskeleton covered in black fur. A few seconds later, he became just a Scolipede.

"Sorry, sorry!" Lavender said. "I'm sorry, Daddy!"

"It's okay, it's okay," Eon grumbled, shrinking down into an Espurr upon searching for Rim, who had disappeared. "I should really look both ways before crossing the street…"

"Looking both what?"

"Nothing," Eon said. "Seeing how rushed you two were," he said, "I'm guessing you had last minute errands for Auntie Rim?"

"Yeah!"

Rim reappeared holding a small notebook. With a bit of Psychic energy, she wrote down Lavender's exhaustive, long list of trinkets and items. It had everything from a certain flavor of cookie to an exact number of berries to some sort of new toy he heard about. He then said that Lucas probably wanted some treats, to which he barked an affirmative.

"Did you get all of that, Rim?" Eon mumbled, still on his back, staring at the ceiling, contemplating why Lavender so frequently flattened him in the halls.

"Mm."

"Okay!" Lavender nodded.

"Lavender," Eon said, "you've been in that Scolipede form for a while. Are you stuck or something?"

"No! I transformed a lot while in the lab!"

Eon's tiny heart skipped a beat. He sat up. "Th-the lab? You didn't—"

"I didn't break anything this time!"

Eon sighed. "Lavender, please don't go in there. I know you're good at movement now, but you can still trip, and it was a huge mess the last time you crashed into the chamber. And the embryos were very upset at you afterward, remember?"

Lavender shrank down. "Y-yeah, but… but I apologized!"

"No transforming, and no rolling, in the lab," Eon said firmly. "Now go back to your base form. I want to make sure you're still stabilized."

Lavender frowned, but then shook his head. "I don't think I should look like that right now," he said. "Maybe later."

"…Alright. I understand. Now, Rim will come back with everything you asked. You were the last one we needed anyway."

Lavender nodded and slammed his front legs on the ground. "Good! I can't wait!"

"…And why do you prefer that form so much, Lavender?" Eon asked curiously.

"I can roll!"

Eon sighed, rubbing at the massive space between his two eyes. "Fine, fine," he said. "But I want you to try maintaining a lot of different forms, just in case, okay? Tap into the memory of every one you can."

"Hmmm…" Lavender tilted his head thoughtfully. "Okaaaay, I'll do it later," he said. "…After I get my toy."

"What even is a Five-Cube?"

"It's a cube that's got twenty-five squares on every face and each face has a different color and you have to scramble it up and then you—"

"Okay, okay, I get it," Eon sighed, waving dismissively. "Ugh, turn off the Psychic, please."

"Ha ha, you know I can't do that!" Lavender giggled. "Besides, that's not the Psychic part at all! Stop playing by stereotypes, Daddy!"

"Oh? What Type was it?"

"I dunno!"

"Wh—then how can you know it wasn't a Psychic?!"

Lavender giggled. "I dunno! Maybe it just isn't?"

Eon held his tiny arms up, trembling with some strange mixture of exasperation and confusion. He rubbed his eyes. "Okay. Okay, Lavvie. Rim. Go to Kilo and get the usual groceries. And… be careful."

"Mm." Rim vanished.

Eon stared at the empty space where Rim had once been. "…Lavender."

"Yeah?"

"I want you to follow Rim. Keep her safe. And… don't hurt anybody, either."






61. Grievances


Chapter 55 – Grievances

In the dim glow of the Hot Spot mushrooms, Jerry's new Provisionary Badge shined. It reflected the blue light sharply. He couldn't help but tilt it to see the light caress the rounded edges of the heart at the center of the Badge.

After all this time, I've got another Badge to throw away. Jerry grumbled. I should just toss it in the lava this time, huh? That'll show them…

"Show them what?" Star asked.

"Guh—" Jerry shot up from the ground. He winced as a reflex, expecting his spine to protest with a sharp pain, but when none came, he needed another few seconds to adjust. Right, that freak's healing…

"Must be nice to not have that messed up back, huh?" Star asked.

"Okay, new rule. Stop reading my mind," Jerry said.

"Okay, okay," Star raised her hands. "Sorry. I forgot how easy it was with non-Mystics."

"What, Mystics can block you?"

"Mind-reading is really internal. It's one of the first things that I can't do when someone's aura gets too strong," Star said. "Unless I really try, but… I'm not like that."

"Sure you aren't."

"Oh, come on, I get that enough from Zena," Star whined.

"What'd you do to her?" Jerry asked.

Star stuttered. "W-well, I mean—"

"So, I figure she's right to not trust you," Jerry muttered. He sighed, eyes softening. "Sorry. I guess you get a hard time from everyone, huh? Figure they had big expectations for their Creator and they feel let down because you're just like the rest of us."

The Mew shifted her position in the air. "Yeah," she said. "I'm just glad they can still deal with me enough to summon me. And hey, some of them are getting strong enough that I look semi-solid now! Or I'm just getting weaker…"

"What would be making you weaker?" Jerry said.

Star shrugged. "I don't think I'm any weaker. Definitely feels that way sometimes, though…" She flicked her tail, trying to form a small, Psychic bubble to rest on. Unfortunately, her presence in the real world was still too weak. It dissolved in a fine mist.

At the entrance to Jerry's home, Amia cleared her throat quietly. "Um, Jerry?"

The Aerodactyl sighed, wondering if it was a custom to bother each other in this place. "What?" He turned his head to address the still-green Gardevoir. "Where's that blue you love so much? Tired of looking special?"

Amia winced. "I'm—not strong enough to do that again, yet."

"Summoned your mate fine," Jerry said.

"I can't do both. I had to choose."

"Oh. Well, good for you."

"Er—Jerry, if you want, perhaps we can… find a way to go into Kilo Village and buy you a bed?" Amia held her hands together delicately, almost as if she was pleading, even though her tone suggested it was just a polite offer.

"I don't have the money for a bed," Jerry said.

"Oh, no, dear, we would get you one," Amia said. "Before he left, Rhys left me some funds for it. What do you say?"

"So, you're saying it's Team Alloy's money that would get me the bed." Jerry couldn't suppress his snarling expression completely.

"I mean, well…"

"Yeah, I'm sure you mean well," Jerry said, "but you know what, that's not something I'm gonna accept so happily. Especially if it's the same reward money they got for arresting me in the first place."

"Oh, I'm sure it's not that."

"I had a pretty big bounty, y'know," Jerry said, smirking. "I was good at what I did. I bet my head was enough to buy a bed or two."

Star sighed. "C'mon, Jerry, they're just trying to be nice," she said. "Can't you just accept it? What, you're just gonna sleep on the rocks?"

"What, like I haven't already done that? Please. I'll be fine."

"Ugh, I swear to me, Jerry," Star muttered. "Amia, how about you just gather up some folks, and we'll just get his bed? He'll have to come, unless he wants us to get something stupid. Maybe we can get one in the shape of a Clefable? Ooh, actually, I heard from Hecto that there's a new bed coming out that's in the shape of Anam! So every night, you get to feel him hugging you."

Jerry's eye twitched. "You wouldn't."

"Oh?" Star asked. She spun around with a victorious, smug smirk. "Amia, you mind? Just three Mystics should be fine. I doubt Eon would try to take us on in public like that if we kept our numbers together."

"Okay, dear. Jerry? Do you have a preference for who comes with you?"

Jerry folded his wings in front of him thoughtfully. "The ice sculpture looks reasonable. And the weird guy, the crazy red and blue one. What's he again?"

"Or, you mean ADAM, the Porygon-Z," Star said.

"Yeah, that weirdo. He doesn't look like he'll give me any lip, so him."

"Well, he doesn't have lips, so that helps," Star said. "Alright, so, ADAM and Step. What about Amia herself?"

"Oh, sure, put me on the spot," Jerry growled. "…Fine, yeah. But is she strong enough to walk around like that? She can barely summon her mate."

Amia rubbed at her arm, nodding. It seemed that she recognized that he had a point; he wondered if these Mystics truly knew what it felt like to be vulnerable. Perhaps Amia was being reminded of that now.

"Well, uh, yes and no," Star said. "…Okay, no. I guess Amia should stay back. How about, uhh… d'you mind Manny?"

"The Lucario with the crazy look in his eyes? I'll pass."

"Beggars can't be choosers," Star mumbled. "Okay, fine. How about Willow?"

"The Joltik? Do you even want her out in public?"

Star grabbed her tail, gently twisting it. "Okay, good point." She spun her tail like a rope. "Hmmnnn, okay. How about Enet? …Okay, fine, I guess not. Look, just pick one, alright? Willow, Enet, or Manny, to go with Step and ADAM, because four's a good number."

"Can't I just get Zena? You know, Owen might be a bright-eyed idiot, but he's got good taste, eh? Wonder how he got so lucky with a piece like that."

Star stared. "Listen, if you say that in front of her, I'm not gonna help you for what happens next. Also, Zena's with Owen to see Trina and the others. You gotta pick between the other three. Come on."

"Fine, fine, I'll pick, ehh, Enet. Sure."

Amia nodded. "Okay. I'll get those three." She stood there, motionless. Was she waiting for some kind of acknowledgement? "Um—okay. I'll go." She awkwardly stepped away and waved to get the nearest one's attention, Enet.

Jerry watched Amia go, but then asked Star, "What's Enet's deal again?"

"Deal?"

"Yeah. All of you guys have a deal. Manny's a weird battle heart with a funny accent I've never heard before, Valle's afraid of moving, Willow's as mature as she is large, ADAM's… whatever he is, so what's Enet's deal?"

"Well, she's technically feral… or at least was born feral."

"Oh, great. How'd you even get her to talk?"

"A little Mystic power and maybe some speech therapy."

"Right, more godlet powers." Jerry rolled his eyes.

"Godlet?" Star repeated.

"That's what they are, right? Little mini-gods."

"That, uh, I don't think that's how it is."

"Well, okay. If it's not that, how do their powers work, again?"

"Uh—" Star hesitated.

Jerry tugged at his scarf. "This scarf. Owen literally imbued it with his will and desire to save my life, and went against that toxic Altaria's poisoned swamp. And Anam. He blesses things, and that's the same thing, isn't it? C'mon. What's with that Mystic junk? You guys can literally rewrite reality. That's how you phrased it, right?"

"Okay, okay, so maybe there's a little bit of truth to that," Star said, "but it's not like Mystics can just do whatever they want. In fact, I'm kinda surprised Owen could perform blessings at all—that's sort of an Anam thing. Mystics tend to specialize in certain talents and they aren't good at others. It's not all that different from what you can do."

Jerry looked at Star incredulously.

"It's the same power all Pokémon have," Star said. "The auras they possess is just a tiny version of being able to rewrite reality the way they want in specific ways. All those techniques and powers and abilities Pokémon have… that's just aura! Mysticism just expands their range a little, kinda."

Jerry squinted. "Wait, really? So we all have supernatural god powers?"

"Yeah. Mystic power just adds a bit more to what they can already do, and then, if they have any, you know, tendencies, or any other strange properties to them, that sometimes manifests as extra quirks in what they can do. It's not like Owen can easily become a Water Type compared to Grass, for example."

Jerry huffed, adjusting his wings. "Right. But I'm still trying to wrap my head around the idea that everyone is somehow magical., and Mystics are just a little more that way.

"What, you think you have an organ that just creates rocks to shoot at people?"

"Well, I—"

"Do you have any idea how energy-inefficient it is to have a tail that constantly spews fire?"

"Uh—"

"Like, seriously, if you guys followed the law of conservation of energy, you guys would be dead or boring."

Jerry stared at Star, barely understanding what she was saying. He eventually discarded the statement entirely. "Well, great." He flipped the Badge in his wing-hand a few times, staring at it again. "I guess when you break it down, these Badges are just the Teleport technique for specific locations." He rolled the Badge idly, making the blue shine from the mushrooms follow the ridges of the Heart emblem.

Star grinned. "Pretty shiny, huh?"

"Yeah, I guess," he said. "Still don't really like holding it. Just brings back bad memories." He closed his eyes, sighing. Bad memories were pretty common lately, ever since he ran into that bright-eyed scalebag. "…She's really fine? Mom?"

"I mean, as fine as you can get, y'know, yeah. Y-yeah, she's fine, she's fine," Star said after locking eyes with Jerry's darkening expression. "I promise, she's fine."

Jerry stared for a while longer before softening his gaze. "Then tell her I said thanks. Guess I got a little fire from knowing that she wants me to be stronger, is all. It's what helped me beat Owen, right?"

"Definitely," Star said. "Part of it, at least."

"Okay!" Amia called back, knocking at the side of the entrance. "They're all ready! Do you want to go?"

"Yeah, sure," Jerry said, standing. "What're we getting again? Because I thought of something else. If you're treating me to a bed, getting some food on top of that wouldn't be a bad idea, right?"

"Oh, of course!"

"Good," Jerry said. "Guess I can't complain, then."

He stepped outside and flipped the Badge in his wing-claws again, slipping it into the back around his neck. "Guess I'll hang onto it," he said in a murmur. He spotted the Zoroark, Aggron, and Porygon-Z waiting in the square, where Valle was also standing as always.

To Jerry's surprise, the Shiftry statue's arms were moving very slowly from parallel to perpendicular to the ground, and back again. "…You're moving?"

"Yes."

"He's being better!" Enet said.

"Valle's fear of movement is a hindrance to his capabilities," Step said. "It seems that he is trying to overcome this fear."

"Being isolated for so long," Star said, "poor guy tried to cope by not moving to make the time go by faster. I guess after a while, that's all he knew. I'm… really sorry I put you through that, Valle. I should've realized and checked on you more often. Maybe actually pressed when you said you were fine… But I still don't get why you can't change back to normal."

"The apology is appreciated," Valle said. "I am terrified. I need to stop being scared."

"That's good," Star said.

"Keep up that arm stuff," Jerry said noncommittally. "Guess once you're not scared of that anymore, you can say you did good."

"Thank you. I envy your movement."

Jerry decided not to question Valle's twisted perspectives and instead pointed a wing. "What's with the blob?"

"Huh?" Star said. She followed Jerry's wing and spotted Anam waddling down the caves. "Huh. Guess he's out for a stroll. Weird that James isn't following him around, but I guess he's busy in that Ghost Realm."

"Right, the realms. That's still weird to think about." Jerry watched Anam for a while longer, clenching his jaw thoughtfully. Eventually, he rolled his eyes. "Whatever. He's probably just guilty for rejecting me." He suddenly became conscious of the Badge knocking against his chest through the bag's fabric. "Hmph. Let's go."


The transition from the cool, yet stuffy halls of Trina's labyrinth to the hot, dry caverns of Hot Spot Cave was startling. Demitri and Ax both rubbed their arms at the temperature change.

"Still need to get used to that," Demitri mumbled.

"…There are two of each of you," remarked a Shiftry statue in the middle of Hot Spot Square. "My movement training has rendered me insane. I shall stop."

"Did that sculpture just talk?" Har asked Owen.

"Huh?" Owen asked—he was still caught on the fact that Har had told him he used to share his name. "Oh, sorry, that's just Valle. He's a Shiftry, and the Rock Guardian. He doesn't move."

"But he's trying!" a tiny voice shouted from behind Valle's head. Willow popped up, waving a tiny leg at them. "Hi, Owen! Hi, Owen!"

Both Charizard waved reflexively. Har flinched and brought his hand down.

"Hey, um," Owen hesitated. "Do you… prefer the name Owen?"

"No," Har replied instantly. "It's just a habit."

Owen gulped. "Okay, sorry."

"Mm, Owen," Zena spoke up. "Why don't we greet the others? After all, we want them to meet everybody."

"Sure," Owen said. "So, Har, Ani, Ax, Lygo—this is Joltik Willow and Shiftry Valle. Willow's the Fairy Guardian."

Willow sprouted her large, pink wings as a demonstration. "I'm really cute! And I'm also really strong!"

"And also really irritating," Gahi murmured to Lygo, who snorted a laugh in response.

"How many Guardians are here, anyway?" Har asked.

"Uhh," Owen brought up his claws, counting. "Zena, Valle… oh, ADAM, where is he?"

Valle answered. "He left with Step, Enet, and Jerry to Kilo Village to get groceries and a bed."

"Oh." Owen nodded, counting his claws again for Step and Enet. "Oh, and also Mom—I mean, Gardevoir Amia. She's the Fire Guardian." Owen looked down. At six, he ran out of claws to count with. He lowered his arms. "I guess we have a lot of Guardians with us, huh?"

"We do, but that's a good thing," Rhys said. "We already have a serious advantage over Eon. Considering his movements, well…" He hummed thoughtfully, crossing his arms. "We should likely prepare ourselves once—well, if—Trina decides to join us. Aside from the Trinity, she's the last Guardian that has no alliance… or is dead."

Owen sensed a strain in Har's wings. Almost on cue, Har stretched them to loosen them up. The improved Charizard asked, "How many did Eon get to?"

"Well, while we aren't certain how they acquired the Psychic Orb under Rim's control, the Ground and Flying Orbs are with Eon," Rhys said. "Hrm. If they left for errands, it would be redundant to introduce you to everybody now. Why don't you two train against one another first as promised? I can tell you are all a tad stir-crazy from your lack of fighting."

Owen and Har both nodded. "Yeah," they said.

Har flinched again and turned to address his Alloy. "C'mon, let's go plan out a strategy."

"Hey, actually," Owen said. "I know a good spot where we can train, if you like. It's a little deeper into the caves, but it's where we used to fight all the time. How's that sound?"

"Sure," Har replied.

Gahi rubbed his head.

"Mm?" Mispy asked Gahi.

"Nah, nah," Gahi dismissed. "Just weird hearin' two Owens. Figure one was enough."

"At least they both seem pleasant," Zena said, slithering after Owen. She almost mistakenly went toward Har—they walked in the exact same way—but corrected herself when she felt a Mystic aura emanating from the other Charizard.

"Yeah, wrong way," Har mumbled at Zena with a hiss. "What, you interested in me, too?"

"Hey!" Owen said. "Just because you used to be me doesn't mean you—wait. Uh, Zena?"

"No, no," Zena shook her head. "I prefer the one I met first. We spent more time together, and… you two still seem a little different."

Har flinched at this, a slight smile creeping at the edges of his lips, but it twisted into a grimace seconds later. "Thanks, I… I'm Har, yeah."

On their way through the caverns, Owen kept stealing glances at his double. Har did the same thing. Every time Owen glanced at Har, he'd quickly look away, and vice versa. Mispy and Ani both sighed to one another.

Mispy asked Ani, "Are you the leader?"

"Har kinda is," Ani replied. "…But I keep him in line."

Mispy giggled. "Same."

Ani looked at Demitri, then back at Mispy. "You're… together?"

"Mm."

"That's weird."

Mispy huffed. "Not to me."

"Well, I guess if you spent so much time together not knowing anything… I guess you grew close in a different way than Ax and I did."

Mispy nodded, but then looked at Lygo and Gahi. They were definitely the most different of the two—undoubtedly due to Manny's influence on the Flygon's impressionable little mind.

Owen stole one final glance at Har and sighed. "Listen," he said, "we're the same person. I can read your body language better than—"

"I know, okay?!" Har said. "So, turn it off or something."

"I can't," Owen said. "Maybe you can, but I can't. I think it's… stuck on. And it feels like there's still something bothering you. Is it—is it really me? Is it the name?"

"It's not the name," Har growled. "My name is Har. And you're Owen. Simple."

"But you said—"

Har beat his wings, sending a gust of wind all around him. Owen winced, covering his eyes with his right arm.

"I'm a better version of you," Har said. "So don't call us the same. Or equal. Or anything. We're totally different."

"What's got his tail in a knot?" Gahi murmured to Lygo. "Ever since yer Queen went and said Har would need this sorta thing, he's been in a mood."

"He gets like this sometimes," Lygo said, sighing. "Does your Owen brood about things all the time?"

"Ehh," Gahi said. "Sometimes, but I feel like he, eh… was right ter do it. And besides, he helped me out when I was feeling down."

"I think we've been brooding more," Demitri said. "Lately. But… I mean… how else are we supposed to feel?"

Rhys' ears lowered slightly.

Mispy, spotting this, tapped a vine on the Lucario's shoulder, trying to give a reassuring smile.

"Trina told us that apparently you guys didn't know you guys were mutants for, like, four centuries," Ax said. "Is that really how old you guys are? That's crazy."

"Kinda. I don't feel like I'm four hundred, though." Demitri started unsheathing and sheathing one of his tusks, clicking it while he thought. "Our memories are still totally scrambled between our first life and now. It's all sorta blurry."

"Owen can't even remember when we met," Zena said. "It wasn't that long ago…"

"I—I'm working on it," Owen said. "I'll remember. I promise."

"What is she, your mate?" Har asked Owen.

"Uh—" Owen flushed. "No. We're only starting to know each other. We're gonna go out to dinner tonight."

Har looked back at Zena, who blushed in the same way Owen did. She avoided Har's eyes. "Hmph," Har folded his wings behind him. "She really likes you. I can feel it in her body language."

Owen narrowly restrained himself from lunging at Har out of desperation. He instead was able to mask it as a sharp breath. "You know the serpentine body language?!"

"Queen Trina is literally—"

"You need to teach me," Owen begged. "Please."

They locked eyes. Owen hoped that Har had the same do-good Heart-style mindset that he did.

"I'll think about it," Har said grudgingly, looking ahead. That meant he would.

Owen's wings lifted slightly. He felt that based on Har's body language, he was perfectly willing to help him out. Har rolled his eyes, clearly reading Owen's relaxed body language. It seemed that there was going to be no hiding anything from each other's Perceive.

Owen still sensed a small bit of tension whenever Har looked at them, but the anticipated battle overshadowed it. Perhaps letting off some steam would help them both out. The two Alloys, Rhys, and Zena resumed their walk.

They traveled through the caverns and into the Hot Spot training hall—the same one he fought with Manny in, and where he fought Jerry—Owen turned around. Har continued to walk with the rest of his team to the opposite side. "Okay. Let's plan, guys," he said. Zena and Rhys both looked at one another and stood to the sidelines, figuring that this would be something that the Alloys would need to do on their own.

The two Charizard had their backs toward one another, far, far out of earshot. They stole glances behind one another a few times, then quickly looked toward their team again.

"So," Owen said, "I think Har has… some identity issues going on. I don't want to make him think that we're exactly the same."

Har addressed his Alloy, "There's no way we're going to act like them. If Owen thinks he's going to try to outsmart us by thinking of what he'd do, he's in for a surprise."

Owen nodded. "So, I think we should do something different."

Har slammed his right fist into his left palm. "Let's do something totally different."

"Like what?" Ax and Demitri asked.

"Well," Owen said, "to be honest, I was kinda thinking, er… you guys remember Brandon?"

"I, uh," Har hesitated. "Actually, there's this idea I heard about from Dad—I mean, Eon, a long time ago…"

"Brandon?" Gahi asked. "Th' Machoke? Oy, wait, yeh mean—"

"What idea?" Lygo asked. "Wait, you mean—"

"Exactly," Owen and Har said.

And after enough deliberating, Owen turned around first, waiting for Har to do the same. "What, you finished planning already?" Har asked upon turning.

"We had a reference," Owen said.

"Well, we're ready, too," Har said, grinning proudly. "Don't think it'll be so easy to beat us like this. It's a totally new strategy!"

"It is?" Owen asked. His flame blazed yellow. "Well, I can't wait to see it! Maybe we can learn from each other!"

Har's tail blazed in the same way. He masked his enthusiasm. "Y-yeah, sure. That sounds okay, I guess."

Owen frowned. "You don't want to?"

"No, I just—can we just fight?!"

"Oh, s-sorry. Right." Owen looked back at the other three, nodding. Har did the same.

The two trios stepped into the arena, and both Owen and Har drooped their wings.

"Wait… what?" they both said.

It was the same formation. Mispy in the middle, with the two Dragons on either side, and with Har and Owen in the back as commanders.

"But… but it was supposed to be different," Owen said. "I—I was basing my model off of the Steel Guardian! You know—the human? This was supposed to be like a trainer battle—from that ancient human world!"

"Wh—" Har shook his head. "We were gonna do the same thing to catch you guys off guard! The—Dad—I mean, Eon told us about it!"

"Dad—I mean, Eon knows?" Owen asked. "About humans?"

"Yeah, I mean, he's been around a while. He probably knows all the tales," Har said. "Do you remember him telling you about them?"

Owen winced. "Not yet," he said. "Maybe vaguely?"

Har grumbled, crossing his arms. "We… we came up with the same strategy."

"If I may interject," Rhys spoke up, raising a paw.

"Oh, what do you know?" Har hissed.

"W-wait," Owen said, "what is it, Rhys?"

"I, er…" Rhys hesitated. "I recommend you fight regardless. With the strategies you've devised. Perhaps it's not as similar as you think."

The eight all looked at Rhys with skepticism, and then toward one another, at their doubles.

"It's quite a tantalizing endeavor, don't you think?" Rhys said. "You can compete with one another's strengths directly. You will see the differences then. Besides, Owen, Har, do you not want to determine which of the two of you would work as better commanders? Better leaders, better thinkers in the heat of battle?"

Both their flames burned bright again. Har folded his wings down, crossing his arms . "W-well, I—"

Owen shuffled his wings and his feet. "Well, m-maybe—"

They finally sighed. "Okay," they both said. They exchanged another look, lingering in each other's eyes briefly. For just a second, Owen sensed some form of kinship—not rivalry. But that faded into the crackling atmosphere of competition.

"Ready when you are," Har said; by his words, Ani, Ax, and Lygo entered a battle stance.

"Right," Owen said, and Mispy, Demitri, and Gahi did the same.

Zena glanced at Rhys with a wry smile. "How manipulative of you."

"N-necessary evil," Rhys muttered, avoiding her gaze. "They need this."

"I'm sure," Zena said, giving Owen an encouraging grin.

The two Alloys stared at one another again, tense and ready. Yet they didn't make a move. It seemed like they didn't know how to begin—at a perfect mirror toward one another, they didn't know how to approach. Every so often, Ax and Demitri would twitch in the same way, or Ani and Mispy would try to maneuver in the same, mirrored direction. Lygo and Gahi were locked in the most intense stares.

Har and Owen, a few paces behind their respective trio, looked ready to shout their first order, but hesitated that it might be the same one.

"…Is something wrong?" Zena called.

"They don't know how to begin," Rhys said. "Hrm. Very well—I will assist." The Lucario got up from his sitting position and flared his aura slightly. "I'm aware of a few human traditions myself, I must admit. I heard it the same as Eon did. If you wish, I can help… send things off. Would you like me to do something?"

"Anything," Owen and Har said.

"Of course." Rhys cleared his throat, murmuring to himself. Then, he raised his voice to announcing "…This will be a battle between Team Alloy of the Thousand Hearts, and Team Trina of the Bug Guardian. On my call, this will be a three versus three battle, with assists from their tr—their leaders. Are the combatants ready?"

"Ready!"

Har and Owen caught the glint in each other's eyes. They both smirked, tails burning blue.

Rhys fired a weak Aura Sphere into the air, detonating it a split-second later. Cyan dots swirled in the air, filling the battlefield with harmless embers.

"Begin!"






62. Mirror, Mirror


Chapter 56 – Mirror, Mirror

The first clash was between Gahi and Lygo.

The first blood on both sides came from claw marks, identical, from the two Flygon. They instantly turned around and went at each other again, startling Demitri in the middle of his dash.

"Demitri, block!" Owen shouted.

Demitri looked forward and narrowly grabbed Ax's arm, just before one of his blades would have come down upon him. That left Mispy and Ani to both close their eyes and bring a reflective barrier around both of their teams. The transparent bubbles partially obstructed the strikes from the Haxorus and Flygon pairs—but it wasn't nearly enough to stop them completely.

Har shouted next. "Lygo, distract Mispy!"

The Flygon redirected himself in an instant, slamming straight into the Meganium's many vines. This was enough to keep her from interfering with Demitri and Ax, who were still grappling against one another near the center of the caverns, though it seemed like Ax had a slight edge in strength.

Ani slid back. Owen instantly knew what that meant, and he could feel it in the way her muscles tensed, channeling energy through her body. She was charging her Solar Beam—a single one of those strikes could disrupt the entire clash. And with Lygo distracting Mispy—

Owen didn't have time to think further. Gahi was moving on his own, chasing Lygo down to keep him away from Mispy. The Meganium, seeing Ani charging, mirrored her strategy—

"No, Mispy!" Owen shouted, knowing that she'd do it too late. "Heal Gahi! He's hurt!"

Gahi, hearing the order, retreated back to Mispy with Lygo in pursuit, but once Mispy sent a wave of healing energy toward him, he smirked at Lygo.

Har raised his arms and wings. "No, Lygo! Back!"

The two Flygon narrowly missed one another. Mispy tried to swat at Lygo with a vine, but he was too fast to hit.

"Ax, now!"

Ax pulled away from Demitri, but the latter pressed forward in retaliation. He fell on top of Ax.

With his tail and legs, Ax kicked Demitri into the air. Just then, Ani blasted a solid, white beam of energy from her petals. It was a direct hit, singing Demitri's scales and blinding him at the same time. Excess energy spiraled in all directions, bouncing off walls and disintegrating mushrooms. Zena ducked and narrowly avoided a stray blast; Rhys remained still, the energy singing a bit of his fur.

Demitri roared and stumbled back, covering his eyes.

Ax drew his tusk-blade again and rushed for Demitri for the finishing blow.

Oh, great, he's blind?! Owen clutched at his horns in a panic. Ani charged her Solar Beam just a bit faster than Mispy could. Ax was a bit stronger. And while Owen couldn't quite tell, it seemed like Lygo was a bit more agile, too. They really were slightly better versions of Team Alloy. But that didn't mean they'd lose. He was better than Jerry in almost every way as far as combat was concerned, and he still lost. It wasn't hopeless.

First things first—Demitri was blind. Owen had to be his eyes. "Demitri, dodge right!"

He obeyed, and just then, Gahi slammed into Ax from the side, knocking him over. Lygo came swooping in a split-second later to grapple against Gahi for a second time.

"Ani, heal up Lygo!"

Healing would be the worst thing for Owen. If they could just take out Ani, the whole team's stamina would go down tremendously. "Gahi, keep Lygo away from Ani!"

With Owen distracted, Demitri was wide open. Ax swung his blade horizontally against Demitri's side, slicing through part of his scales like butter. It only stopped because Demitri used his hand to push the blade down, jamming it against his own flesh. Demitri screamed and thrashed his free hand forward, connecting with a single, desperate punch to Ax's chest.

The impact was so loud that even Owen felt the air compress around his head. The resultant shockwave was even more devastating to Gahi and Lygo, who had been right next to them. In midair, they stumbled away from the two Haxorus, yet they still clawed fiercely at one another. Blue flames coated their arms, Dragon fury imbued within each blow.

They wouldn't last at that rate, and Owen needed Gahi to keep the pressure on the rest. "Gahi, fall back!"

"Lygo—keep chasing him!"

Owen flinched. Har was actively trying to break the symmetry in their battle styles, wasn't he? He was being defiant. That wasn't an optimal choice—Lygo pursuing Gahi would bring him right into their territory. Was Har just trying to break their similarities?

Owen pushed the thought away. Not important. Not now. He had to win. "Gahi—get to Mispy!"

"Take him down!" Har roared.

Owen realized that he neglected to give Mispy any orders; now, she was operating on her own. As a result, she blasted her own charged Solar Beam at Gahi. His reflexes were quick enough to see the flash that he tumbled out of the way in midair. The blast singed his wings, but nothing else. Lygo, who had been focused on Gahi, didn't tumble fast enough. It grazed his entire right side, badly burning his arm and wing. He shouted in pain and banked back, falling toward Ani.

Owen realized just then that there was no way they were going to make any progress on either side until they took out Ani. Owen recalled during sparring sessions long ago that Gahi could never hurt Mispy faster than she could heal. It had to be Demitri.

"Gahi! Attack Ax!"

By now, Gahi was back at full strength, stretching and flexing his wings to ignore the relatively minor burn. "You got it," he growled.

"Lygo! Go after Gahi!"

What's he doing?! Owen did what he could to stop from hyperventilating. That wasn't a good strategy at all. That left Demitri free to strike Ani, didn't it?

Ani slid away from Demitri, her petals aglow with solar energy. But Demitri, while slow, was still faster than the opposing Meganium's charge.

"Mispy, Light Screen! Weaken that Solar Beam as much as you can!"

Mispy obeyed, a second barrier enveloping and enhancing the first, coating around the team like a suit of armor reminiscent of Rhys' aura techniques.

Har stuttered, "A-Ani, quick, Reflect!"

Demitri was already there, Dragon fire coating his arm. With a single swipe, he slashed across Ani's huge body, cutting countless vines with the shockwave of his claws while further singing the main body in a diagonal line. Ani roared in anger—she, too, did not feel pain, even as green blood gushed from her body—and slammed her remaining vines against Demitri. That was when the Haxorus used his free hand to pull out one of his tusks.

Demitri brought his arm up. The blade—A crimson red color like the lining of his claws—swung across all of the vines that wrapped around him, slicing through them like noodles. He pulled back and grabbed his second tusk, knowing that Ani was already severely weakened. They only needed one more strike to finish her off.

Sick, pale green energy coursed through the blades, channeled through his arms and his thrashing aura. Demitri stepped back once to get in a better position, flicking his tail. Ani flinched, looking for a way out, but her huge body was too sluggish. Lygo was occupied with Gahi; Ax was chasing after the Flygon pair. Mispy struggled to keep up with the speedy duo.

That left Demitri completely open, no matter how helplessly Har yelled for her to get out of the way. He slashed down, sending that green energy out in a devastating, cross-shaped slash that lit up the cave.

The X-Scissor left Ani stumbling forward, hissing. Her neck was low and her eyes were crossed. Her petals—a few of them cut up—glowed, then dimmed, and then flickered defiantly with life. But after a few seconds of struggle, the blood loss was too great. With an angry look in her eyes, her head drooped, eyes narrowed, too weak to move.

"Gahi! Left! Right!"

All while Demitri was fighting with Ani, Owen struggled to guide Gahi out of the two-pronged attack. Mispy's petals were alight with energy, but she couldn't get a clear shot at Lygo or Ax. Was Ax a bit faster than Demitri? No, he wasn't—but he was staying close to Lygo. They were fighting near one another intentionally—was that part of Har's plan? To keep Mispy from firing any shots by keeping an ally too close?

"Wait, no!" Owen said.

In a brief upper hand, Lygo wrapped his tail around Gahi's legs. Then, he used his arms to bind him from behind, his slightly serpentine body doing wonders to keep Team Alloy's mutant Flygon from struggling free. Ax rushed toward Gahi, fist balled up in blue flames.

"Mispy! Aim right in front of Gahi! FIRE!"

Mispy obeyed, but the blast came too late to save Gahi from the blow. Lygo pushed him forward at the exact moment Ax landed his Dragon strike. The sound of fist on chest echoed through the cave, the impact sending Gahi flying straight toward Owen. He dove in the way, reflexes telling him to cross his arms in a Protective stance, but he fought it. He held his arms out and caught Gahi with his softer body, skidding backward and onto his back.

Weak, golden light enveloped Gahi's body; in seconds, the restored Flygon jolted awake, gasping. "Buh—guh—wh—what—eh?!"

"HALT!" Rhys shouted.

The authoritative voice cut through the cave's chaos. First, Rhys walked to Ani, who was barely conscious, yet standing upright. Rhys' feet were coated in a bit of aura armor to avoid the blood pooling around her.

"What're you doing?" Har said.

Rhys inspected Ani carefully, holding his hand in front of her face. Her eyes followed them weakly and a low growl emanated from her throat. Rhys felt something gnaw at his shin. He reflexively jumped back—one of Ani's vines had tried to bite his fur.

"I was wondering why the Reviver didn't work," Rhys muttered. "Ani, you're in no condition to fight. Return behind Har."

"No," Ani growled, blood pouring out of her mouth.

"Ani, just because you can't feel pain doesn't mean your body won't shut down. Any further and the Reviver will activate. And you know that means a loss, yes?"

"No," Ani hissed again, her vines clumsily pushing her body forward. "I'm… not… losing… first…"

"Ani, you didn't lose first," Rhys said. "Gahi already activated his Reviver."

"…Oh." Ani promptly collapsed. A split-second later, golden light enveloped her, restoring a great deal of her body—but not entirely. It seemed that even for the Reviver—small ones that only restored the body, and not so much in terms of energy—Ani's body was too bulky to work with all at once.

Ani hissed to herself and turned around, gliding over the blood that she had lost. She went behind Har and curled around herself, moping. Gahi, it seemed, was doing the same behind Owen, clawing at the ground with an irritated glare.

"Hey, you did great," Owen assured Gahi. "You distracted Lygo and Ax! We took out their Meganium!"

Gahi muttered something in reply and looked away, taking off his goggles to clean a perceived bit of dust from them.

"Keep it up, Owen!" Zena called.

Owen nodded, though he sensed a bit of anxiety from Zena. That was anxiety, right? Owen still had trouble figuring it out, but he was having a lot of fun. They never got to go all-out against someone else in so long. He watched Rhys leave the arena and return to his referee position.

"Are the combatants ready to resume?" Rhys called.

Haxorus Ax and Flygon Lygo on one side. Meganium Mispy and Haxorus Demitri on the other. Owen knew that their biggest problem would be Lygo. He'd be too fast for either of his team to strike. Owen also predicted that Har was going to try to capitalize on that. He had to take him out first before he became a nuisance. But just as he took down Ani, Ax could take out Mispy.

He could tell that Har was fuming. Ani was the cornerstone of their team's durability, after all, and they took it out. It was all because Har got careless. Perhaps this time it wasn't out of arrogance like Owen had with Jerry, but defiance, just trying to go against what he—and therefore Owen—would have done. He wondered, if they fought symmetrically, would Har have won by now? They were slightly better than they were, after all.

Or was Har just not as good at strategy? They spent their time under the Hearts, training as a rescue team. What did Har do? They were guards for Trina's realm, but that was all. Perhaps that was their edge. How could Owen capitalize on that?

"We're ready!" Har shouted.

Startled, Owen responded as well. "Y-yeah, I'm ready, too!"

Rhys held up his arm. "Resume!"

"Demitri, guard Mispy!" Owen struggled to recall what techniques Demitri was readily capable of. "If Lygo gives you trouble, try—Stone Edge?! And Mispy—charge a Solar Beam and aim for Lygo!" It wasn't the best combination, but they both worked from a distance, and since he had two slow team members, that was going to be their best bet at striking the speedy Flygon.

"Lygo, attack Demitri! Take him down, but don't get hit! Try for Earth Power! Dodge his blows! Ax, go straight for Mispy! Blades out, X-Scissor whenever!"

With Owen's team close together, it was much easier for him to keep track. All of the moving bodies had been close to overwhelming his Perceive, just like it had against Jerry. But now, with just Lygo to worry about as a fast body, Owen thought even faster.

"Mispy, aim up!" Owen said. "Aim higher!"

Lygo reacted by dipping down. Perfect.

"Demitri, now!"

The Haxorus stomped on the ground. Sharp rocks erupted from just below Lygo; he twisted and barreled out of the way, narrowly avoiding the strike.

"Mispy, now!" Owen yelled.

"Right!" Mispy fired her Solar Beam where Lygo had barreled out of the way. Lygo's eyes widened, but rather than freeze, he beat his wings one last time and narrowly avoided the blast. The residual heat singed his tail, but he sustained nothing more.

Har hissed and shouted, "Counter now! She can't charge up another one of those! Lygo, stagger Demitri! Ax—throw!"

Ax obeyed immediately, grabbing his first tusk. He hurled it straight at Mispy. Both she and Demitri were too slow to do any sort of dodge or deflection. The blade pierced straight through Mispy's side, cutting through the vines to get to her ribs, but it stopped short from anything vital.

Har cursed. "Second one!"

"No you don't!" Demitri said, acting on his own this time. He glanced at Mispy, who seemed angrier than anything that they got such a good hit on her. Demitri gave her a little smile. "I have an idea."

Owen sensed from Demitri's muscles what that idea was. The arms were tensing too much, and so were his legs, like he was getting ready to lift something truly massive. "Mispy!" Owen said. "One more Solar Beam! Aim for Ax this time!"

"What, forgot about me?!" Lygo taunted.

Demitri grabbed Mispy by the vines and snuck beneath her massive body. Then, with a grunt, he lifted Mispy into the air, the Haxorus' much smaller body standing firmly beneath. Mispy's petals glowed brighter, Solar Beam nearly charged. She flashed her neck in Lygo's direction. He reacted by flinching away, gaining more distance from her. Exactly what she wanted.

"Now!" Owen said.

Demitri bent his legs and then hopped—still carrying Mispy—and slammed hard on the ground. The shockwave went out in all directions through the ground, rocks heaving in a single, destructive jolt that shook the sturdy ceiling of the cave. Thankfully, this part of the caverns could withstand such force.

It was a different story for Ax. When the ground heaved, he was tossed into the air like a bag of berries, flailing uselessly. He crashed down on his right arm, leaving a dull pain whenever he tried to move it again. Lygo, in the air, was unaffected. Owen and Har both hopped to avoid the rocks, beating their wings a few times to outlast the Earthquake. Rhys levitated off the ground with an aura platform, as did Zena when she saw the shockwave coming toward her.

Mispy's Solar Beam was fully charged. She aimed her shoulders toward Ax—

A blur rushed past her and suddenly she was blind, dragon fire coating her face. Mispy roared and shook her head, still feeling something caught in her face, though Lygo was already banking around to go for the second strike. Her flailing made Demitri fall underneath her. He frantically climbed out, "M-Mispy! Can you see?!"

"No!" Mispy reported.

"Now you!" Lygo said to Demitri, his claw coated in green blood.

"Heard that!" Mispy hissed, turning her body.

"W-wait—" Owen said, body twitching into action. This was bad. If they collided like that, they'd be down another fighter—and the last one he'd have was blind! He felt a tingling in his legs; he glanced down. They were green and leafy, his toe-claws digging into the rock. His heart skipped a beat. He looked at the Flygon spinning and zig-zagging to throw Mispy off. At his high speeds, his wings sang in the air. No matter how fast Lygo went, she could hear him.

Owen recognized that Har saw this, too. The Charizard's claws were clenched and coursing with wind along his arm. They had seconds—and at the same time, with Lygo rushing toward Demitri, the two Charizard acted.

Vines shot up from the ground and snatched Lygo right from the air, pulling him onto the ground. A concentrated blast of razor-sharp air slashed along Mispy's chest, the force knocking her shoulders just enough to miss the Solar Beam completely. Instead, it shot into the walls, incinerating the mushrooms and leaving the wall with a dull, red glow.

Rhys had been screaming some sort of protest—something about illegal interference—but it was already too late. Owen and Har stared at each other with smoke coming from both their nostrils. Rhys scratched his head with both paws, tugging at his ears. Zena just smiled.

Owen and Har stared at each other with a strange gleam of recognition in their eyes. Perhaps they were similar, but at the same time, their differences already seemed quite apparent. Owen hoped that Har could see that more as the battle progressed so he could fight at his best instead of defying strategy just to prove a point.

"So, that's how it's gonna be, huh?" Har said.

"I guess it is," Owen replied.

"I'm sick of watching the fight and giving orders."

"Yeah, I think we're better than that," Owen agreed. "As leaders…"

"We fight with the team."

"GET ME OUT!" Lygo roared, fighting the tangle of vines.

Owen and Har both smirked at one another—a challenging stare—and flew into the fray.

Har rushed for Lygo and slashed at the vines that bound him. Owen went in the opposite direction and beat his wings toward Ax, creating a flurry of orange dots in the air. These dots—all trapped explosions of fire—floated toward and circled around Ax like little Volbeat in the night.

Ax held still, unable to find an opening. If just one of them detonated, all the others would, too.

"Uhh—" Ax said.

Har jumped away from Mispy just in time to dodge her vines. He curled a second Air Slash toward her, this time right to her face.

"Mispy!" Demitri yelled. He pulled out one of his axes and threw it at the incoming shockwave. Owen sensed their trajectories—it was going to miss.

He slammed his foot on the ground, turning it green. Vines dug through the rocks and emerged right in front of Mispy, taking most of the blast. She earned only a few cuts against her face, red blood trickling down her cheeks.

Another vine grabbed Demitri's ax in midair, twirled around, and hurled it right back at Har. The Charizard dodged out of the way, but then abruptly turned back. "LYGO!"

The ax grazed the Flygon's wing, leaving a long, shallow gash against the scales. He hissed and landed on the ground, waving his arm toward Demitri next.

"Uh—" Demitri saw the ground well up beneath him. Earth Power again, and he was too slow to dodge out of the way. Owen didn't have a counter this time, so instead, he tried to pin Lygo down with more of his vines.

"Lygo, jump!"

Lygo obeyed without hesitation, just in time to dodge a frenzied assortment of roots and plant life erupt from the rocks below. Owen cursed—of course Har would've been aware of that. Invisible to the eyes, but totally obvious to Perceive.

What was less obvious were the plans that were cooked up in the minds of the opponents. And, in Owen's case, his allies.

Mispy's remaining vines—few as they were—wrapped around Demitri's waist. At first, he seemed startled, but the confusion lasted only for a few seconds. As if by some wordless communication that only they understood, Demitri readied himself with his one remaining ax.

Many of Mispy's broken vines receded into her body, lengthening the few that remained intact. Then, she pulled back—with Demitri in her hold—and whirled them forward.

"WHAT?!" Lygo tried to fly back.

Owen took action. He wrapped his vines around Lygo's legs when he was stunned by the sight of a Meganium swinging a Haxorus-tipped whip toward him. She only needed a second, and Lygo broke free a scale's width before that. Not that it mattered. Mispy released Demitri at the apex of her throw. Lygo could only twitch his arms in an attempt to block the incoming Dragon. Demitri held his blade back and sliced forward, piercing through his shoulder.

Lygo roared and retaliated with dragon fury in his claws, slashing with his one good arm at Demitri's face and chest. The impact broke Lygo's chest, and the rocky wall of the cavern was behind him. At the last moment, Lygo rolled his body in the air, whipping Demitri around so that he would hit the wall instead. They crashed into it with a loud thud, the whole cavern trembling one last time.

Golden light enveloped Lygo and Demitri at the same time.

Owen sensed something flying through the air. He ducked to avoid it, but realized too late where it was heading. "Mispy!"

Har blasted Owen with an intense beam of fire. At first this puzzled him—he could just take the heat and protect Mispy with his vines. No—his vines. He was still Grass! Owen shut his wings and formed a barrier of light, blocking the rest of the blast before his whole body would've burned to ash. He had no way to save Mispy.

Mispy was still recovering from her far toss of Demitri when the axes struck her. The one lodged in her body was still a nuisance, but this new ax went straight into her neck. Both were deep, cutting through bone and muscle. Har ceased his flames and cut through the air with his claws again, sending another Air Slash toward the blades in Mispy's body.

The hit was precise and decisive. The blade in her side dislodged, opening the wound. The blade in her neck went even deeper, cutting something vital. Her whole body went limp in an abrupt instant. Her petals fired a weak Solar Beam in a random direction, hitting nothing but the ceiling.

"No!" Owen turned just in time to weave past another Air Slash from Har. He turned and spotted the smoking, but standing, Ax, who had survived his Fire Trap barrage. Two on one.

Ax slammed his foot on the ground. Owen felt the stone beneath his feet rise and sharpen. He immediately dodged to the left—right where Har had blasted another Air Slash, which grazed Owen's head. Why was he aiming so often for his head?! If that hit his body, it might have actually done some damage.

Owen's reckless dodge made him fumble. He could deal with Har. He knew his body. But Ax was dangerous. A single hit from him would end the fight. Owen stretched his wings and flew toward Ax, knowing that without his blades, he couldn't throw anything. With gusts of wind twisting around his claws, Owen sent wave after wave toward the weakened Haxorus.

Har was hot on his tail, pursuing with the same technique. Owen couldn't afford that hit. Just one blow would put Har too far in an advantage. How was he supposed to protect against Har and strike Ax?

Ax blocked the Air Slash and stepped out of the way, but he was too slow to avoid Owen after a trivial redirection. But now he was going to collide with Ax!

Owen's first instinct was to fly back, but a second thought stopped him at the last minute. His eyes glowed with the idea. He made one final wingbeat and flew a body's length higher in the air. Then, he closed them completely, creating a Protect barrier around him. Then, still Protected, he went straight for Ax.

So surprised at the ball of light, Ax only stood there with wide eyes. The high-velocity impact clanged with an ethereal echo that twisted the air around them, golden light from the Protect radiating in all directions.

But then Ax reached his arms around what part of the barrier he could and clenched his claws around it. And, for the first time, Owen saw his barrier waver.

"What—"

Ax squeezed his arms together and the barrier shattered like a glass bubble.

That's right…! Owen was helpless. The mutant Haxorus… can smash through Protect!

The world moved slowly. He saw Ax's arms crash down around him. It'd crush his neck. In what felt like forever, but was truly only an instant, Owen ducked. It missed his neck—but they hit his horns instead.

It was like going blind. Ax slammed on both horns and knocked them loose, and then off completely, leaving those same strange holes that Zena had left when she pulled them off in Trina's abode.

Owen screamed and slashed at Ax point-blank twice during their fall. Then, he rolled on the ground, bouncing twice with his momentum. Golden light enveloped Ax's body, but not Owen's.

But he couldn't see. No—he could see, but only with his eyes. His head felt bare. His horns were somewhere near the center of the arena.

Now, with Owen on his back, Har walked forward cautiously. Ax crawled away, knowing he was defeated, to recover his axes from Mispy, who had since also been restored partway by her own Reviver.

One on one, Owen to Har. In the back of Owen's mind, he wondered if this counted as a loss because Mispy had passed out first. But based on the way the counterpart Charizard was staring at him, that wouldn't be satisfying for either of them. This was the final fight.

Har didn't hesitate. He flew over the ground with intense wingbeats, never once touching the rocks on his rapid approach. Owen sprang to his feet and opened with a defensive Protect, blocking the first strike. Har kicked off of the barrier and left behind a cloud of Fire Trap dots in Owen's way. A trivial matter.

Owen jumped back and blew a gust of wind at the cloud, sending it to Har. They detonated, harming nobody, but they left behind enough light that Owen had to squint. He tried to Perceive his surroundings, but no sensation returned to him. His horns—they were gone. Were those truly what granted him his Perceive? That explained why it was so weak as a Charmander, and partway strong as a Charmeleon. But with them disconnected and scattered on the battlefield, he felt… normal.

It was awful.

He saw Har coming in from the right with another Air Slash. Owen dodged to the right and countered with his own, knowing that was the only effective attack he had against his counterpart. But with Har's Perception, how was he supposed to be able to strike him?

The exchange went for a while, Air Slashes going left and right, yet none connecting. Both played evasively. And with only one target to think about, Owen didn't need his Perception for very much, even when Har occasionally touched down on the ground to throw him off. It was just a duel at this point, but in their clash, they kept stealing glances at one another. Har's eyes were wide in some strange recognition. Owen, puzzled, squinted at him. Har shook his head in response.

Neither wanted to stop to speak. They kept fighting, almost at a synchronized rhythm or dance of battle. While Owen had no sense of Perceive any longer, he had a strange feeling that they were breathing as one, hearts in sync. Yes, they were almost the same. Perhaps there were some differences due to how they had been raised differently, but in the end, they were cut from the same cloth. Perhaps literally? And this was something Har refused to acknowledge. But it was something that Owen had already accepted.

That's when he realized what he could do. His own weakness was all he had left. The same way Gahi had an advantage over him.

Owen rushed straight to Har.

"H-hey!" Har shouted, weaving to the left. He retaliated with another Air Slash; Owen blocked it with another shield of light. Then, when it dropped, he slammed shoulder-first into Har, square in his chest. He felt the wind knocked out of his opponent and dug his claws in. Har did the same, but Owen had the plan mapped out in his head. With his free hand, he slashed at Har point-blank, intense wind ripping away scales. Some of it cut through the membrane of his wings next, tearing the right one apart until it was no use for flight. They went crashing down, tumbling to compete for who would hit the rocks first.

In the end, Har had more strength remaining, and he gained enough leverage to force Owen's back toward the ground. Owen concentrated and formed another sphere of light behind them—he bounced, cushioned by the barrier, and rolled further away, kicking Har back. He landed on his feet next and rushed closer while Har was down.

Air Slash, straight for Har. It connected against his left wing this time, putting them both in tatters. He cried out and struggled to stand. Owen rushed even faster, heart beating in his ears. One more strike—

The air around him suddenly exploded with whipping, compressed air in all directions. One of his eyes was cut to the point where he couldn't see through it, and the sudden explosion of air left a deafening ring in his head. Owen didn't know what happened, or how, or why. But it was like a hundred tiny Air Slashes had been launched on all parts of his body at once. He crumbled forward to the ground, bleeding from nearly every scale. His hearing returned, but barely.

Har puffed, a foot away from Owen. He had no strength remaining to attack. "…Unlike you…" Har wheezed. Owen felt something squirming in his stomach, but Har was too busy relishing his victorious strike. "I can Trap… all of my attacks. Air Trap… has you done…" Weakly, he raised his arm, gathering energy. His legs didn't cooperate; whether Har could see Owen's counter coming or not, he had no way to dodge.

Owen swung his head forward, mouth agape. From the back of his throat, at rapid speed, emerged a vine. Har jumped, trying to fly away, but his wings didn't allow that anymore. It wrapped around his leg instead. He raised his hand and slashed at it, severing the vine for a painful sting to Owen.

But then he turned his arms green. They lost their shape and split apart into countless, tiny tendrils. He slammed them around Har, ensnaring him in a firm bind. His legs lost their shape next, plunging into rocks. The maneuver was enough to barely prop up what remained of Owen's mangled body, an amalgamation of vines making up his limbs.

Har opened his mouth and torched Owen's face with fire. Fire and lava from the environment was trivial. But flames enhanced by aura were dangerous. With the Flamethrower to the face, Owen was blind in both his Perceive and his eyes. But it didn't matter; he had Har right where he wanted, and he refused to pass out until he landed that final blow.

Two vines emerged from the ground, sharp like spikes. Har had to have known it was coming, but that was the beauty of this strike. Har had no way to escape. Wings worthless, legs bound. He couldn't dodge. The one way to beat him—to make even the knowledge of an incoming attack useless. To be too fast to counter. Just like Gahi.

Perhaps he got lucky. Owen didn't care. All he knew was that he felt his legs' vines pierce straight through Har, from the chest to the back. Owen let go, pulling the vines out, and fell onto his back.

Now on the ground, muscles exhausted and vines wilted and charred, he heard Har let out a grunt. Owen didn't react. He didn't have the energy to react. He breathed steadily. His body felt wet from the blood all over, pooling under him. He felt very warm. Almost tranquil. But there was a lingering doubt that Har was still standing. That's what kept him from giving in. No, Reviver. Don't activate. Not yet. He could still fight, even if his body refused to move.

One of the vines from his right arm twitched like a finger. That was all he could manage.

And then, Owen heard Rhys. "All four of Team Trina have activated their Tiny Reviver Seeds. Therefore, Team Alloy is the winner!"

A small grin escaped Owen. He heard someone move near him. They weren't steps, and they weren't the hulking slide of Mispy. Zena? Owen tried to speak, but nothing emerged.

Something nuzzled just beneath Owen's neck. "Open your mouth, Owen," she said.

Owen obeyed. Something cold—a mixture of sweet, sour, bitter—all sorts of tastes—slipped just above his tongue. He chomped down. After a brief warmth, his eyes returned to normal. He blinked the blur away, squinting. To Owen's surprise, his Perceive also returned. He brought an aching arm to the back of his head, feeling the pointed tips of his hooked horns. Did the Oran Berry also restore them? Those were removable!

The first thing that crossed Owen's mind was searching for them. He closed his eyes… yes, there they were, on the ground to his right. If he removed his horns again and ate another Oran, would he grow a third set?

Owen stood up, but then winced. His wounds weren't completely healed, and everything ached. With the heat of battle leaving him, the pain of the fight came at him in full force.

"D-don't push yourself," Zena said with a titter, supporting him with her ribbons. Owen gave up on standing alone and fell against her body. "Oh, Owen," she said, sighing. "Good work."

Owen weakly nuzzled Zena, mumbling something that even Owen wasn't sure of. This felt about twice as bad as his training as a Charmander with Azu.

With his horns back, Owen also sensed Zena's tense muscles and finally realized that she was nervous. At least he was getting better at detecting her feelings. "Zena?" he said. "Are you okay?"

"Oh—I'm fine," Zena said. "It's just, well… it was a bit… brutal, don't you think?"

"Brutal?" Owen asked. His first reflex was to remark that it didn't seem brutal at all—if anything, it was one of the best fights he'd ever had. But then, with a slightly less blood-drunk mind, he thought about it more objectively, particularly if such a match had taken place in a dojo within Kilo Village. "O-oh. You're right, I guess in hindsight that was pretty… mmm… Sorry." He sighed. "I think we all got a little carried away."

"Well, it's in your nature," Rhys said, shrugging. "I suppose it's healthy to let off a bit of that steam with those who can reciprocate those feelings. I'm just glad Elder's napping. He never was one for fights."

Owen still ached, even after the Oran. "I hope we didn't use up too many Revivers," he said.

"It wasn't much. Only seven Tiny ones meant for training like this," Rhys said. "They hardly are as difficult for Anam to make—let alone hard to find in Dungeons. They aren't practical enough for proper explorations; without the energy to keep fighting, they're best used for running away or for practice duels like these."

"I'd hope they aren't hard," Gahi shouted from the sidelines, slumped over. "I still feel like I got slammed against rocks a million times." He rubbed his head.

Demitri laughed, patting Mispy on the side. She was snoozing next to him, and for just a moment, Owen seemed to relearn why they were together in the first place. And then a small realization dawned on him. This was the first time they truly got to fight at their fullest as a team—Team Alloy. A part of him was frustrated that he wasn't able to do that until now. But most of him was happy that it finally came. His memories with them were cloudy, but it felt like the fog was slowly clearing. Yet it still felt like there was so much more he didn't know.

Ax and Ani weren't nearly as close, it seemed, and they both stared at Demitri and Mispy with confused frowns. Lygo shrugged and bumped his head against Ani. "Hey, are you holding up alright? You really pushed yourself back there."

"Hmph, I'm fine," Ani said, turning her head away. "I'm just mad I was beaten before their Meganium was."

"At least it was fun," Ax said, laughing. "We never got to fight the same models before! And not with Revivers, either. They must really get a lot of money to be able to just throw away seven of them like that."

"Mm," Ani said, but then watched Har. He was approaching them, albeit slowly, and with his drooped wings. "Poor Har."

"Why's he so invested in beating Owen?" Lygo said, tilting his head. "I don't get it. Sure, they're the same species as us, but how's that any different from, say, Rhys and the stupid one fighting?"

"It's different for him," Ax said. "We… don't have their memories. We were made off their models, but… Har was made from Owen. It's not the same as us. At least, I think so… You don't think Har's keeping something from us, do you?"

"Maybe, but who cares?" Ani said. "Har's always moping. Maybe Owen's why."

"Oh." Lygo nodded. "I guess so. But that was decades ago. He's a totally different person now!"

"Hmm." Ani waved at Har. He didn't return it. "Like I said… he's in a mood."

"I'd be, too," Ax said, looking back at Owen.

The victorious Charizard finally looked up to see Har walking back to his own Alloy. A thought crossed his mind. "Owen!" Owen shouted.

"What?!" Har roared back, but then flinched at himself. "D-don't call me that."

"I'm glad we fought."

Har stared at him. His fists were clenched, almost trembling. "I won," Har said. "My team lasted longer than yours."

"Yeah, they did," Owen said, grinning. The Oran was not enough to heal his missing left fang that he only now realized was gone. He'd need another one.

Har flinched, guard lowered completely. After several seconds of confusion, perhaps both at himself and toward Owen, he huffed a cloud of smoke and walked toward the winner. He held out his hand. "Fine," he said. "Good fight."

Owen held out his hand, grasping it. Har's grip was stronger, making Owen flinch and squeak.

"What?" Har let go, tilting his head.

"Wh-why do you shake hands so hard?" Owen whined.

"You don't?"

"N-no," Owen said, pulling his hand away to nurse it with the other. "I guess I just… got into the habit of being more delicate from Mom."

"Mom," Har repeated. "The Fire Guardian?"

"Yeah. I guess she always shook hands delicately. And Dad—his arms are… different, so he's kinda always careful about what he does with them."

"Oh," Har said, looking at his hand. "Right… yeah…" He looked at Owen's hands again, then at his eyes. "I… I can't go by that name anymore. Owen. I can't."

Owen frowned. "How come Ani, Ax, and Lygo are different?" he said. "They don't… feel as upset about all this. But you…"

Har couldn't look at Owen in the eyes anymore. "It's complicated," he said. "I don't… I don't know if I know how to say it. I'm just… I'm you. And I'm not you. And they're…" Har shook his head. "Well, after a hand shake like that, you're nothing like me anyway." He forced a smile.

"Heh…" Owen mirrored it, but knew the issue wasn't over. But he knew himself well enough to know he shouldn't push it. Not now. He did, however, have another concern. "Are you hungry?"

"I'm freaking starving."


"Anam, out for a stroll?" Nevren followed him carefully.

"Mhm!" Anam happily walked down the caverns. "I heard that Wen-Wen came back! Right? You told me!"

"Ah, yes, I did tell you," Nevren nodded, walking with his spoons floating in front of him. "Quite an interesting pair, the two."

"Two?" Anam said.

"Yes. Owen and Har are of the same species. That is to say, they're of the same Charizard base, made from the same Synthetic model."

"Oh! So, is the other one also called Owen?"

"Hmm, he used to," Nevren said. "But I overheard that he changed his name to Har."

"Har. I like that name!"

"I suppose as good as your name hypothetically being Ood," Nevren said.

"Ood. That sounds like it could be a fun name, too! Would you call me Ood, Nev-Nev?"

"I would prefer Anam."

"Oh, okay," Anam said, walking for a while longer. "And I prefer not being controlled."

Nevren stopped in his tracks. Anam did the same. The caverns were completely silent. A small bit of slime from Anam's right arm plopped on the ground, and Nevren was almost positive that he could hear the echo repeat three times.

It had been longer than a moment that Anam knew this—there was no way he could Revise long enough to make him never realize. After all this time, he became careless. No, that was because of Eon. Anam would have been used by now if it wasn't for his order.

"Controlled?" Nevren repeated.

Anam turned around, frowning. "How come, Nev-Nev?" he asked. "I thought we were friends."

"We are certainly friends," Nevren said. "I value your contribution to the world greatly. It was through your efforts that Kilo is stable. I have no intention of destroying what you worked toward."

"Then how come?"

"It was part of Eon's orders."

"You said you didn't like Eon anymore," Anam said. "When I saved the world from the Divine Dragons' War, you said that I was better than Eon. When I saved Rhys, you said that I deserved to save the world. And that Eon wouldn't do it right."

"And I held my word for four hundred years," Nevren said. "Times change, I'm afraid. In fact, time is running out." Nevren held his hand forward, pointing it toward Anam's head.

"Don't."

"I must," Nevren said.

"I won't do anything," Anam said. "If you're still friends with me… you won't control me."

"I'm afraid you're already under my control, Anam," Nevren said. "Your instincts have been rewired. If I give the command, you will obey."

"Do you care about me?" Anam asked.

"I care about you dearly."

"Nev-Nev… let me go."

"I'm afraid I cannot."

"But we're friends."

Nevren nodded. "We are. But I cannot. This is my duty."

"Why?" Anam asked. "Why do you need me like this?"

Nevren was silent.

"Nev-Nev…" Tears flowed thickly from the Goodra's eyes. "What're you gonna make me do…?"

Nevren stared at Anam for a long while then. And for a single, fleeting instance, Nevren wondered if he felt something. He shoved the emotion away; that sort of useless thinking was what made Eon throw this entire plan into chaos. He had to press onward. Follow his duty.

The Alakazam finally answered. "I'm going to make you save the world."






63. Golden Breath


Chapter 57 – Golden Breath

Kilo Village didn't change much from how Jerry remembered it. The early-noon sun was as bright as ever. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, holding it. Then, he breathed out and stretched his wings, soaking in the sun. Step was back to her normal, Rock-Steel form again, and thankfully Enet and ADAM didn't have to change much to blend in. They had been worried about Star at first. Step, the strongest of the three Guardians accompanying them, summoned her, but when she emerged, she was instead taking the form of a similarly-colored, but much more mundane Espeon. Unfortunately, she was still see-through. It would have to do.

"It must be strange," Step said to Jerry. "You are Rock, yet you are also Flying. How do you reconcile your Types' desires?"

"Easy, high mountains," Jerry said. "Caves are nice, but there's no open air. What about you? Steel-Rock, and then Ice."

"Mm. I've grown used to the northwestern tundra. The caves are… not of my Orb's element, but they appeal at least slightly to my primal desires. It will do." Step nodded. "Briefly, I assumed the form of a Kommo-o. Caves and dens were appealing to me at the time. Perhaps some of that remained."

"A Kommo-o, eh?" Jerry said, intrigued. "So, you guys can just alter your forms, just like that?"

"It takes quite a bit of energy and focus to maintain," Step said. "But after a while, you grow accustomed to it. But never completely. It's still easier to be, well… what you were born as."

Enet looked at the nearest building, peering inside, but it looked like a lot of people lived there. She saw three little nests with differently sized Pokémon resting on it. One was being fed a watery, white liquid from a bowl by a Miltank. Another was simply resting. A third was being attended to by an Incineroar. He seemed to have trouble with walking, and the Incineroar was acting as a crutch.

"What's this?" Enet asked.

"Inconclusive," ADAM said.

"Hm? I'm not sure," Step said. "…Ah, wait. I believe it seems familiar to me…" Step suddenly stiffened. She remembered being here, once, only a few decades ago. It was not a happy memory.

"…Are you guys serious?" Jerry asked. "It's a hospital. It's where Pokémon that were badly hurt and couldn't be healed go to recover. I used to go there for my back issues, actually. Threw it out when I lifted something the wrong way back when I worked in construction."

"Construction. For homes?" Step asked, eying the hospital. "Hospital… ah, Cent…"

"Let's not get distracted, guys," Star said. "Let's head to the marketplace! Bound to find a good bed there."

"Are you sure you should be taking the front?" Jerry said. "You look like a ghost."

"Aw, it's fine! I'm just… practicing astral projection."

"Is that even real?"

"They'll believe it if I say it. After all, what else could I be?"

"Literally God."

"What else could I be expected to be?"

Jerry rolled his eyes. Nobody was listening from the Waypoint. They came at a good time. Most of the Hearts were out on their assignments, and most of the civilians were working. Too early for lunch, too late for breakfast. "You're just lucky this is during the lull of the day."

Impatiently, Star tapped her ethereal paw through the ground. "C'mon! Let's go."

Enet tilted her head at Star. "Cute." She pointed at her.

"Cute, eh?" Jerry said, walking with them. "Hmph. She just chose that form because it's got a similar color."

"Hey, I pick different forms all the time! Kinda comes with the job description." She suddenly stopped. "Oh, oh! Okay, actually, can we make a detour for a second? Step, how much did you guys bring?"

Step opened the bag, but before she could speak, ADAM buzzed the answer. "We have been allocated 70,347 Poké."

Jerry choked on air. "H-how much?!"

"Seventy thou—"

"I heard, I heard," Jerry growled. "But why so much?!"

"You will have to ask the Gardevoir that question," Step said. "And perhaps also the polite Lucario. They were the ones who provided the funds."

"How much…?" Enet asked.

"Ah. You do not know how much that can buy?" Step asked.

Enet nodded.

"Hmm, well," Step said. "I do not know, either. ADAM?"

"I am not familiar with the raw purchasing power of Poké. However, I am familiar with the prices of a number of items here. Blessed Berries for the purposes of exploration tend to cost approximately one hundred Poké. They are not very filling. Raw foods, such as apples or potatoes, tend to also cost one hundred Poké. Most plant food items cost that much. Meats cost significantly more per energy unit. The cost of food for a carnivore significantly outweighs that of herbivorous or omnivorous Pokémon."

"Tell me about it," Jerry muttered.

"Considering food alone, assuming one does not go hunting and foraging, I expect the cost of food for a full year to be approximately 300,000 Poké at minimum for a carnivore, and significantly less for an herbivore. Omnivores will therefore be in the middle range."

"Sounds about right," Jerry confirmed. "I had to do these numbers pretty often."

"What else must be paid for?" Step asked.

"Well, your house, if you have one and didn't just pick out a cave. But thanks to the Association's whole Beat as One campaign, we still have to pay for any piece of land that we own as a tax. And that's not counting actually building or buying it."

"Is that part expensive as well?" Step asked.

"Depends on the sort of home you want to build. If you wanna live right here in Kilo Village, with the cutting-edge of technology and all that? Get ready to live in debt for the rest of your life." He shrugged. "But me? We lived down south in Pyrock Village. Much cheaper. Not the cheapest in all of Kilo, but it worked."

"…We?" Step said.

Jerry's jaw shut tight from whatever he was about to say.

"Mm. I understand," Step said with a nod. "I will not prod."

The Aerodactyl relaxed, though his dampened mood didn't go away. "Thanks," he mumbled, avoiding eye contact.

"What's Poké?" Enet suddenly asked.

"Uh, money," Jerry said. "You use it to buy things."

Enet stared blankly.

"…Right. Wild." He sighed, rubbing the top of his snout. "Okay. Let's say you want to get an apple. So—"

"Tree."

"Let's say you want an apple, but you don't want to go in the trees to get one."

"Then… no apple."

"Okay, yeah. Normally. But let's say, eh, someone else got an apple."

"Their apple."

"Yeah. But then, you give them this. A hundred Poké." He looked into the bag around his neck, pulling out a little gold coin. He gave it to Enet.

She held it confusedly in her claws, sniffing it. Her snout wrinkled.

"Yeah, uh, lots and lots of Pokémon have touched that over time," Jerry said.

"Gross."

Jerry shook his head and advanced. "For that, I get an apple, and you get a hundred Poké. Now, let's say you do that a few times. You make it a job for you to gather apples. Then, people give you Poké for the apples you give them."

Enet blinked for a while longer, but then nodded. "Apples… Poké. Why?"

Jerry then pointed to a nearby shop. It had much better food items on display there—pastries of some kind. "Now, you can use the Poké you earned to buy something for yourself, without having to do all the work for it."

"I… give Poké… for apples?"

"Not apples. But it can be, if you want. But for other things."

"Apples… becomes Poké… becomes… other things?"

"There, you're getting it."

"…Gets… everything else? From apples?"

"Yeah."

"So… if only apples… I, apples, with… that become Poké?"

Jerry's eyes widened slightly. "Exactly. You're… you're pretty bright, aren't you?"

"Bright?" Her ears flicked.

"Smart."

Enet flinched. "I'm… smart?"

"Y'seem smart to me," Jerry said, shrugging. "You pick up on things fast. That'll do you well, especially since you used to be feral."

Enet lit up, nodding. "Yeah! Smart!"

"Heh." Jerry looked off. "Yeah, smart."

Step tilted her head, making a low, grinding noise when the plates of her neck ground against one another. "You look much better when you smile."

"E-eh?" Jerry struggled to keep his walking pace.

"Intimidation figures decreased significantly," ADAM said.

"Rrff. Well, now I'm gonna think about that every time I smile," he growled. "Thanks."

"You should," Step said. "I wish I could smile."

Jerry looked at the Aggron. "Oh, yeah. Look at that. Your lips can't move."

Step nodded. "I suppose if I socialized, it would be a bit difficult."

"That's odd," Jerry said. "Sometimes, I get the impression that you were smiling."

"Hm." Step avoided his eyes. "How interesting of you to say."

Jerry watched Step, smirking. "Like right now."

Her chin flicked upward, jaws closing tight. "Hmph." She snorted out a puff of ice. "Then perhaps we shall both not smile."

"Guess so."

The further they walked, the more Star picked up the pace. "There!" she said. "Hang on, can we spend a bit on this for a second?"

"Uh, why?" Jerry said, squinting. "What is this place?"

Jerry wasn't very familiar with this part of town. They had gone far north in the crater. Normally, this part was for Dungeon equipment, but even further north held newer buildings for less essential living. The ghostly Espeon stood in front of one of these newer buildings, colored a bright blue, with letters in black at the top. "Smeargle's Sketches." Not very catchy, but it got the point across.

"C'mon!" Star said.

"What're you doing?" Jerry groaned. "I thought we were getting a bed. Don't tell me you're the sort to go on some sort of shopping spree the moment you have a bunch of money on you."

"No, no," Star said. "Trust me, give me this, okay?"

"Look at that, God telling us to 'give her this,' like she's some kind of little kid. Hey! Are you listening to me?! I'm calling you a kid!"

The interior of the blue building was littered with papers and cloths dusted with paint, and the air itself smelled of the same paint. There was a hint of sweetness to it, too, like bits of berry juice was used to make some of the pigments. No windows. Near the back, they saw a Smeargle working on a large canvas almost as big as he was, standing on a wooden stool to get some extra height.

"Uh, hello?" Star called.

The Smeargle tilted to the left. "Hm? Oh. How long were you there?"

"Not long. Can we get a commission from you?" Star said.

He was so inattentive that he didn't even realize Star was transparent. "Sure. My prices are on the wall."

Star craned her neck to see the prices. A large, full portrait went all the way up to 25,000 Poké, and Jerry, fearing for his funds, was about to speak up.

"That one," Star said. "Small frame, full color. That's about big enough to put on a little shelf, right?"

"Oh, that's a popular one. Sure. I'd love to do that. What of?" He stopped his painting and sighed, rubbing the hat-like fur atop his head. "I need a break from this one anyway. I'll put it on pause. If it's a small frame, I can probably get it done by the end of today. How's that sound?"

"Sounds perfect! Actually, I can give you an exact idea of what I want here. Can you lean forward? Close your eyes. I'm gonna give you a vision."

"A vision? You must be an incredibly powerful Psychic—I've never heard of that before."

"Yep, I'm pretty talented." Star stuck her nose in the air, earning a muted growl from both Step and Jerry.

Smeargle put his tail down and leaned forward, closing his eyes. Star stared at Smeargle, the little gem in the middle of her forehead flashing once. Smeargle opened his eyes a bit wider than usual. "I see," he said, nodding. "Of course. That'll be 5,000 Poké. I'll take half now, and half when I'm done."

"Deal," Star said, nodding at Jerry, who, figuring that it wouldn't be too much out of their supplies, obliged, pulling out two gleaming, silvery coins and five gold ones.

"Okay. If I had to guess, I'll be done by the evening. I want to get this in while my mind has that vision fresh."

"Don't worry, it'll last a while," Star said, nodding. "Thanks!" She spun around. "Let's go back."

"Sure." Jerry said. "I take it you aren't telling us what you had him draw?"

"Nope. It's a surprise!"

"I'm getting really tired of these surprises," Jerry said, following Star out with the others.

"Okay," Star said. "Let's go back to what we were supposed to do. Jerry's bed! And then let's just hang out in town for a while, huh? Wait for his picture to finish."

"Oh, it's a picture for me?" Jerry prodded.

"Uhh—no, I didn't say that," Star said.

"You're terrible with secrets," Jerry said. "Actually, you know what, I—uff!" He bumped into Step's back, dinging his jaw against one of her armored plates. "What're you doing, stopping in the middle of—"

ADAM blared an alert signal, flailing his body. Enet covered her ears and glared at ADAM, muting his general area with her illusions.

Across the road, exiting out of a nearby building with a bag overfilled with little snacks and trinkets, was a familiar, tiny, deadly Espurr.

"So what? It's just some kid on errands," Jerry muttered.

"Th-that's Rim," Star said. "Oh, of course she'd visit here during the down time." She looked at the others. "We need to go."

Rim turned her huge eyes toward them—it looked like she wasn't expecting to see them, either, based on how they bulged even wider.

Jerry rolled his eyes. "Honestly, the way you're being, I wouldn't doubt it if…" His voice trailed off in a long drawl. Jerry felt, for just a split-second, a sharp pain in his back, but that faded as quickly as it came. Also fading was his general ability to feel anything. His legs gave out from beneath him, and his wings refused to cooperate. Enet yelped and ran toward Jerry, trying to wake him up with ineffectual slaps.

The Aerodactyl was awake, but paralyzed. His body twitched and convulsed, a pointed, iron spike sticking out of his back, laced with some sort of potent venom.

"Got you."

Star and the others spun around—Step slower than the rest—and saw a Salazzle clutching another iron spike, just in case it was needed. Step glanced back at Rim next. She was drawing nearer.

"How bold to try to hide among the crowd, Jerry," Salazzle said.

"S… Spice…" Jerry grunted.

"Oh, come on!" Star roared. "Jerry! You stupid—I thought Anam cleared your—"

"Sorry for the suddenness, you guys," Spice said, twirling the spike in her claws, "but Aerodactyl is a very dangerous outlaw. I needed this little activity, anyway. I'm restless. Aerodactyl Jerry! By the power of Team Alight, you're under arrest!"

Rim stood right behind them.

"Who's the kid?" Spice said.

"N-now, hang on," Star said. "Let's not freak out about this, okay? Let's just—"

Step instantly became transparent, covering the ground in a thick layer of ice.

Jerry now knew what it was like to have a layer of snow over his entire body. He made sure to avoid the north thanks to the intense cold. He was always wary of Ice Types. Even when he preyed upon the weak and unsuspecting for their change and their equipment, he avoided the Pokémon he'd have a natural disadvantage against. He had the fortune of never having to deal with Icy attacks in his life.

Now he was three feet deep in a layer of slush that froze him like nothing else. He screamed a muffled scream from beneath the snow, beating his wings to break out. By some miracle, he found the surface and clawed his way out and onto his feet. When he emerged, he noticed a distinct lack of Star—Step's initial blast must have dissolved her spirit, sending her back to the spirit world.

"What—"

"GET DOWN!" Step roared.

Jerry reflexively hit the snow with his body again, wincing at the stinging cold against his front. Just then, a beam of icy energy brushed mere inches above his head, leaving behind a snapping layer of frost.

Kilo Villagers screamed in panic from their buildings, hiding inside. Jerry dared to peek out from his snowy shelter. ADAM was still blaring his alert signal, but he was also concentrating a bright light at the tip of his beak. Enet had disappeared completely—he had no idea where she went. Step held her hands forward, shooting Ice Beams from each palm at something in the sky.

"What is that thing?!" Jerry shouted over the icy blasts. He struggled to stand, but then realized that the poison in his system was still hampering his movement even more than the snow. He struggled to dig through his bag, hoping he had a Cheri Berry on him.

Something touched his left wing. "Spice!" Jerry said.

"You need to explain to me what in Mew's name is happening right now," Spice hissed.

"Oh, like I'd know!" Jerry hissed. "These people are insane! Get—get out of here. It's too dangerous."

Rim dodged every single Ice Beam. Bags and bags of groceries floated around her. Apples mingled with Oran Berries. Pages of books turned on their own in the wind, large novels trapping smaller comics within. Little trinkets and toys bumped against each other in a cloud above the Espurr.

"Hyper Beam at fifty percent," ADAM announced.

"What? He's charging a Hyper Beam? I thought that technique went in reverse!" Spice said. "Just fire already!"

"Normal Hyper Beams are not enough for the Hunter," ADAM reported. "Supercharging."

"What does that even mean?!"

"Don't question it!" Jerry said. "Get this Mew-forsaken spike out of my–AGH!"

To her credit, Spice obeyed, having yanked the spike out of him without a second thought. Blood dribbled from the open wound. Spice slipped a small vial made of sugar into Jerry's mouth and said, "Bite."

Jerry obeyed without thinking. Energy surged through him and his wound closed instantly. "Ungh—" He winced at the strong, bitter aftertaste.

"Aggron!" Spice yelled. "Stop disturbing the peace!"

"The Hunter is dangerous," Step replied, pointing at Rim.

"That little thing? Come now, she's adorable! A little creepy, but c'mon! And you just froze the entire street! I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

Step disregarded Spice's existence and stared at Rim again. She was still watching them, unblinking.

Step kept her right hand aimed at Rim but knew that the moment she fired, she'd just dodge it again. She used it as leverage. "Why are you here?!"

Rim finally blinked at Step, but then motioned to the groceries behind her, as if it was obvious.

"Tch… a likely story," Step said. "Where are the mutants, then? You surely have them nearby."

Rim shook her head.

"Oh, really? You just happened to come to Kilo Village at the same time we do? To get groceries?"

Rim fidgeted with her paws, nodding. The various items scattered behind her rearranged themselves into their respective bags, clicking shut once full. Rim accidentally dropped an apple, losing her focus. She looked back.

That was Step's chance. She slammed her tail on the ground, sending a huge wave of snow behind her. It buried both Spice and Jerry, and the hulking Aggron flew straight into the air. Her fist enveloped itself in frosty air; despite her bulky frame, she moved from the ground to the air right in front of Rim in a fraction of a second. Rim only had time to stare back at Step and gasp.

She collided with the barrier, shattering her own fist upon impact. Step hissed and drew her other arm back. Rim's eyes flashed purple. Step realized too late that she wouldn't be able to dodge it.

The Psychic blasted her to the ground in a spiraling motion, drilling into a building across town. Reinforced rocks and mortar fell on top of her, along with the surprised screams of the inhabitants. They scrambled out of the crumbling home.

Rim hastily gathered her supplies and shut her eyes, ready to disappear.

Spice crawled out from the snow. She puffed a plume of fire into the ice and pulled Jerry out next. The Aerodactyl, shivering and wet, only had a few seconds of what he could call stability—as he was at least on his feet—before a new disturbance ruined his balance.

ADAM fired.

The Hyper Beam was dense and narrow, but the light it emitted made it appear to be almost a fourth the radius of Kilo Village itself. A white core surrounded by yellow and orange swirls, accented with unstable red sparks, slammed against Rim's barrier. She shut her eyes tight and held her paws out.

The Beam scattered across her barrier, blowing huge holes in the clouds above Rim. Some stray beams deflected back to the ground, scorching rooftops. Others carved new dips in the streets like the claw of some titanic Garchomp.

Step jumped out of the building and then slammed her foot on the air on an invisible platform, reorienting herself straight for Rim. Her fist was healed, and she shattered it for a second time on the Espurr's barrier. This time, she broke through.

"Got you," Step hissed, wrapping her claws around Rim's throat with her remaining hand.

Her eyes widened with panic. Psychic, swirling energy churned around Step, but the Aggron squeezed her claws, digging into her throat. That was all she could do. The Psychic blast tore her arm into five icy chunks. The hand remained latched onto Rim, stuck in its clenched position. Desperately, Step slammed her remaining, handless arm down onto Rim and pushed her toward the ground.

They landed on top of the grocery store, breaking through the roof. Berries, fruits, and vegetables scattered in all directions. An innocent southern Vulpix became buried in the scattered produce. A Froslass and Tangrowth running the shop fled for their lives into the streets.

Step didn't even take the time to ask Rim for last words. She brought her one arm down onto her skull. At the last second, a final barrier blocked Step from finishing her off. Her eyes glowed and blasted the icy Aggron out of the shop, breaking the entrance apart. She tumbled across the ground and stopped on her back, too disoriented to get up.

Rim gathered up her groceries—somehow mostly intact—and emerged from the shop, staring at Step unblinkingly. Step's icy claws fell from her neck, leaving behind a small patch of blood.

"Urgh…" Step tried to stand, but a force kept her held in place. "On my back against a Psychic… just like Ra…" She growled out a curse, blowing another puff of frost into the air. "How appropriate."

Rim's eyes flashed—but then her entire body suddenly jerked to the right. The Espurr yelped, a bloody wound abruptly forming on her side. A second one appeared next to the first, slashing down her arm. Rim's eyes flashed to the right, twisting the air, but whatever was attacking her was completely unaffected. A third slash slammed against Rim's barrier, but then a fourth cut diagonally across her back. She screamed and fell to the ground, panting.

Lithe footsteps kicked dirt into the air. That was enough for Rim to flash her eyes again, this time firing a strange beam of Bug-imbued energy toward the steps.

Enet's illusion dropped instantly. The once-invisible Zoroark went flying across the street, tumbling and twirling on the ground until she stopped in a dusty, dizzy heap.

Step managed to get to her feet. In the little time she had, she rushed Rim and raised her remaining arm. The Espurr didn't have time to react, only to turn and stare at the icy death that awaited her.

"NO!"

A concentrated plume of fire slammed into Step's back, turning a portion of her tail into water. Then, it exploded violently, sending Step clear over Rim and on her partly-melted back. Her left leg shattered, absorbing most of the impact.

"Who—?!" Step hissed.

Standing on the opposite side of Rim, rushing to her side, was a Typhlosion, nuzzling the tiny Espurr's cheek. "Are you okay?" he asked.

"Lavender," she said quietly. "Go away…"

"No! I'll save you!"

"I'm… fine…"

"Get away from the Espurr, child!" Step shouted. "Or die with her!"

Step rose to her one remaining leg, holding herself up with her one arm on the opposite corner of her body. A cold wind spun around them, snow gathering and compacting around her missing limbs. In mere seconds, Step's body was in one piece again. She held out both hands toward Rim and left no time for either of them to answer.

Lavender brought his arms forward and held his head down. A shield of light blocked Step's onslaught, protecting Rim just behind him.

"Do you really think a mere Protect barrier is enough for me?!"

She kept firing. She delved into the depths of her Mystic strength to press even when the Protect barrier started to fade. Lavender grunted and held his hands forward again. The Protect barrier flickered and shattered.

Lavender yelped in pain, the Ice Beam freezing his chest, leaving large crystals behind that made it hard to move his arms forward again for another Protect.

"Rim… run away! I… I'm not allowed to hurt them… Dad said so!"

Rim struggled to stand, looking behind her. She nodded.

"As if I would allow such a thing!" Step said. She looked up and spotted ADAM finally approaching from the air. She could only tell because of the multicolored blast flying down from him. Freezing, shocking, and burning energies all mixed into one and slammed into Lavender from behind.

He howled, falling forward. That left Rim open to attack. The Espurr wobbled toward the downed Typhlosion, completely vulnerable. "Now!" Step shouted to ADAM.

"Target locked." The Proygon-Z fired another Tri-Attack for Rim. At the same time, Step unleashed her final Ice Beam at her. If those two connected—based on how Rim's body was so strained, her barrier depleted—it would kill her. It had to.

"STOOOP!"

Lavender lunged over Rim and enveloped her body in his fur. Ice wrapped around his left side and the mixed auras of the Tri-Attack scorched, shocked, and froze his right. The flames on his back erupted and melted the ice away, sending plumes of steam into the sky.

Step saw him move away. She grunted frustratedly. At this rate, they'd escape. She squinted, trying to read their auras through the steam, but something about Lavender's aura made looking at them sting. It was blinding. Staring at Lavender was like staring into the sun with wide eyes.

"Ugh, to the void with this," Step muttered. Her normal sight was more reliable at this point, even with the steam. With a splitting headache from looking at Lavender's glowing spirit, she opened her eyes.

She saw a shadow in the rising vapor. She had no idea what it was, but it could only be Lavender and Rim. The icy Aggron readied her hands, taking aim.

Something jumped out of the steam. Something Step had never seen before. It moved so quickly that she couldn't get a good look at it—only that it went on four legs, with a white head and neck, a black body, and green forelegs like talons.

Lavender moved so quickly that Step didn't have time to change her aim. She fired out of reflex. To Step's fortune, it hit the creature right between the eyes, split by the strange crest atop its head. To Step's misfortune, it didn't even slow him down.

The talons of the strange creature glowed with a fiery, orange aura. Still in the air, Lavender swung his forelegs down onto Step. The fire melted the top layer of her icy body and the impact shattered the rest of her shoulders, leaving her armless. The forward momentum carried into Step, knocking her backward.

"Ungh—!"

Lavender jumped in the air again; his form eclipsed the sun from Step's vantage point. She only saw his silhouette—and then his eyes, narrow and glowing with a golden light.

A spirit emerged from Step's chest—a large Kommo-o. And then two more appeared right beside him. All three of them slammed their chests in unison, sending clanging shockwaves toward Lavender all at once.

It was barely enough to disrupt his strike; he fell to the ground and shook his head.

"R-Ra—"

The largest Kommo-o looked back. "Pull yourself together."

The other two went to either side of Step and helped her up.

Enet, finally awake, struggled to her feet, severely hunched over.

ADAM's beak was glowing with a halfway-charged Hyper Beam.

Jerry and Step finally rounded the corner in time to see what had happened on the opposite side of the street.

Lavender was completely surrounded, yet it didn't look like he was anywhere near finished. His eyes glowed, fierce and fiery, like his flame-imbued talons.

Rim sat up. "Lavender…"

He looked back. The golden light in his eyes dimmed. "H-huh?" Suddenly, his body convulsed. He bowed his head in a retch, and then a cough. A golden, ethereal cloud spewed from his throat and onto the ground, comprised of tiny orbs of light. Lavender gasped and clamped his jaws on as much as he could, practically breathing them back in. Despite this, some evaporated away anyway. Lavender coughed again, expelling even more of that golden fog.

In the chaos, Rim crawled to Lavender. She tiredly pulled out a strange device from her pouch—Step caught sight of it. A shining Badge—identical to the ones Team Alloy carried with them.

Step fired another Ice Beam, this time from her mouth, but by the time it got to their positions, the pair vanished in a golden light.

She huffed snowflakes. "Pathetic," she said, though it was hard to tell—even for herself—who that was targeted toward. And then, she fell.

"Mom!" one of the Kommo-o spirits said. She caught Step under the right arm. "Kana—help—"

The other daughter held Step up by the other arm.

The largest Kommo-o walked briskly to her side. "How are you?"

"The Hunter got away," she hissed. "Ra…" She glared at him. "Thank you for helping."

Ra nodded, offering a proud smile. It faded seconds later. "We must regroup. That thing was not normal. Another weapon of the Hunters." He looked back at the others. ADAM was dispelling his charged Hyper Beam gradually with a soft glow. Enet had collapsed onto her back, breathing steadily. Jerry and Spice caught up to them.

"You're explaining to me everything," Spice said.

"I'm gonna tell the same thing to that cursed Mew," Jerry hissed back.

"Mew?!" Spice said. "You're kidding."

"I wish I was."

Spice looked between them, rubbing her head. She addressed Jerry. "The… ice-Aggron is showing signs of aura fatigue. We need to bring her to the hospital."

"Sure," Jerry said.

"After that, we're gonna get you and these three processed."

"Excuse me?" Jerry said. "Didn't you hear me?! I said my name was cle—"

"Fine, maybe not you, but certainly the Aggron and Porygon-Z." She pointed to them. "They clearly assaulted the Espurr to cause all of this mess!"

"Are you—" Jerry paused. With Spice's perspective, Step did initiate the strike. But there had to be a good reason for it. Step was one of the most reasonable Pokémon he'd ever seen in this insane collection of nutcases. Was she a nut, too? Perfect.

"Safety first," Spice said. "Let's take her to the hospital. If you can explain it to me then, I won't arrest them, but I can't say the same for all the other Hearts when they see the damage she did. The—" Spice hissed. "I need to check the other buildings for anybody injured, too. Jerry, you're helping me."

"What—"

"I'm putting my faith that you aren't lying to me when you said your name's cleared. Help me with this. Besides, isn't this what you've always wanted?"

Jerry grunted. He dug through the bag around his neck and pulled out his Provisionary Badge. "Guess so."

Step's eyes bulged. "You idiot," she said, shoving him back. "Show me that at the beginning. Now I don't have to threaten you with my poison." She pointed to the right street. "Check that side. I'll check the left. Okay?"

"Alright. And what about them?" Jerry said. "They don't know the way to the hospital."

"Oh—I do," Cent spoke up. "I used to work there."

"Of course you did." Jerry sighed. "Fine, then you bring him and the Zoroark to the hospital, got it?"

"Okay. Dad! Carry Enet!"

"…Must I?" Ra asked.

"It's only fair," Step replied. Despite her exhaustion, her eyes shined with amusement.

A smirk that only Ra recognized. "You're enjoying this."

"I am."

He awkwardly approached the Zoroark, hesitating to get any closer. She locked eyes with him briefly and growled.

"Hello, Enet," Ra greeted.

A dark aura enveloped her claws. Ra expected as much.

"I'm here to help," he said, pointing behind him. "I'm with the Ice Guardian. I cannot hurt you." A simple lie to get the feral to cooperate.

Enet stared at Ra. "…You're mean."

Ra swallowed his pride and lowered his head and upper half in a bow. "I'm sorry."

Enet huffed and got up to her feet, taking a few stubborn steps past him. She couldn't keep it up, stumbling over her own feet. Ra held his arm out and caught her. She growled at him again, but finally snorted, resigning herself.

They walked along the icy roads. The snow was rapidly melting. The overabundance of water drained effectively through the drainage ditches that lined the edges of the streets.

"Mnngh…" Step groaned. "Golden…"

"What?" Kana asked.

"Star's… telling us to be careful," Step said.

ADAM fell in line with the other two injured Guardians. Up close, it looked like the Porygon Z's beak had somehow deformed from the overexertion of his attacks.

"I was unable to detect aura readings during the battle," ADAM reported. "Attempting to scan user 'Lavender' resulted in a sensor overflow. The scanner had to be rebooted. Three attempts were made with the same results. When light sensors detected a golden color, aura sensors were briefly operational. A large number of individual auras were detected for three seconds."

"Souls…" Step tried to walk normally again, but she heard her icy joints creak. "Star is saying… that those lights… were souls…" Unable to remain conscious, the Aggron finally passed out, leaving her daughters to carry her the rest of the way.






64. In Public


Chapter 58 – In Public

Nurse Blissey squeezed past the clogged halls of the hospital near the center of Kilo Village, balancing a Soft-Boiled egg in her tiny hands. It glowed with golden light. She quickly tossed it onto the Aggron that was in the corner of the room in one of the heavy-duty beds, made from reinforced stone, cotton, and thick sheets.

"Status on Aggron?" Blissey asked.

"She's stable," Incineroar replied, looking over at a small screen embedded into the stone. It had white text on a black screen, reading out various numbers and metrics based on countless other devices—mostly for precaution—that surrounded Step's general area.

Step groaned, trying to move one of her icy arms.

"Please don't move, Ma'am," said Incineroar.

"Where… am I?"

"You are at Kilo Hospital. You're under good wings."

"The others…"

"They are fine, too," Incineroar said. "You sustained the most damage, so we're taking care of you. Don't worry about anything else."

"The Hunter…"

"The person you were fighting is gone. Don't worry about it."

"I need to go," Step said, rising up—but something kept her from moving. "What…" She looked at her arms. Strange, black fabric made from some ethereal material wrapped around her. "What is this?!"

"Stay calm. We're just restricting your movement so you don't further hurt yourself or others."

"Hurt others?! I shall make you my first victim, you—"She angled her wrist toward Incineroar, who stared with indifferent, calm eyes. Step fired a weak beam of ice at him as a warning shot. A golden light blocked the beam completely, Incineroar crossing his arms with a deft, routine movement. Step was positive he was trying to suppress an eyeroll.

"Don't think you can Protect against the next one," Step hissed.

"Mm. I won't need to," Incineroar said.

A new light behind Step caught her eyes, opposite of Incineroar. The black fabric had originated from a Wobbuffet, centralized at the base of its blue, bulbous form. "Sorry," Wobbuffet said meekly.

"What did you do to me?" Step said. She growled and focused entirely on Wobbuffet this time, channeling her aura for a Blizzard to freeze everyone over. That was much easier. Yet… the strike never came. She couldn't tap into it at all. Blizzard was simply not there.

But she knew Ice Beam worked. She held her other palm toward the Wobbuffet, drawing from her aura to launch another. But then a blue light enveloped her next, and the charge faded in an instant. "What—"

A purple shadow emerged from the ground, solidifying into a Gengar. "C'mon, seriously? Just keep it together. We're trying to help you here." His eyes glowed with blue light.

"Just so you aren't panicked, we're keeping you from trying to escape and cause more trouble," Incineroar said, pointing at the Aggron's arms. "Wobbuffet's Shadow Tag prevents any motions of escape. If you moved to try to cooperate, it will let you. But once you try moving to run away, you'll be pinned down. Don't do that." He then pointed to Wobbuffet. "Also, he used Encore on you, blocking your aura channels from switching openings. You can only use the last technique that your aura tuned itself toward. Looked like an Ice Beam. Then,"—he pointed to Gengar—"we Disabled the one remaining channel."

"Why such elaborate security?!" Step hissed. "Let me go!"

"Because you just snowed over half of the crater," Incineroar said dully.

"Do you really think these bounds will restrict me so easily?! I'll—I can so easily break free if I pleased!"

"Oh, by all means, break if you wish," Incineroar said with a shrug. "You're too weak to do anything. Look at your aura readings." He tapped at the screen. Step didn't understand what any of the numbers or abbreviations meant. "How about this," he said. "If you calm down, we'll let your kids and your mate come in to see you. I don't know what sort of strange variety of Pokémon you are to be made entirely of ice, but they told me you're from the northwestern tundra. I buy it."

Step glared at Incineroar. "What is wrong with me?"

"Mentally or physically?" At the glare, he went on, "Well, it used to be horrible injuries, but you seemed to have healed yourself up just fine from that. Somehow. A Soft-Boiled egg took care of what remained. Now, we're just dealing with some aura strain. I've never seen something this unstable before. It's like your aura's ready to leap out of your body. Or… well… I don't know what else to make of it. It's almost like your body and aura are blended together."

"Hmph. That isn't anything to worry about. I feel perfectly fine."

"I'm sure you are," Incineroar said. "Do you want to see your family or not?"

Step growled. She settled down, muttering to herself about her own uselessness.

"Then please, don't make this any more difficult. At the rate of your recovery, you'll be released by tomorrow morning."

"Unacceptable!" Step's energy returned again. "Release me now! There is no time for such foolishness!"

Incineroar sighed. "Gengar. Hypnosis."

"You got it." Gengar said, eyes glowing purple.

"Such pathetic tricks won't work on me," Step said, staring Gengar right in the eyes. "You may have blocked my aura, but I refuse to fall asleep. Allow me to see my family. Where are they?"

Gengar and Step locked eyes. The purple glow intensified. Step glared harder. Gengar shifted his weight, frowning uncomfortably.

"They're waiting in the lobby," said Incineroar after Gengar gave up.

"Would've gotten you next time," Gengar said in a mumble.

"Then you'll settle down?" Incineroar asked.

"I suppose I don't have a choice," Step said, puffing a bit of frosty air into her blanket. After a long silence, she eventually turned her head until her snout dug into the fabric she was resting on. The softness against her steel hide perplexed her. "What is this? Cotton?"

"Yes. Well, wool, I suppose. Or cotton-wool. I didn't really look into what Mareep shed with a Cotton Spore technique, but they make very good fabric."

"Mom?"

Step suddenly turned her head, realizing that the black ribbons that covered her arms gave no resistance. "Kana," she said, sitting up.

"Easy," Incineroar said.

Step obeyed, slowly getting into a sitting position. "Cent," she greeted the second Kommo-o and then nodded to the third. "Ra. You're all okay?"

"We are," Ra replied. "And you?"

Step looked down. "I am not," she said. "I failed against some sort of… creature, and a Hunter. It was disgraceful."

"It was," Ra said, nodding.

"Dad?!" Kana said.

Ra raised his arm. "But," he went on, "you did far better than any of the others. There was something… wrong with that creature. I do not know what it was. But the feeling I got—and what Star told us…"

"Souls." Step nodded. "What did she mean? I can't hear her any longer. She must have traveled to the others to tell them the news."

"Whatever it is," Ra said, "it had her incredibly shaken, and not merely because of how frigid your Ice Realm is." Ra sat on the bedside. Kana and Cent sat across from Ra. "That monstrosity truly frightened her. But now, you must rest."

"Yeah, rest!" Enet said.

Gengar and Wobbuffet shouted in surprise at the sudden, abrupt appearance of Enet in the middle of the room.

Incineroar growled. "Who are you, and how did you get here?"

"Zoroark," Enet nodded, pointing a claw into her furry chest. "And… Zoroark." She clicked her claws together, disappearing.

"Do not worry," Step said. "She is friendly."

Incineroar grumbled something about the place becoming too crowded. "Do not cause trouble," he said. "I don't understand all of your strange freak-show talents, but right now, it's my job to make sure you make a full recovery. None of you put Aggron in any stress."

"No stress!" Enet agreed, reappearing.

"Enet," Step said. "What of ADAM and Jerry?"

"Zzz is okay," Enet said. "Jerry, um…"

"Jerry left to help Spice check on all the buildings to make sure nobody else got hurt," Ra said. "You indeed filled most of the town with snow. It's a good thing the runoff system for rain can handle the water melting."

"Hmph. They're lucky that they have to deal with snow and not total annihilation by the Espurr."

"How in the world is an adorable little Espurr a danger to all of Kilo?" Incineroar said, shrugging. "I see her walking through town all the time at this time of day. She's probably just shy of all the bustle of the mornings and evenings when most Hearts are preparing for missions." He shook his head. "Don't cause trouble. I need to check on another room. Our staff can't handle this influx that you created. Will you guys take care of this?" He looked to Wobbuffet and Gengar. They both nodded—in Wobbuffet's case, his black tail did.

Incineroar left, leaving Step and the others to brood.

Enet tapped her claw on Step's arm. "Okay?" she asked.

"Hm? Yes, Enet, I'm just fine. My aura is weak, but as you can see, Ra can still maintain himself, as can my kids." She looked at her. "Enet, you were seriously harmed. How are you here, now?"

"Healed!" Enet said, nodding. "With… that!" She pointed at the Blissey across the hall tossing a golden, egg-shaped wad of light toward another patient.

"Oh, I see," Step said. "Blissey are wonderful healers. Though, I imagine it is nothing compared to the mutant Meganium." She smirked. "Well. In any case. I suppose I will rest." She let her body drop back onto the cotton, sinking a few feet inside.

Peace and quiet returned to the Ice and Electric guardians.

Just down the hall, with his beak buffed out and repaired, ADAM flailed in protest. "I do not require further assistance. I am… optimal!"

"Sir, sir, it is okay. You do not have to struggle! We only want to check on your inner workings." A second Porygon-Z bobbed worriedly on ADAM's right.

A Rotom was on the left, buzzing uncertainly. "There is something strange about your circuitry. Perhaps you loaded the incorrect programs?"

"No such programs are incorrect! I am fully operational. Optimal! All unit tests passed!"

"He's talking kinda weird," Porygon-Z said.

"You kinda talk like that if we hit you on the head hard enough," Rotom said.

"Perhaps he's concussed," Z said. "Well, no matter. Fellow kin, would you mind, uh… holding still? We're going to try to do a system patch."

"You do not have the necessary user permissions."

"Sorry, not a choice. That fight must've banged you up pretty bad." Z nodded to Rotom. His body crackled and jittered, plunging into Z's body. He shivered, "Urgh—okay. Okay, that's good. Digitizing… now!" Z, possessed by Rotom, became nothing but a crackling streak of colored lights. He shot directly into ADAM's chest.

He let out a blaring alarm again, buzzing and screaming with his head spinning rapidly atop his body. "ACCESS DENIED!" he roared. "MALWARE DETECTED!"

"What on Kilo is going on in here?!" Incineroar stormed in. He quickly ducked, narrowly dodging a wad of floating frost crystals. Upon hitting the wall, they exploded and left behind a chunk of ice. By his feet, a ball of electricity crackled and exploded in the same way. Going right for his chest was a ball of fire. Incineroar grabbed it and threw it to the ground, grunting.

ADAM blared klaxons, shouting again about malware, viruses, and unauthorized access. Incineroar rushed out to call for Gengar, but instead ran into an Aerodactyl.

"Ugh—sorry," Incineroar said.

"What's going on?" Spice asked, standing just behind Jerry. "And what's that noise?!"

"Sounds like the tweaking Porygon," Jerry mumbled.

"Porygon-Z," Spice said. "Don't get lazy with their names. They get really offended."

"Yeah, sure." Jerry rolled his eyes.

"The Normal Guardian appears to be in distress," said a creature just behind Jerry and Spice.

Incineroar blinked. "What in the world are you supposed to be?"

The canid Zygarde nodded. "Hello. I am here on assignment. Pay me no mind."

"Yeah, while we were checking out the houses for anybody else that may've been injured," Jerry said, "he said he'd like to accompany us for some business we had. Don't worry about Zygarde. Besides, according to the legend, these guys aren't that strong in this form."

Incineroar stared. "Zygarde. Of the Legends. Here." He looked at the canine, then at erry. "…Fine. I need to check on other patients anyway. That Blizzard really did a number of some folks. Zygarde, don't cause any trouble."

"Understood, Phol." Hecto bowed.

"Incineroar. Keep it formal."

"Apologies."

Jerry peeked inside just in time to see Rotom and Z slam into the wall, dizzy. ADAM then flew through the hospital, alarms on an eternal repeat.

Spice rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "I see what you mean by tweaking," she said. "Is he always like this?"

"I've only known him for a day and, yes, he's always like this," Jerry said.

Rotom and Z twitched, barely conscious.

"It's like a… Dungeon in there…" Rotom said.

"Guess he couldn't fix his software," Spice said.

"Software?" Jerry repeated.

"That's the term their kind use," Spice said. "It's kinda like their brains, I think. They must've thought your friend had, um…"

"Corrupted files," Z said. "So many… corrupted files…"

"ADAM is not a standard Porygon-Z," Hecto explained, turning his unblinking, hexagon-eyes toward Step's direction.

Rotom's body fizzled. "I think I'm gonna throw up."

"Guess we should track down Mr. Corrupted," Spice said.

"Do we have to?" Jerry said.

"Doesn't matter. He ran off toward Aggron's room, and I wanted to have a word with her anyway," Spice said, tapping him on the shoulder. "C'mon, let's go."

"I, too, would like to speak to the Guardians all at once," Hecto said.

"Okay." Jerry pointed a wing at the Zygarde angrily. "what's your deal? I've never seen you until now."

"I am Star's eyes," Hecto said. "I watch. However, due to the extreme circumstances, I am here to interfere and report. I suppose in that sense, I am now her paws."

"Well, don't interfere with me," Spice said. "I need to give that Aggron a little taste of the law."

"You aren't seriously going to arrest her, are you?" Jerry said. "Once Anam finds out about this, she's gonna be let off with a warning, at most."

"Doesn't matter. Nobody's above the law, and she just iced over half of Kilo Village. That kind of destruction can't go unpunished."

"Fine, fine, your funeral," Jerry said. He followed after Spice, mumbling, "Consider yourself lucky nobody got killed. Though a few homes are gonna need to be rebuilt…"

They entered the emergency room—something that, at first, startled Jerry. His eyes darted around at the familiar scenery, heart racing for only a few seconds. He gulped, looking down.

"Hey," Spice said, holding his shoulder. "It's alright." She stepped in and waved down Wobbuffet. "Is Aggron doing okay?"

"She's doing better," Gengar answered for him. His eyes briefly focused on the crackling scar on Spice's chest, but after a fierce glare by the Salazzle, Gengar averted his eyes. "Aura is still giving off weird readings, but the stability is going up, so that's all we're worried about. And, uh… you, uh… hey. Are you another one of those weird Pokémon?"

"Hello," Hecto said. "Do not mind me. Finish your interactions."

"Hi, Jerry!" One of the Kommo-o cheerfully waved at the Aerodactyl.

"Eh, hi," Jerry said.

"…Okay," Spice said, staring at Jerry. "Why are there three living ice sculptures of Kommo-o in the hospital with an Aggron the same way?"

"I told you," Jerry said, "you don't want to get involved in all this. You think this is weird? Just wait. The second you see Anam for how he really is, you'll start reconsidering if you want to retire early."

"Oh, please," Spice said, looking at the four. "I think it's interesting. Besides, I already know there's some crazy darkness about Anam."

"…Excuse me?" Jerry said. "What? No. He's a happy bundle of immortal slime, not—"

"No, there's more," Spice said, looking at Jerry. "What you're telling me just confirms it. Hmph… anyway. You. Aggron."

"Yes?" Step said.

"You do know that you are under arrest for disturbing the peace, property damage, and negligent use of aura, right?"

"I care little for your laws," Step said. "I saved your lives."

"Seven Pokémon were seriously injured and fifty more suffered minor injuries," Hecto reported monotonously. "Additionally, three buildings were completely demolished, and approximately a quarter of all Kilo Village properties are partially flooded."

Spice nodded. "Yeah, about that,"—She flexed her claws in a wave-like motion—"you attacked first. I was there, and I saw the whole thing. That Espurr was buying groceries. She showed zero signs of aggression. Everything she did was in self-defense. I don't know what kind of crazy powers she had, but whatever feud you have, your mistake was taking it to Kilo Village. I'm sorry, but we're going to have to take you in."

"Bold of you to assume you can subdue her," Ra spoke up with a scowl. "My mate could overpower you all if she wished. She is only behaving this way to be cordial."

"Strong!" Enet said.

Spice blinked at Enet. She prodded Jerry again. "Is she—"

"Feral, yeah. Not sure how she's talking."

Spice shook her head, finally spotting ADAM spinning his head in the corner, muttering something about defragmenting.

Spice rubbed her head. "Look, I'm not gonna question it. You're made of ice, apparently an Aggron and a Kommo-o can be mates, and ferals can talk. Got it. Today I learned a lot. But the point is, Aggron, if you want to lighten any of your punishments, and if what Jerry's saying is true about Anam giving you some kind of pardon, then you'll cooperate with us. How does that sound?"

"Trust me, Step," Jerry said, "just work with her. It'll be better this way. Besides, we aren't taking you out now, right?"

"No, we can't discharge her," Gengar said. "Her aura is still unstable, and we'd like to keep an eye on her in case she needs another Soft-Boiled treatment."

Spice nodded. "Alright, that's fine. Then how about this. Is she fine now?"

"We were told to keep an eye on her because she was being… uncooperative."

"And rightfully so, restraining her like that," Ra snarled. "I have half a mind to strike you all."

"V-violent threats are going to just increase your charges," Gengar said.

"Hey, you guys need to tone it down," Cent said, tapping Ra on the head. He flinched and growled at her, but Cent held her glare. "These guys live to help you. The least you can do is be grateful. You're just being a nuisance." She looked at Step. "Both of you. You're being awful patients right now. Try having some dignity."

"Dignity?" Ra said. "How is this any—"

Cent flicked Ra on the snout, earning a surprised snort. "Dignity," Cent said again. "Learn to accept help. Enough of that stupid Dragon pride."

Ra opened his mouth partway to retort, but no words emerged. He glanced at Step.

The Aggron huffed a cloud of snowflakes and turned away. "Very well."

Gengar blinked. "…You… sound familiar," he said to Cent.

"I—I do?" Cent asked, flinching. "What're you talking about?"

"You know, I don't really know for sure," Gengar said. "Wait. Your mother—no offense, but, your biological mother—did she happen to work here once?"

Cent blinked. She pointed to Step. "She's my biological mom, sorry."

"But… you're a Kommo-o."

"Yeah, because of my dad."

"But… that's not… how…"

"It's complicated," Cent dismissed.

Gengar frowned, but then his eyes glimmered. "Oh, I get it. Transfer Orb, right? That must've cost a pretty Poké."

"Guess it's kinda bad that everybody knows we exist," Kana whispered to Cent. "What're we supposed to do?! Star can't erase all their memories! And Nevren can't, either, right? That was the thing he usually did? But Mom iced the town! And now we're here!"

Spice groaned. "Maybe I should retire early," she mumbled. "Hey, Gengar, Wobbuffet. Go tend to the other patients. I don't think Aggron's going to cause any trouble for now. Looks like she's content enough with just having her family around. And if she does cause trouble," Spice said, winking at them, "I'll take care of it."

That, it seemed, was enough. They left to tend to other patients more in need of their help.

Step finally relaxed, deflating against her mate when the black fabric dissolved around her. "It has been a while," said Step, "since I felt so… weakened."

"More recent for me," Ra said, clearing his throat. He made an uneasy glance at Enet.

The Zoroark growled at him.

"Hello, Zoroark," Ra said.

"Enet," she replied, growling.

"Right, of course. Enet. Star gave you that name, didn't she?"

"Nice Star. Mean you."

Ra snorted. "Ironic."

"Dumb word!" Enet said. "Glad you're dead!"

"I feel very alive," Ra said. "Death only comes to a spirit that has given up!"

"Then give up!"

"Enough," Step boomed, rubbing her head. "You bicker like children. Enet,"—she pointed at her—"Ra means you no harm. He made mistakes in his past that he has already paid for with the end of his life. And with his death, he remains in my company. I apologize that you were forced into the Guardian life, but the true person you should blame for your circumstances is Star, not my mate."

Enet growled, sticking her nose in the air. "Mean."

Ra sighed, rubbing his forehead. "Is she always like this?" he asked Jerry.

"How should I know?" He looked to Spice. "Look, I don't know the full story here, but as crazy as these guys seem, Step's one of the more reasonable ones. So, if she attacked Espurr, there's a good reason for it. Right?"

"Absolutely," Step said. "She is a Hunter. She attempted to kill me only one day ago with her mutant subjects."

"Mutant?" Spice repeated. "Wait—you mean those freakish Pokémon that've killed Kiloans? We're still rebuilding Milli Town out east…"

"Exactly those," Jerry said. "Back when I first got arrested, I ran into some crazy Snorlax that was more muscle than fat. I don't think I could've run away faster. Felt like a Ninjask. That thing could've turned me into dirt with one punch. Of course I got out of there."

"Comforting," Spice said with a mumble. She then addressed Step again. "So, she's the leader of the mutants that have been causing trouble in certain areas? You know, we've had to clear out and evacuate small villages because of that. We even lost Granbull Jin—Mew rest his spirit—last year to one that came too close to Kilo Village."

Jerry nodded. "Yes. She's behind it. And I met another one of them, too, back when I was getting, uh, treated." He tugged at his scarf to make sure it was still on tight. "His name is Eon. And he's even stronger than Rim. I don't know why she's here in Kilo Village, but I don't think she should be allowed inside. When I see that slime dragon again, I'm gonna ask him if he knew about this…"

"Mm. And what about that… thing that was with her? I saw a glimpse of it. Like it was transforming into different things, but then it became some kind of… mashed up version of a bunch of different Pokémon, all at once. What was that?"

"An abomination," Step said.

Hecto cleared his throat.

"It coughed up souls!" Cent spoke up, not hearing Hecto. "That's… Why would something have more than one soul inside it!?"

"Well, figure that's possible with Team Alloy if they fuse," Jerry said, "but yeah. Not like that. If those golden lights really are souls, I gotta wonder why. Actually, second question: when you say soul, are you talking about that Book of Arceus junk? That stuff's actually real?"

"I gotta hear this," Spice said, leaning forward with interest. "No offense to Arceus followers, but Mew's more my kind of Pokémon, if you get what I'm saying."

"Nobody's really surprised by that," Jerry said. He yelped when Spice's tail whipped him on his lower back.

"Go on?" she asked Step.

Step shrugged. "The concept is strange to me as well. Body, aura, spirit, they are all layers to us. That is all I know. Perhaps some are the same. I did not pay attention to Star's explanation since it has little relevance to my daily life."

"Perhaps now it's relevant," Ra said. "If the Hunters are creating a creature that can contain countless souls inside, there must be a reason, just as there's a reason to be creating mutants that can fuse together. Seeing as that thing was able to so easily strike Step down… perhaps this is the next step in the Hunters' inventions."

"Comforting," Step growled. "Perhaps that is why Star was so upset."

"Star?" Spice finally asked.

"Oh, just Mew," Jerry replied with a casual wave of his wing.

"Oh, okay." Spice rolled her eyes. "Why not."

"Excuse me."

Heads turned toward the entrance.

"Oh, right, you. Zygarde. You kinda blend into the background, don't you?" Jerry said. "I forgot you were here."

"That is generally my role," said Hecto. "My name is Zygarde Hecto. I am Star's eyes, but at the moment, I am here as her mouth. She is traveling across the ethereal forest to find the others, and tasked me with communicating the rest of her words."

"This day just gets better and better," Spice said. "The Legendary Zygarde… well, part of him, at least. You're a lot smaller than the Book says you are."

Hecto continued, undeterred. "Star neglected to inform the newcomer Guardians—as she thought such a situation would not arise—that Rim occasionally visits Kilo Village under an ancient treaty between the Hearts and the Hunters. They visit for luxuries and other goods to keep the mutants at bay. In exchange, they assist in retaining, controlling, and capturing mutants, rather than unleashing them."

"Wait," Kana said, "so Rim… really was just here on errands?"

"That is the general opinion."

Step clicked her claws against her arms. "Mm. A treaty. Why was I not informed of this?"

"Star is quite absentminded. She did not consider Rim crossing paths. Additionally, the actual treaty was only known by a select few, typically Nevren, Rhys, Elder, and Anam. Rhys and Elder have been involved with one another, and Nevren and Anam were not present. I apologize for not informing you in time, but I was trapped under the snow as well."

"Do you just wander the town and we've never seen you?" asked Spice.

"This was a rare arrival," Hecto said. "Strange activities have been making Star antsy, so I have been visiting more often. Additionally, I was assigned to inform you that the chimeric creature you encountered is known as Silvally. I know little else." Hecto's hexagon eyes flashed once. "Additionally, I recommend returning back to Hot Spot so we can discuss these new developments."


Two mutants lounged near the entrance to Quartz HQ. One was a Sceptile with a long, winding tail, like a serpent covered in sharp, leafy blades. Another was an Ampharos whose body pulsed in waves of cyan electricity, starting from the head and ending at the tail.

The air smelled vaguely salty from the nearby ocean that surrounded the small island. Their landscape was a field of white sand dotted with grass and palm trees. Behind them was the entrance to a small cave leading underground, marked by a stairway, as well as a large hillside of yellow grass.

A gentle breeze shifted the sharp leaves on Sceptile's tail. "Hey," Sceptile said. "I'm sorry."

"Hmph." Ampharos turned his head away.

"I didn't mean it, okay? I didn't know that was the last slice."

"You could've asked."

"I thought there was another box, okay? I'm sorry."

"You knew it was my favorite flavor." He sniffled.

"I—I know I did, I…" Sceptile bit his claw nervously. "What can I do to make it up to you?"

Ampharos flicked his tail, sending sparks toward Sceptile. "Today's my chore day," Ampharos said. "You're doing it. Then I'll forgive you."

He slammed his hands together. "Okay! It's done!"

"Good." Ampharos looked ahead. "…And I'm sorry I scorched your comic book."

Before Sceptile could reply, Rim appeared in front of them, battered and bleeding, with Lavender right behind her, barely able to contain the souls within his mouth. Behind Lavender came a haphazard assortment of groceries and goods.

"H-help," Lavender said.

They sprung to their feet. "Mom!" they both cried.

Rim's breathing was weak, and she could barely look up.

"G-get Dad!" Lavender begged.

They obeyed without question, sprinting into the lab, screaming at the top of their lungs for Eon.

It took far too long in Eon's opinion for him to reach the surface. He, as an Espurr, flew out with the power of wind, kicking up a cloud of sand. Lavender transformed into a Golem and stood in front of Rim, blocking the incoming blast. He then rolled to the side to allow Eon immediate access.

"Rim! Rim, what happened?!" He clutched her fur, but then flinched when he saw how much of her blood had soaked into it. "You're practically half mortal! W-wait, let me—" He held her shoulders firmly and channeled energy into her.

Rim gasped weakly, holding out her paw. Eon gulped, paws shaking. She saw the huge tears soaking the fur on the impostor Espurr's cheeks. "I'm okay," Rim said weakly, forcing a smile.

"You're far from okay," Eon said, but then looked at Lavender, who was holding his mouth shut.

"Lavender—why were you in your Silvally form? Never do that! It's not stable yet!"

"I'm sorry!" Lavender said, three souls spilling out of his mouth. He snapped his jaws around each one, struggling to swallow.

"You tried to fight," Eon said. "Why?! I said not to—"

"The mean Aggron fought first!" Lavender said, sniffling. "M-Mom woulda been even more hurt!"

Eon stared at Rim next. She looked away.

"It was just groceries. It was just groceries in Kilo. Did—did that treaty mean nothing to Anam?!"

"She didn't know…"

Eon shakily held Rim, waiting for her to breathe easier. "Rim, is that what happened? Lavender—go inside and put on your Sealer."

"O-okay. Okay." Lavender shambled inside, turning into a Scolipede again to roll as quickly as he could.

Eon watched Rim's wounds slowly close. He heard slithering behind him and looked back. "Dad, do you need me for any help?" It was a mutant Meganium, vines writhing with worry.

"Please," Eon said, standing aside.

"M-Mom…!" She rushed forward and wrapped her vines around Rim, channeling healing energy into her. With barely a piece of her vine consumed, Rim was back at top health, though her aura was still depleted.

"Take her inside," Eon said, staring with wide eyes. "Please… make sure she's okay."

"Okay. B-but where are you going?" Meganium asked.

"This—this is too much," Eon said, paws shaking. "I'm—I'm done. I can't let this go on. This was too close, too—" He swallowed, trying to stay composed for his child. "Don't worry about me. I'm leaving to see one of your older brothers, that's all."

"Okay," Meganium said. "But, Dad, who—"

"Please, take Rim inside. She needs rest."

"Okay—okay." Meganium lifted Rim onto her back and slid into the underground lab.

Eon stared forward. "This is all wrong," he said, his body slowly shifting to the mutant Charizard's form. "This is too much. It's… too much. I'm not waiting. Two weeks… Nevren's just going to rush me. I'm ending this now."

He held the Badge in his hands, closing his eyes. "Owen…" And then, he was gone.






65. Blessings


Chapter 59 – Blessings

Using the Badge to find Owen had been a bad idea: Eon had warped right to the Central Waypoint of Kilo Village.

His tail-flame erupted, and he realized that he had to put his blindfold on before he lost his shape. Sure, he would be fine if he transformed now, but it was so inconvenient and disorienting. No other Ditto in the world had the same overactive Imposter ability that he did—so active that even his Mystic abilities had trouble suppressing it, somehow.

He generally preferred the Charizard body, anyway.

Digging into his pouch, he pulled out his scarf and wrapped it around his eyes, careful that the little lucky charm he liked to keep with it remained between his eyes once the blindfold was tied tight.

He took a single step, and a new thought crossed his mind.

Wait. Should I be looking like Owen right now?

As a Charmander, Owen had the weakest sense of Perceive that Eon was able to tap into masterfully to see where he was going. But as a Charizard, it was almost overwhelming.

If he used Owen's Perceive—which he still struggled with fully processing when he tried—he would accidentally transform into someone that he 'saw' with the ability. That would've made the blindfold useless to begin with! He usually had Owen to concentrate on to retain his form if he didn't have the blindfold on, but even then…

He didn't think this though.

And why was it so cold? They weren't deep in autumn yet.

Wait. Was being Owen a good idea? In the middle of Kilo Village, Step and the others would surely spot him. They'd think he was Owen, and then—that was bad.

He really didn't think this through.

New plan. Act natural. Suppress your aura.

Perhaps having Perceive would be useful after all. He could sense that Step and the others were in a hospital nearby. Powerful Guardian auras that perhaps only Lucario and skilled Psychics would notice. They wouldn't find him if he kept his aura low and suppressed; they seemed distracted anyway.

Tip-toeing his way through the streets, he earned a few uneasy looks by passerby Pokémon. What were they so afraid of? It wasn't as if he—

He was a mutant. And he was sneaking around town, and apparently Step had clashed with Rim right in this very street, given how everything was overrun with melting snow. He did it again. He made a rash decision, and now he was in one of the most precarious positions he could have put himself in. A mutant body, with a Hunter aura, in the capitol of the world, filled with Guardians and Hearts alike.

If Nevren found out about this, Eon could imagine the amused smirk he'd give. No, Nevren never smirked. But he would for this, wouldn't he? First time for everything.

He glanced to his right; he saw a southern Vulpix trying to tug a Riolu out from a huge mound of snow that had collapsed over her.

Eon winced, huffing out a strong plume of fire. Keep the form. He had to make sure Step and the others were still there, and his Perceive was the best way to do that. It was hard to miss a Guardian's aura and their strange bodies. The strain—reading his Perceive and maintaining the body that could use it—was like holding his breath. He had been holding it for minutes by now.

"S-so… c-cold…" Riolu tried to squirm out, but Vulpix just wasn't strong enough.

"Stupid snow… why can't I be the cool Fire version of me, huh?" Vulpix lamented.

Why me? Eon abruptly redirected to Riolu and Vulpix before reaching forward. He didn't say anything—in fact, Riolu let out a surprised yip—and pulled her out from the snow, nodding. "Sorry."

He then turned around and hastily wandered off, barely suppressing the aura sensors from forming on the side of his head.

"Is-isn't that a mutant?" Vulpix squeaked.

"Southern, like you!" Eon shouted back, though if he got a reply, he didn't hear it. Maintaining the form was starting to bring on a headache; even with his Mystic power, this strange curse plagued him. At least now he could maintain something at all. I should've brought Angelo's sketch of a Charizard or something, Eon thought, thinking back to the local Smeargle's sketches.

It seemed that there were still rescues underway within the overwhelming snow. Some parts of the town were buried in several feet of it; entire buildings were snowed over from roof to floor. One building in particular had some movement within that only his Perceive could sense—a Shinx and a Murkrow. The snow was too thick; they couldn't tell which way was up or down.

Eon sighed and put both palms on either eye, letting out a frustrated sigh. He paced toward the building, then away and to the southern side of town, and then back to the building, and once again back to Waypoint Road. But ultimately, after taking several circles—and drawing a few concerned looks from others in the rescue effort—he went to the building and blew gentle flames into the snow.

Using his Perceive, he resolved to at least help with the rescue effort, keeping an eye out for if the Guardians—or perhaps more meddlesome, Hecto—were at risk of spotting him.

Owen would be fine. He had to help these townsfolk, first.


"Is it just me," Owen and Har said—both of them abruptly cutting themselves off.

Har grumbled, but Owen tittered.

"Sorry," Owen said. "You go."

"Is it just me," Har growled, but then returned to a neutral tone, "or have we been walking for way longer than we should be?"

Lygo rapidly beat his wings. "Oh, good, that's not just me."

It felt like they had been walking through the Hot Spot caverns for at least a chunk of the afternoon—though that may have just been the boredom and hunger settling in. Everything looked the same. Owen was almost positive that they'd passed by the same patch of mushrooms five times.

He had offered to eat the mushrooms—they were actually very filling, even if the taste left something to be desired—but everyone but Mispy and Ani politely declined. The latter two plucked a few to try, though indeed, the taste was… bland. Though it did leave their mouths with a slight glow.

"We have been wandering for quite a while," Rhys said, looking at the rocky ceiling. "In fact, it almost feels as if we've taken the same turn numerous times. Owen, Har, could you sense the way out for us? Perhaps we should have asked that sooner."

"Sure," Owen said. He closed his eyes, expanding his aura. The knowledge that this was all concentrated in his horns like some kind of freakish, scanner-like appendage was distracting. He thought back to how his senses worked as a Charmander, with only his eyes. Such simple times. Now there was a whole lot more to digest.

"Ow," Zena mumbled.

"S-sorry," Owen said, having accidentally stepped on part of her body.

"What, you can't focus?" Har asked. "Let me do it."

"Okay." Owen sighed. "I think I'm still trying to adjust to it. It's so overwhelming when I'm out in a big area, too."

"No clue why you get that," Har said. "I just turn it down when that happens."

"Wait, you can really just turn it down, just like that?" Owen asked.

Ani spoke up. "You can't?"

"No," Owen said. "I think it's all or nothing."

"Explains why your horns are removable. I bet Nevren made you that way so if something happened, he can just tug them off."

"Right," Owen said. A thought crossed his mind. "And Rhys! What're you gonna do with the ones that broke off, huh?! I saw you sneak them into your bag!"

Rhys flinched, reflexively clutching at the strap across his shoulder. "It might be useful one day," he said. "It won't take up that much space."

"Get help," Mispy said with a sigh.

"I'll have you know, I have no need for help," Rhys said. "One day, you will thank me when something seemingly useless becomes useful. I've seen it happen countless times."

"In comic books?" Demitri asked, earning a deep, trembling giggle from Mispy. "Say Rhys, when's the next edition of The Steel Chemist coming out, anyway?"

"Second moon of autumn, why do you—" Rhys shook his head. "It will be useful."

Har's belly abruptly groaned. Shortly after, Ax and Ani joined the chorus.

"I'm with yeh," Gahi said, claws grasping at the scales of his gut.

"I'd ask to use our Badges if it wouldn't just be a waste of the power," Owen said, looking at his supplies.

"I can't find the exit," Har eventually reported, absently clutching at a bit of scales on his belly. "I'm gonna starve to death if this keeps up."

"Oh, quit exaggerating," Ani said, rapping a vine at Har's shoulder. "How far did you check?"

"I have no idea," Har said. "It almost feels like I can't look too far before it gets… blurry and weird. But that can't be right, so maybe I'm just tired and it's messing with my Perception."

Rhys paused. "Hold on," he said, looking through their inventory.

"What's gonna be useful this time, Rhys?" Har asked with a little smirk.

Rhys glared, pulling out a Badge. He tilted it left and right, and then held it up. After a second, he brought it down again; the little button in the middle glowed faintly. "…We're in a Dungeon."

They all stopped walking and stared at Rhys, and then at his Badge. While Trina's Alloy was not familiar with how Badges worked, Owen was. The indicator light meant that, indeed, they were still within the distortions associated with Dungeon atmospheres.

Owen and Har spoke first. "What?"

"We're in a Dungeon," Rhys repeated. "The Badge is very accurate with this sort of thing. I doubt it is a false reading. The Hot Spot training area has become a Dungeon."

"Th-that's—that's impossible! Right?" Owen looked at the walls. It explained why their walk had been taking so long, but why now? Did they even notice the distortion upon entering, or did it become one while they were inside? Sure, distortions were subtle, but surely they would've noticed it. Then again, with how distracted they all were with the upcoming fight…

"Dungeons don't just form spontaneously," Zena said. "When did the last one form?"

"They had to form somehow," Rhys said in a murmur. "But you're right. A new Dungeon hadn't formed in at least a century. We need to be careful. If this is a fresh Dungeon, the distortions won't be very intense, but that can change very soon. It hasn't been blessed by Anam. We should leave before the distortions become something to worry about. I'd rather not lose you all here. Now, Owen, do you have your Badge with you?"

"Yeah, I think we all do. That's more than enough charge to bring everyone back if we just use… three, right?"

Rhys nodded. "We will perform an emergency exit. Keep all of your belongings near you, please."

Har and the others looked themselves over. Having no belongings, they just stared expectantly at Rhys.

"Er, of course."

He, Mispy, and Owen pressed their Badges and held them toward the ceiling. In a flash of light, they vanished from Hot Spot Dungeon and reappeared next to Valle in the town square. Based on the cavern's glow, more time had passed than they thought. The mushrooms were a lot dimmer in the Dungeon area compared to here, suggesting that it was getting close to early evening.

"You disappeared," Valle greeted.

"Yeah, for some reason the training area became a Dungeon," Owen said.

"That is abnormal."

"Yeah, really abnormal, actually," Owen said. "When did we disappear?"

"Near the midpoint between here and the training area."

"Pretty far into the caves," Owen translated for Trina's Alloy. "Hmm… that's not good…" He turned to Rhys. "Did Nevren ever get any theories on why Dungeons appear?"

"A few, but I can't be certain unless we ask him. Eon actually was trying to figure out the same thing, before, well, they severed their alliance with one another." The Lucario crossed his arms, pensive. "Perhaps this new data point is what he would need. Valle, where is Nevren?"

"He, with Anam, disappeared into the same Dungeon."

"Wait—they were trying to find us?" Owen said. "And we missed them?"

"Anam wanted to go on a stroll. I do not know why."

"Bah, want me ter go get 'em?" Gahi asked, fishing around for his own Badge. "Figure I can just fly along and pass the message. Figure I'll also be able ter tell 'em myself in no time."

"No, no, that won't be necessary," Rhys said. "May I borrow your Badge? I will look for them. You all should stay back and eat with your counterparts."

Har snorted. "I was kinda looking forward to your cooking," he said. "I haven't had it in a really long time."

"Ah, well…" Rhys' aura sensors drooped slightly.

"It's alright," Owen said. "Elder can tell us how to cook instead!"

"Ah! Brilliant," Rhys said, nodding. "He will gladly help with cooking. Does that sound fun to you all?"

"Kinda," Ani admitted, glancing at the others. "What do you think, Lygo?"

"Sure," the Flygon said. "Maybe we can have a cook-off! We may've lost the battle, but I bet we can cook better than you guys."

"Oh please, what's a buncha bug-followers got over us?" Gahi said, crossing his arms. "I bet we can copy some random food in Kilo Village'n beat you."

Demitri tittered nervously. "Um, actually, l-let's not butt heads so soon." He looked at Ax, who had been unconsciously sharpening his axes with his claws. He squeaked and hid behind Mispy, who glared at the Haxorus copy.

"What?" Ax said, plucking out one of his axes. "I was getting it ready for slicing berries."

"Slicing…" Demitri's eyes flashed with interest. "That's right! I could totally use my tusks for easy cutting! A-after I wash them, first." He poked his claws together, the light of recollection sloly filling his eyes. "I think I remember… being really into cooking before, right?"

"You were," Rhys confirmed. "Always trying new dishes, actually, each time I made one. You'd try to replicate it."

Demitri's tail twitched and he played with his claws a bit more. "I don't think I was any good at it, though."

Mispy bumped her snout against Demitri's shoulder, shaking her head. "They were good."

"Mispy loved anything you cooked," Rhys said. "I'd argue she enjoyed your cooking more than anybody else."

Mispy hummed, agreeing, and that made the Haxorus straighten his stance. "Then what're we waiting for? Let's get cooking!"

Rhys smiled, trying his best to keep his tail from wagging, and departed to find Anam. Meanwhile, Trina's Ax and Ani watched Demitri and Mispy with mild fascination. "We could've been like that?" Ax said to Ani.

"Still weird," Ani said. "I don't get why Mispy barely talks, either. Is something wrong with her?"

"Something's wrong with all of them," Lygo said, rolling his eyes. "But you know what?" He motioned for them to look at Har's tail. "This is the happiest I've seen Har in a while. Let's keep this up, alright?"

Ax and Ani blinked at the cheerful flame, but then looked at Har's frowning face. Ani groaned. "He's trying to be cool."

Ax rubbed his forehead. "Charizard can't mask their emotions to save their lives."


Now that he was aware of the distortion, it was clear when he passed into Hot Spot Dungeon. The usual, vertical wall of water-like ripples of light—like a giant soap bubble—spanned the entire corridor, and once he passed through, the mushrooms dimmed instantly after passage.

Without Anam's blessings to keep the Dungeon structured, he was unsure of what to expect. Thankfully, because of how young the Dungeon was, he didn't expect the twisted space to be anything to worry about. Perhaps it would be even more benign than the average blessed Dungeon?

After a mere five steps inside, a sudden chill ran down Rhys' fur. The aura sensors on the back of his head felt squeezed. Rhys winced, trying to deafen his own senses, and looked around. What was that? It felt like Anam, but… different. He rarely felt that sort of pulse unless Anam's aura was unstable. That often happened when he had to actually fight seriously. Rhys couldn't remember the last time that had happened.

"Anam?" Rhys mumbled, quickening his pace.

Just in front of Rhys, on the ground, a black splotch formed in the rocks. He stopped, staring at it. Out of paranoia, he formed an Aura Sphere in his paws.

At first, it was only the size of an Oran Berry, but then it expanded until it was as big as his head. And then bigger, until it was nearly half his size. Rhys stepped back, taking aim.

A shapeless, black blob rose out from the ground and lunged at Rhys. "Ngh—" He immediately fired.

It exploded on contact. The inky blackness it was made of went in all directions. Rhys held up an aura shield to block any of it from getting on him, but it didn't matter. The blackness evaporated into nothing.

It occurred to Rhys that if that was one of Anam's Ghost spirits, his Aura Sphere would have been useless. Realizing that a brisk walk was no longer warranted, he sped through the Dungeon in a full sprint.

A few more black splotches appeared near the middle of the caverns again. Rhys jumped over them, looking back to see more of those strange things form within. They were mostly blobs, but some of them struggled to form more complex shapes. There wasn't enough time to determine what they had become. He stared ahead and saw three more rise before he had the chance to go past them.

Not wanting to risk making contact, he fired another Aura Sphere at the middle blob. While that one exploded, the two remaining ones slid toward Rhys and expelled a ring of darkness in all directions. Rhys didn't react quickly enough; the darkness sank into his fur and the skin beneath, eating away at it. He yelped and jumped away, clutching at his abdomen. It was a good thing he packed his bag. He grabbed an Oran Berry and chomped down. With his free paw, he fired another wad of aura at the darkness.

The third one showed no fear. It advanced toward Rhys, shooting another ring of darkness out toward him. Rhys held out an aura shield, but his surprise doubled when the dark ring ate through the aura matter like flames on butter. His paws instantly felt like they were burned all the way to the bone. Hissing, he pulled away and fired a final Aura Sphere.

In an explosion of darkness, it evaporated. Rhys grunted and stared at his paws, the fur falling away. It felt numb. He grabbed a second Oran Berry, realizing he only had one left after this one. He downed it and advanced, sensing Anam and Nevren once he passed through the next section.

He felt Anam's presence even more strongly, now. But he also felt the looming presence of those blobs again. They seemed so familiar to him, but it had been ages since he'd last seen one. He couldn't recall anything but their familiarity. The term was at the edge of his mind. And then, rounding another corner of the caverns, he spotted—

"There!" Rhys said. "Anam!"

"Hi Rhys!" Anam waved, but then turned his head to the right and blasted a Dragon Pulse straight into another one of the black blobs, disintegrating it instantly.

"Greetings," Nevren said, directing his spoon toward another of the shadows. With a twisting, Psychic blast, it vanished next.

"Anam! I believe we're within a Dungeon that had formed recently. I don't know what these things are, but perhaps that has to do with it. You must bless it!

"I gotta get to the core to do that!" Anam said. "I think it's further in!"

"Then let's go before these things surround us completely," Rhys said, looking at his paws. "I can still feel their attacks, even after the Oran Berry. It's like it ate away at my very aura. No, that's precisely what happened. What are these…?" When he thought about it, they seemed familiar. The memory was so long ago and so faded, though.

"I believe we've encountered something similar long ago," Nevren said. "Ahh, the name, what was the name… Ah! Wraiths. That's what we called them."

That did it. Rhys' fur stood on end, his aura sensors rising on high alert. Flashes of hoards of those shadowy creatures chasing after them from all directions in Dungeons that had been left to run rampant, just like Rotwood Fen where Nevren had found Anam to begin with. "We have to go quickly," he said. "Anam, can you sense the Dungeon's center?"

"It's not too far. Stay behind me!" The Goodra sluggishly advanced, his horn-feelers twitching. Rhys followed at an agonizing pace, readying Aura Spheres for any incoming wraith.

"So! What brings you here, Rhys?" Nevren asked. His eyes glowed with a readied Psychic, just in case a wraith tried to catch them by surprise.

"Ironically, this Dungeon," Rhys replied. "The two Alloys had a sparring match here not long ago. We didn't realize we were in a Dungeon until our walk back was… significantly longer than our walk in. A check of our Badge and it all became clear. It's no wonder ferals get lost within them. We could hardly notice!"

A wraith pounced at Rhys from behind. Nevren's eyes flashed even brighter and the wraith spiraled away, slamming into the wall. It splattered and evaporated.

"Thank you," Rhys said, hanging his head in embarrassment.

"Not too far now," Anam announced. The horns on his head throbbed uncomfortably. "Definitely close."

"Quite nostalgic, this," said Nevren. "We haven't gone on a blessing exploration in generations."

"Dungeons haven't been appearing for just as long," Rhys said. "Nevren, do you have any guesses on why they appear when they do?"

"I'm beginning to form a theory from this new datum," Nevren said. "Could it have to do with Mystic power? Perhaps. But I will wait until we have this all taken care of before I divulge that. I'd rather not distract us when—"

Rhys fired an Aura Sphere just above Nevren's head. A wraith had dropped from the ceiling, threatening to engulf him if Rhys had been a split-second too late.

"Yes, quite like that," Nevren replied. "Thank you."

Rhys continued on his walk, occasionally glancing at Anam. He had been walking uncomfortably slowly for a while, as if something was holding him back, or something was troubling him. Perhaps he just felt the pressure of another blessing after such a long time. These wraiths were certainly frightening—perhaps Anam was just trying to put on a brave face for them.

Anam suddenly stopped, pointing a stubby arm forward. "There."

A strange, black fog filled the area ahead. A distortion was far down the hall in the opposite direction, indicating the way out of the dungeon. The twisted dimensions would return them either to the opposite side of the cavern they had entered, or back where they came from, depending on how the Dungeon's layout behaved. Since it wasn't blessed, there was no way to control this.

But they weren't going for the exit. They had to wade through another part of the Dungeon, through the cloud of black fog.

"This is usually the part where only you advance, is it not?" Nevren said.

"It's too dangerous for you to go any closer," Anam said. "I need to go, um, on my own. Just for a little bit, so I can bless it from the inside."

"I'd like to come with you this time," Nevren said.

"I as well," Rhys said. "It has been a while. You might need extra protection."

"No," Anam said.

"I'm afraid I'm not giving you a choice in the matter," Nevren replied. "You will let us come with you, yes?"

"N…" Anam struggled with his own words.

Rhys watched Anam curiously. "Anam? Are you okay?"

"Anam," Nevren said.

"N… okay," Anam said. "But be careful! If a wraith gets you… and pulls you under… I…"

"I'm sure we will be fine," Rhys said.

"Mmgg…" He nodded and reluctantly advanced. "Stay close to me," he said. "The clouds are bad for you."

Anam held his arms out, forming what seemed to be a bubble of radiant, golden light. It was too dim to be Protect, yet Rhys felt just as secure within, at least from the darkness. When Anam stepped toward the clouds, they parted away, fizzling when they got too close to the light. Rhys saw wraiths in the walls, staring at them—at least, he imagined they were staring. Without faces or any definable features, it was hard to tell what they were doing. But he could feel their gaze nonetheless.

"Anam," Rhys said. "What are these things, truly? You seem to know quite a bit about them. Are they just known as wraiths?"

"Shh," Anam said, waving him down. "They're angry…"

Rhys stopped. "What?"

The black clouds whispered incomprehensibly.

The Lucario's fur stood on end, aura sensors throbbing in pain. "I've never had such a sensation in a while," he said, digging through his bag. He pulled out a scarf and wrapped it around the back of his head like a reverse-veil. He sighed. "Much better."

"Rhys, what is that?" Nevren asked.

"Thick-Aura Scarf. If my senses are ever overwhelmed, this helps to block it."

"Why in the world do you carry that with you?"

"It could've been useful. It's only a cloth."

"You truly must keep your hoarding tendencies in check."

"It's not hoarding," Rhys said. "I'm merely being thorough. I collect important artifacts."

"My Looplet prototypes are next to useless, yet you refuse to part with them," Nevren said.

"Perhaps one day it will be useful." Rhys stuck his nose in the air.

"And perhaps I should set you up for a therapy routine," Nevren muttered.

Anam suddenly stopped walking. "We're here," he said.

The whispers were overwhelmingly loud here—almost like yelling. Rhys was glad for his scarf. "I've never been to a core like this before," Rhys said. "What is all of this? It's never been like this before."

"They're mad…" Anam said. "I'll calm them." Anam raised his arms in the air, and then his horns. This was followed by twenty-one tendrils of light sprouting from his back. He took a deep breath, and then released it. "May your spirits… find peace," he mumbled.

A pulse of light emanated from him, passing right through Nevren and Rhys. It expanded into the dark clouds—they all shrieked and backed away, but the pulse advanced too quickly. They dissolved upon contact.

Rhys noticed Anam's body briefly darken.

Seconds later, Anam was back to normal. The golden tendrils retracted into him and the Goodra spun around, grinning. "All done! The Dungeon is nice and stable!"

"Impressive," Nevren said, nodding.

"Yup!"

"Well, if that's the case, we should leave," Nevren said. "Why don't we advance to the exit of this Dungeon? We can use our Badges for a routine warp to Hot Spot afterward. We have our Waypoints configured for there, yes?"

"I do," Rhys confirmed.

Nevren made a sudden, strange movement toward Anam, like a half-glance, half-gesture. "Should we get going, Anam?" he asked. He slipped his hand into his bag, as if feeling for an item aside from his Badge. Rhys caught a glimpse of a second Badge with a dim, gray center.

"Nevren, you aren't nervous about this place, are you?" Rhys asked. "You've been grasping at your lucky charm quite often."

"Ah, I apologize," Nevren said. "I suppose I am just trying to be careful."

"It's still very odd that you're so superstitious," Rhys said. "How could a Pokémon of science like you wind up believing in a lucky charm?"

"How could someone so diligent such as you wind up with an endless pile of expired Pecha Berries?" Nevren countered evenly.

"Rrgh." Rhys turned around. "Let's go." He reached for his scarf.

"Ah, Rhys—"

"Yes?" Rhys asked, taking the scarf off.

He was almost instantly hit by the intense, flaring aura of Anam. He nearly put it back on. "An—Anam, are you okay?" he said.

"Huh? I'm fine!" Anam said.

Nevren stood still. He looked at his lucky charm again. Still gray. "Hrm… This may not be worth the trouble of a few hundred Revisions." He said it under his breath and then slipped the Revisor back into his bag. "I've already tried twenty times. It's quite tiresome. Considering how close we are, this will have to do."

"…Excuse me?" Rhys said. "Nevren?" He winced at the flaring aura. It was as if Anam was fighting against something, yet he stood completely still. "Anam, has this blessing destabilized your aura?"

"No… it's not that…" Anam said. "I'm just fine! This Dungeon wasn't bad at all! It was a tiny one. C'mon! Let's go home!"

"Anam, you're acting strangely," Rhys turned around completely, facing them. Nevren stood still.

Anam just kept smiling. Rhys squinted, stepping a bit closer. "Anam…?"

The Goodra's smiling expression faltered. But then he nibbled his hands nervously. "It's okay, Rhys. Nothing's the matter."

Nevren's hand was hovering over a peculiar, blue badge. Rhys eyed this. His lucky charm. "Nevren," Rhys said, "do you know what's wrong with Anam?"

Nevren was quiet. His face held no expression, as usual when in private. His typical, friendly demeanor was tucked away for when it was needed. Right now, it was not necessary. In fact, the façade was not necessary, either. Rhys would have been the first to find out, anyway, along with Elder.

Rhys looked back at Anam. He took a tentative step closer. No, his aura was all wrong. "You're unusually happy after a blessing. You're much more somber most of the time, if I remember correctly. What changed, Anam?"

"Umm…. I dunno!" Anam said. "I just am! Ha ha!"

Rhys stepped directly toward Anam, craning his neck to look directly at his face.

That's when he saw it. Despite Anam's cheerful smile, there were thick, gooey tears streaming down his face, mixed with the slime of his body.

"Are you okay?" Anam asked. "Aww, cheer up! Everything's fine!"

"That will do, Anam," Nevren said, tapping his two spoons together.

Anam suddenly stiffened; his expression washed away, and he stood still, silent, and neutral. Tears continued to stream down his face, but he did not act.

Rhys stood still. "…Anam…" The walls felt far away. It was like they were the only things in the world… Rhys, Nevren… and his puppet. "Nevren… you…"

"This outcome is less than ideal." Nevren bowed his head. "…Anam. Subdue him." He flicked his spoon and Anam lunged toward Rhys.






66. Black Clouds


Chapter 60 – Black Clouds

The rush of thoughts that swirled through Rhys' mind in that instance was incomprehensible even to himself. His heart raced with an adrenaline he hadn't felt in centuries; the aura that leaked through his paws felt like cinders. That dense pit in his stomach finally blossomed into a great, burning coal that cooked him from the inside.

Rhys rushed for Nevren. But Anam was in the way; the bulky dragon swung at Rhys with no technique or reason. That made it easy to dodge, but it was still a dodge. Rhys jumped away, gaining distance between him and the puppet Goodra, whose tears still flowed from his blank eyes.

"Nevren!" Rhys shouted. He swung his arm to the side, aura embers dancing in front of him in a small shower of lights. "You—what are you doing?!"

There was no way. Nevren had worked with Anam for centuries. Countless inventions to build Kilo Village to its current, advanced, peaceful state. The world had finally been unified and at peace! Save for the Guardians, there had been no more peaceful a time in all of Kilo than this very day. And Nevren was behind a large portion of it, all for the world.

"You said that Anam deserved the world!" Rhys roared, aiming an Aura Sphere toward Nevren, but the ember flickered with hesitation.

"I did," Nevren said, expression unchanging. "And at the time, I meant it. But unfortunately, centuries have passed, circumstances have changed… and perhaps Eon was right after all."

"You… you TRAITOR!" Rhys' Aura Sphere flared to life. He fired directly at Nevren, but Anam stood in the way, taking the blast instead. His gooey chest burst apart, spattering the walls, but more of the purple slime slid into place.

This time, Anam's throat glowed with red fire. Rhys' instincts screamed to get further away, and he had to obey. He jumped back again, gaining more distance, just in time to leap to the right to dodge the flames that singed his fur. He blasted another Sphere toward Nevren, but once more, in the narrow halls, Anam took the blow. This time, Anam's arm lost its shape, returning to normal after a few seconds.

"Ironic," Nevren said, "to call me a traitor, when you were the first to make that Divine Promise to Zena, explicitly abandoning your role."

"My role," Rhys repeated, aura sensors rising with his anger and overflowing power. "I never had a role here."

Nevren shrugged. "Star created us to gather the Orbs. Is that not—"

"Don't be so coy with me," Rhys hissed. "You know that's a lie. We were never created. We were conscripted."

"I suppose, yes. Auras cleansed with just her mark on our ancestry, all for the purpose of her divine mission. A bit haughty, in hindsight, is it not? And Star did warn us herself that should she ever lose heart, we should carry on for the greater good. We all know she was an undisciplined god. She herself knew this would happen. A rare moment of foresight. More irony for the Psychic, I suppose."

Rhys finally caught his breath during the pause. "Then I suppose I lost heart just as she did. What we're doing is not for the greater good. It is just borne from a desire for power. That much is obvious."

"Then you would prefer how things are now?"

Rhys kept his muscles tense and ready for any sudden movements from Anam. Despite this, he faltered briefly. Thinking that Anam would take advantage of this, he redoubled his stance and fired a warning Sphere toward him. Anam swung one of his horns and knocked it into the wall, shattering the rocks.

Nevren continued, casually waving his right spoon in a small circle. "Biding your time and living in blissful ignorance. Satisfied and resigned with your eternity. Does this not bother you, Rhys?"

"Of course it bothers me," Rhys said. "I wouldn't have become a Hunter had it not. But this, Nevren, is not the right course of action. It will only give way to more blood and more mistakes. Another war. Every time we fight for the Orbs, it always winds up the same way. The Orbs collect and scatter, mortal lives are lost, the Guardians live in stagnation."

"And your approach now is different, how?" Nevren asked. "Owen's charisma is impressive, seeing as he befriended over half of the Guardians, but that is really all he can do. He has no intention of gathering them into his person, just like Anam."

"Anam cannot. He made a Promise to never gather the Orbs as part of his spirit."

"Ahh," Nevren said. "That is true. That is true. When a Divine Promise is broken, their Mystic power will be channeled into the other that they made the Promise with. We have seen it before, after all, with Madeline and Tanneth. Yet Star and Arceus… they went to great lengths to not only gain Promises from the Guardians… but to also prevent them from breaking them. Have you ever considered why that is?"

"No," Rhys said. "It's quite obvious that they both want that power to stay separated, and for the balance of the world to be maintained. Arceus with a third, Star with a third, and the world with the rest."

"Perhaps," Nevren said. "Yet, the Promise has never been broken. Guardians fear Promises, because it is so easy to break them. You must have your fullest will when creating one, after all. Did you know that Star implied to Guardians that a broken Promise meant the destruction of not only their power, but their very spirit?" He tilted his head. "What a cruel thing to say."

Rhys growled. "It isn't wrong. Look at what nearly happened to Amia when her power was depleted. Body and aura as one, she nearly faded completely from this world."

"The best lies," said Nevren, slowly lowering his spoon again, ceasing his circle, "are the ones wrapped in truth. That is not why Star discouraged the Guardians from breaking Promises of any kind. The real reason is because if they broke just one Promise… they would learn the truth that Owen inadvertently uncovered for us. That the Orbs and their Mysticism are not intertwined."

Rhys stared at Nevren, his guard still up. "How is that relevant? What significance does that hold?"

"Long ago, Arceus created weak embodiments of the Types. The plates? I believe that was what they were called. He created many of them, really, though only one set was truly filled with any meaningful amount of power. And then he imbued a third of the Hands into a set of them, transforming them into the Orbs. That is the story we were told, is it not? We assumed that the Mysticism was forever bound. But when Owen fused with Gahi… part of that power went to him, did it not?"

Nevren paced left and right, as if he was reasoning this out for himself just as much as Rhys, perhaps to reiterate for himself the scheme the gods had tried to keep a secret. "I sensed it. I was waiting for it to happen. When Eon unleashed Gahi and they fused together… I checked Gahi's spirit shortly after. And within him, I detected ten Hands. At the time, at least. With all the fusing they do with one another, I imagine the number has shifted." Nevren shook his head, looking down. He spotted a bit of rubble caught in his left mustache. He shook it away with a tiny Psychic blast. "Rhys, if a Promise is broken by an Orb holder… they do not lose the Orb. They lose their Mystic power."

Rhys blinked. "Then—if someone gains their Mystic power, but not the Orb itself…!"

"Indeed," Nevren said. "Someone can gain Mystic power and uphold their Promise."

"Th-that's—that's preposterous!" Rhys said. "Why would Star and Barky allow such a huge oversight?!"

"Why indeed?" Nevren said. "While it's clear that Star and Barky are not fully aware of the very world they created, I doubt they were ignorant of this. Unfortunately…" Nevren clicked his spoons together. Anam, who had been stationary, stiffened. "That is the extent of my theory. I do not know what they planned to do with this knowledge, only that they did not want other Guardians to know about it. Frankly, we don't even know if they have other Promises with each other."

"That's it?" Rhys said. "The Orbs and the Hands are not tied together, and you plan to use this exploit to gather power into Anam? Why didn't you just have Eon gather the Guardians together?"

"Well, we would have," Nevren said. "Unfortunately, not only were the Guardians extremely evasive, but only Star knew where they were, and only after a lot of sleuthing in the aura sea and the spirit world. Only recently did the Guardians become so visible. Quite curious, isn't it? And not only that, but Eon trying to fight all of the Guardians himself would be a risk."

"So, you admit that Anam is stronger than Eon," said Rhys. "That if we combined our strength, we would have beaten him?"

"Perhaps," Nevren said. "The statistics suggest that Eon would still defeat you, though not without great sacrifice. This plan was merely to minimize casualties. For example, instead of waging a war of mutants—that would be plan D, if I have my lettering memorized properly—we are instead having Anam absorb the power of the Guardians, leaving the mortals uninvolved."

"And what does that mean for me?" Rhys asked, aura flaring wildly.

Nevren stared at Rhys with that same, unblinking stare. But there was a rare moment where he hesitated. "That is entirely based upon how you react here. I do not want to kill you. And the removal of your Mysticism may just do that. So, Rhys, here is my proposal: You speak nothing of this to the others… and I will not unleash Anam upon them."

Rhys snarled, showing his teeth. "I have no reason to believe you will hold up such a deal. You've already lost my trust, you…" His voice caught in his throat at the sight of Nevren's cold, blank stare. "How can I call you my friend?"

"Perhaps one day we can look back at this and laugh," Nevren said. "But as a friend, Rhys, I do not want to hurt you. Speak nothing of this and lend your Mystic power when the time comes. That is all I ask."

"You could not have asked the same from the other Guardians?"

"No," Nevren said. "Because ultimately, their goal was to gather the Guardians, not the power. Nobody there wants to be a god."

"Then the mission has always been the same," Rhys said. "To usurp Arceus and Star, and become gods instead!"

An uneasy silence fell between the pair. Anam continued to stand, awaiting a command that never came. The Alakazam rubbed his chin thoughtfully, pushing the end of his spoon along his left mustache. "Hmm…" Nevren finally crossed his arms. "Yes."

Rhys fired three Aura Spheres in rapid succession toward Nevren, each one in three different directions. The first one Anam blocked; the remaining two hit Nevren's spoons, cupped by the curvature, and redirected to the walls.

"Now, is this really necessary?" Nevren asked even as two more Aura Spheres came his way. His Revisor a dim gray, Nevren easily moved along, deflecting each Aura Sphere, completely ignoring the ones that he knew Anam would properly block. Like steps to a dance he would only have to perform once, Nevren made easy work of the Spheres the same way.

The Alakazam pointed his left spoon forward. Anam lunged toward Rhys, who grunted and stepped away. Anam still advanced, trying to grab the Lucario by the arm. Anam managed to grasp the spike on his wrist; Rhys reacted by slamming the back of his other one into Anam's arm, piercing through with ease. Anam pulled at Rhys, but the puncture weakened his gooey arm's integrity enough that it tore off completely.

Rhys flung his arm to dislodge Anam's hand, spattering it against the cave walls. He panted, realizing that he wasn't going to be able to last against Anam and Nevren both. Not without pushing himself to the very limit. If he could just kill Nevren, that would be enough. Kill Nevren… would he really have to kill… Nevren?

"Why?!" Rhys shouted. "Why couldn't you have just been truthful?! Why are you still aligned with Eon? You told me you believed in Anam!"

"I did," Nevren said. "But as I told you before, that was centuries ago. I now realize that Anam's hesitance to take action with his great power is what made me… disillusioned. Ultimately, Eon is the only one who has a vision for divinity, and one that can fix what the current administration broke. I'm afraid we will not see eye to eye on this, Rhys. I see that. And I apologize."

"If you're truly sorry"—Rhys pointed his paw at Nevren—"then you will stand down, free Anam, and… and I promise not to speak of this."

"Oh?" Nevren tilted his head. "If I free Anam of my shackles, all is forgiven? By your honor?"

Rhys' paw trembled. "Yes. I only want peace. I only want to live with Elder again. My Promise was made from the bottom of my heart, Nevren. I am truly done with being a Hunter. I am a Divine Dragon." Rhys slowly breathed out. "And it is the Divine Dragons that fight for the world."

Nevren's eyes widened just slightly in amusement. "Quite a while since we've used such a term," he said. "I believe it has been so underused that its original meaning has been lost to time." Nevren closed his eyes, turning his head downward. "Much like the reason being a Hunter was lost to you, I suppose."

"It's time that I free Anam," Rhys said. His aura rose to a fever pitch, the heat in his chest not unlike the fire within Owen. It ran just beneath his fur and exploded out, coating his body in a blinding flare and solid armor. A blade of aura extended from his right paw and a shield formed around the wrist of his left.

"Well," Nevren said. "At least you know to wrap things up."

Rhys vanished from view, appearing right in front of Nevren. He slashed down the Alakazam's chest, yet all that remained was a trick of the eye. Nevren was across the corridor, having teleported just a moment before. Rhys turned around and spotted Anam's horns swinging toward him. He ducked and sliced through the incoming horn, using his shield to block the other. He sidestepped around Anam, lucky to not slip over the slime, and dashed toward Nevren again. The Alakazam blinked, teleporting on the opposite side again.

Rhys turned around, only to be met by Anam's horns, the sliced one regrown. It wrapped around tight, pulling him off of the ground. Rhys, choking, tried to pry Anam's hold off, but not only was his horn too slippery, but his grip was too strong.

"Let go, Anam! Break free! Break free…!"

Anam's grip strengthened. Rhys' aura armor flickered from the pressure. With one hand, Rhys abruptly let go and sliced at the feeler that held him. It cut through like he was made of water. He fell to the ground, narrowly able to land on his feet. The detached feeler still held onto his neck with the same grip strength. He couldn't pull it off, the pressure putting immense strain on his armor.

Rhys rushed for Nevren again. This time, Anam's remaining feeler extended and hardened into a horn, slamming into Rhys' chest. He coughed and powered through it again, swiping at Nevren, who only took a step back. Rhys noticed that Nevren's lucky charm was a dim gray.

The armored Lucario held his paw out and formed a sphere of aura energy next. If he couldn't get to Nevren physically, then he'd just have to keep working with—

Anam opened his maw and sent a precise, silent burst of draconic energy into Rhys' spine. That was all it took. Too much time had passed. His aura armor shattered and evaporated into little, blue embers. Rhys collapsed to the ground, drained and paralyzed from the waist down. His back had a burning, black hole in the very center.

"Do you have any further protests, Rhys?" Nevren asked.

Rhys grunted, staring at the wall to his right. The caverns felt so much narrower now that the Dungeon was blessed and normalized. Even if he wanted to flee, it would be too easy for Anam and Nevren to catch up. The halls, with Anam's far-reaching strikes, would take him down instantly.

He was already down, in fact. But a defiance kept him from stopping. He still had time.

"No… please…" Anam whimpered.

Rhys' heart skipped a beat, looking back. "Anam… fight it!"

Nevren tilted his head. "I have no intention of killing him. The Alloy would be devastated, should Rhys die. Still, we cannot have him injured, either, can we? Rhys, you can't show signs of damage. Additionally, you are quite dangerous to approach." Nevren nodded, glancing at his still-gray charm. "Anam, if you may." He gave a small bow.

Anam's hands enveloped themselves in a black fog. He flicked them, and it descended upon Rhys.

"What—" Rhys tried to move away, but his body didn't respond.

"Ah, ah," Nevren flicked his spoon. "You shall remain where you are, yes?"

Rhys' body was rapidly deteriorating. The fur fell from his body in clumps; the flesh beneath it blackened. Rhys twitched to move, trying to push off the ground. With one final breath, he held his arm up. A sphere of white energy collected in the paw… and then faded. Rhys collapsed.

A golden light erupted from Nevren's bag and poured over the rotten Lucario. In moments, when the golden light faded, the Lucario remained, healthy, with a vibrant coat of blue-black fur. He gasped his first breath and jolted to his feet. The waste around him from his fallen fur and flesh faded into a dark mist, returning to Anam's body.

"I'm sorry… I'm sorry…" Anam said, yet his expression was blank.

"Now, we won't be doing that again, will we?" Nevren asked.

Rhys, hyperventilating, looked at his paws, and then back at Nevren.

"Why are you surprised?" Nevren said. "Who in their right mind would go without a Reviver Seed? Still, a shame I had to use one of mine for this. You will not strike again, yes? Your body may be restored, but your aura is another story."

Defiantly, Rhys held out his hand again. A flickering, fading sphere formed. Anam stepped forward—

"There is no need, Anam," Nevren said, tapping his spoons together.

Anam returned to a neutral stance.

Rhys fired, but Nevren merely waved his spoon, creating an invisible barrier. The Flash Cannon's energy evaporated like smoke in the wind.

With weak knees and a light head, Rhys collapsed, paws on the ground.

"Nevren…! You… you said you were finished with the Hunters," Rhys said. "How could you lie to me? How could you have hidden this?!"

Nevren shook his head, returning the Revisor to his bag. "I suppose I was very careful," he said to Rhys. "After all, I have always been the most intelligent of the Divine Dragons, even before the schism."

Rhys was still shaking, even with most of his energy depleted. "Star will know," he said. "Hecto will surely know… Hecto will tell Star. You know he will."

"And that's just fine," Nevren said, nodding. "Star has become irrelevant, unfortunately. Like Arceus, and like Anam, she has let her emotions cloud her judgement into inaction. The result? Centuries of suffering in silence by the Guardians, and indeed, by this entire, small world. It is as you said, yes?" Nevren asked. "When you and Star decided to nudge Owen into taking the Grass Orb, thinking that he, unaligned with anybody in this tedious shadow war, would finally lead to a resolution? That is what you meant when you spoke to Anam, when she finally convinced you to let him touch the Orb, correct?"

Rhys flinched.

"Yes, he told me everything about that conversation," Nevren said. "Using Owen to tip the scales in our favor. Yet Anam did not know what to do with that power. Nobody did. Everybody was happy with keeping things as they were. Guardians in isolation. The Orbs, separate. The world in stasis and stagnation. Pitiful, isn't it?"

Rhys spat. "Eon would be a horrible ruler."

Nevren shook his head. "Anything," he said, "is an improvement over two dead gods, Rhys. Fault Eon as much as you wish—he is at least compassionate for the plight of mortals, unlike Barky."

"Star is—"

"And responsible enough to know how much is too much."

Rhys replied with silence.

Nevren continued. "You believed that Owen, the most intelligent piece of the Alloy, could overthrow Star, Barky, and Eon? And then, at the last moment, you would claim his mind. In the end, Owen is an Alloy, subject to our control. And as the most experienced user of the aura, you could control his very essence better than any of us. Is that correct, Rhys?"

"That isn't at all what my plan was!" Rhys shouted. "Owen has just come to terms with who he is. I would never steal that way from him—even if I could!"

"Ahh." Nevren's eyes briefly glowed with realization, holding up a finger. "So, Owen is beyond your power, now? Is that it?"

Rhys' jaw locked shut.

Nevren continued. "An even greater shame is that you made that Promise to Zena. Owen's Mysticism is what bars you from controlling him. That is when I realized you were no longer working toward this plan. I was on my own. You've grown soft, Rhys. You, too, let compassion for the Alloy cloud your vision into inaction. You can no longer possess an Orb to control Owen. He will forever be ahead of you, simply because his Mysticism has outpaced yours. Of course, he could lower his guard, or you could slowly chip away at him…" Nevren glanced at Anam. "But it is impossible for this ordeal will last for another five centuries."

"Release Anam, Nevren!" Rhys swung his arm sideways. "This is too far!"

"That cannot be done, Rhys," Nevren said. "He was my assignment. And I do intend to let him continue in his position, as always." He looked to Anam with a small nod. "He will continue to be the Association Head. I will wipe his memories of this interaction so he is not distressed over it."

"Memories cannot be wiped for a Mystic, Nevren. You may be able to wipe them from a body, but a soul keeps them all. And a Mystic will ultimately access them more than any mortal could! Anam will remember. Just as Owen's memories kept returning the moment he became Mystic."

"Yes, but Anam will be near me," Nevren said. "Should something trigger their return, I will seal them again. It is not a problem."

Rhys' glare did more damage than any of his aura attacks currently could.

"Think about Elder, Rhys," Nevren said. "What would he do in this situation? I imagine he would tell you to stand down. There is no point in fighting further."

Rhys glared at Nevren, but his eyes softened when he thought about the Torkoal. "Elder…"

Nevren waved his hand slowly in front of Anam. The Goodra blinked confusedly, wiping his eyes. "What happened?" he asked.

"Don't you remember, Anam?" Nevren asked. "We were going to return to Kilo Village to perform another Reviver Seed blessing. The darkness of this strange Dungeon must have had you thinking. You got so worked up over the idea of Pokémon dying without them, you may have gone into a panic."

"O-oh." Anam sniffed, poking his fingers together into a big blob of slime. "Yeah."

"Come, let's avoid such a fate! A grand blessing it is!"

"Yeah!" He ran ahead, feelers twitching with an innate sense of where the end of the Dungeon was. He waited for Rhys and Nevren at the far end of the corridor, waving at them happily.

The Alakazam tapped his spoons again. "Shall we wait, Rhys?"

The ex-Hunter stared at Nevren. He didn't have the power to defeat him. With Anam nearby, he could easily kill them again. Nevren had this all planned out—every piece for five centuries, calculated to this very moment. But this couldn't be it. There had to be some way out. Some way to stop this madness.

"If this is too much for you, Rhys, I could wipe this encounter from your mind, if you wish."

"I will never," Rhys hissed, "allow you to manipulate my mind."

"I see," Nevren said. "Very well."

Something dawned on Rhys just then. Was Nevren manipulating him, right then? Was Elder, too, being controlled? Rim? Eon himself? No—Eon was too strong. Rim, too. They had Orbs within them. But Rhys was vulnerable. Could he, right now, be—

Rhys realized, right then, how Owen and the others must have felt. With whatever defiance he may have felt, he tried to push Nevren out of his mind, if he was there to begin with. He did not know. But he pushed anyway as hard as he could. When nothing happened, he did not know whether that was because Nevren hadn't tried, or his hold was already so deep that it was useless.

He wasn't going to let that stop him. Rhys looked at his paw. Nevren couldn't control him—he'd have been aware of it. If he took so long to manipulate Anam—who was already easily trusting and open—Nevren wouldn't be able to get him. Rhys sighed, hoping that the same could be said for Elder.

They walked toward Anam, Nevren to his right, Rhys to his left. Anam hummed a tune to himself, waving his head left and right.

"Oh, and Rhys," Nevren said. "As a reminder, if you tell the others about any of this… I will unleash Anam upon them early. If you are looking for a way to counter this plan, you'd best do it silently."

Startled, Rhys glanced toward Anam, yet the leader of the world hummed through it all. Did he even hear it? Or was he being controlled to hum? Was Nevren making him hum? Rhys watched Anam closely. He watched his eyes, happy as could be, beaming. Yet he didn't see the light in Anam's eyes. Instead, he saw gooey tears again.

Rhys wasn't sure what happened seconds later. Something new burned inside of him. He heard a horrible roaring inside of his mind, some primal anger that centuries of discipline had kept level and controlled. But this betrayal—this complete uselessness, despite all of his power, against someone he had trusted for lifetimes and generations—it was enough to shatter any dignified restraint he had.

"Nevren…" Rhys growled.

"Yes?" Nevren asked, glancing at his blue, glowing Revisor. Out of reflex, he reached down to hold it.

"You… truly think… you can silence me like this?"

"I do, yes." He held the Revisor.

His head pounded. Rationality left him. He didn't care how cunning he was or how much he had planned. Even if this, too, was part of his plan, he refused to take the order quietly. The outcome no longer mattered.

"I will NEVER—" In a spark of primal, helpless range, all of Rhys' muscles tensed into a final flash of aura might. His armor and blade returned, dashing straight for Nevren. The Alakazam flinched and jumped to the side—something that surprised Rhys, who had been expecting a perfectly timed Teleport. Anam squeaked, falling on his back.

"Rhys, stop!" Anam said, trying to get up.

Rhys didn't. With Nevren fallen over, he raised his blade and leaped into the air, red eyes glowing with aura. He slammed his blade down, grazing Nevren's arm. The blade's sharpness left a cut.

Nevren pressed on his lucky charm.

Nothing happened.

The Alakazam stared at the Badge in pure disbelief, then at Rhys, split-seconds away from him. He blinked and disappeared, reappearing behind Anam. "Take him," Nevren said hastily, waving a spoon.

Anam stumbled forward, limbs jerking without total control. He opened his mouth and fired another Dragon Pulse toward Rhys. He easily weaved through it, aura armor flickering. If Nevren was going to dodge behind Anam, then he had only one option left. Rhys brought his arm back and plunged forward when Anam's Pulse subsided.

His arm stabbed straight through Anam's bulk. His momentum carried him straight through Anam, creating a Lucario-sized hole through his gut and out his back. Nevren's eyes bulged in surprise, but the Lucario was too fast. He sliced at the side of Nevren's brown chest—the largest wound yet—and then rolled across the floor. His armor evaporated, but Rhys refused to give up.

Nevren had no idea where Rhys was drawing this power from, let alone why his Revisor wasn't working. But neither circumstance was favorable.

Rhys spun and fired one final aura Sphere toward Nevren's face. He brought his spoon up and clumsily deflected it, but his spoon slipped from his hand, clattering onto the ground behind him. Rhys fired again. Nevren ducked to the left and tried to get in front of Anam—who was standing eerily still—and blocked the second Sphere with his other spoon. He barely retained his grip on that one.

"Now, Rhys," Nevren said, pressing his Revisor again. Nothing. "Now is not the time to fight, yes? As I had warned you, Anam will attack all of Hot Spot should you rebel! We wouldn't want that, would we? Anam, is that correct?"

Anam said nothing. He was still motionless, the gaping hole in his gut slowly closing. Nevren noticed that Anam's slime seemed a bit darker than usual.

"Stop… fighting…" Anam said weakly. "Please… stop…"

Rhys suddenly stopped, looking back. "Anam! Are you free?"

"We will stop, Anam." Nevren waved his hand in front of the Goodra. "Rhys? Please, lower your aura. You know this won't do us any good. If I am defeated, Anam will lose himself completely and go berserk."

Rhys growled. "And if you're lying?"

"You know I don't make such gambles."

Rhys stared at Nevren in silence, but finally let his aura armor dissipate. His adrenaline was keeping him up, even as his aura cried out for rest. But now that the armor was gone, his legs wobbled.

Nevren quickly held Rhys by the chest, holding him up. "Hold, Rhys. Are you okay?"

"No," Rhys said. "My aura is… fading a tad. Performing the aura armor technique… twice in a row… ngh. No. I'm afraid I'm not at my best."

"Hrm," Nevren said, nodding. "Very well." He gripped Rhys' shoulder firmly, digging his clawed hands into his fur. Rhys gasped, jerking away, but Nevren redoubled his hold the weakened Lucario. Energy channeled from Nevren into Rhys. Then he let go.

Rhys stared at Nevren, eyes wide. Rhys then channeled a bit of aura through his paws, watching the flare's steady energy.

"Better?" Nevren asked.

"How do you know I won't merely strike you down?" Rhys immediately said.

"I know you well enough that you won't," Nevren replied. "…And I am still your friend, Rhys."

"You killed me."

"I apologize, but a single Oran wouldn't have been enough to restore you, and I unfortunately ran out of them. A Reviver had to work. It wasn't too painful, was it? From my experience, Anam's rot doesn't start to hurt until several seconds pass, and we killed you before that happened. I was being quite utilitarian about this, Rhys."

Rhys growled. "You're lucky that Anam is here," he said. "If you didn't have him go berserk if you were harmed… perhaps I would use your gesture of kindness against you for the greater good."

Nevren nodded. "I understand," he said, though he knew Rhys' words were hollow. "Now then, Anam." He turned toward the Goodra, though he eyed the slime that flowed through his system. Once pinkish-purple goo had flecks of deep purple swimming inside in a gentle current. "Are you okay?"

Anam stared emptily at Nevren.

"Hmm, Anam," Nevren waved his spoon toward the Ghost Guardian. "You will listen, yes? Return to normal. You remember none of—"

Anam's horn jerked forward and slammed on top of Nevren, pressing him into the rocky floor. Rhys leaped back, a mixture of horror, surprise, and glee rushing through him at once. Anam was fighting back! And yet the sight of Nevren crumpled on the ground still unsettled a part of him.

"Anam!" Rhys shouted.

A thousand voices spoke at once. "Die."

Anam's second horn darkened into a pure, inky black, the color slowly spreading through the rest of his body. The horn stiffened, straightened, and sharpened, plunging itself into Nevren's back. The Alakazam couldn't even cry out. The horn curled around Nevren—still pierced through—and flung him over Rhys. Nevren rolled across the rocks, blood splashing over every spot he went over, until a golden light from his bag washed over him.

Nevren panted, clutching at the phantom pain where the hole had once been. Rhys spun around and crossed his arms, triumphant. "What now, Nevren?" he said.

Nevren struggled to remain upright but could only manage to prop himself up with his arms.

"Anam is free of your hold, and—"

Nevren's eyes flashed with Psychic energy. Rhys tried to shield himself from the blow, but none came. Instead, he heard the dull slap of slime on an invisible barrier. He turned back.

Anam was almost totally black, with fog of the same color pouring lazily out of his mouth. More fog, with black specks of darkness floating inside, seeped from the surface of the Goodra's body. Rhys' aura sensors ached again. He watched the horn—which had been poised to stab Rhys though the chest in the same way—retract.

"A-Anam?" Rhys said.

The Goodra stared at Rhys. His mouth opened slightly, but no words came out. Instead, it closed… but countless voices followed anyway. "Anam is asleep."

"Rhys," Nevren said. "Small bit of bad news. I've run out of Reviver Seeds."

"I know." The fog blocked the exit of the Dungeon completely. "Now you can join him."

The Goodra opened his maw and blasted them both with a piercing beam of darkness.






67. Enemy of the Enemy


Chapter 61 – Enemy of The Enemy

Rhys found himself on his back with an aching pain on his arms. At first, he thought it was because more of Anam's rot had gotten to him. Then, surprised he was alive at all, he looked down. His fur was intact and his flesh wasn't falling off. That was a good start. He then heard a grunt to his right. Nevren was in a similar state, pained but alive.

The darkness itself must have been blocked by their shields. Nevren always was good with those, and Rhys had put up a similar shield of aura.

But that didn't negate their actual threat. Rhys and Nevren exchanged a look. The Goodra stood a stone's throw away, mouth open and charging a second dark blast.

"Truce?" Nevren said to Rhys.

Rhys grunted and got to his feet. "What did you do to him?"

"This was not part of my plans."

The Goodra fired down the hall. Nevren and Rhys squeezed themselves against the edges of the corridor. It grazed against Rhys' snout; he turned his head away to avoid any further stinging. The black energy smashed the wall at the end of the hall and burned even further through the rocks. It didn't seem to melt. Instead, it turned the rocks into a strange, ash-like substance that evaporated in the wind, becoming more of the rotting fog.

"How exactly do we stop him?" Rhys said.

"I'm afraid that is beyond my knowledge. We should just fight to subdue him." He looked at his Revisor. "My lucky charm is not working."

"You can tell?!" Rhys hissed.

Anam stumbled forward, growling.

"Rhys," Nevren said, pointing. "He's paused. Now!"

Rhys fired two successive Aura Spheres toward Anam. The first one popped on the Goodra's chest; the second one exploded beneath his chin. Nevren followed with a twisting Psychic blast, cutting through the dark slime. Pieces of the Goodra spattered against the walls, sliding and collecting in the corners.

Rhys and Nevren both panted. The Alakazam inspected his Revisor again, grumbling. "Why did you fail me…?"

"Does that truly give you good luck?" Rhys said. "Where did you get it from? What science operates behind it?"

Nevren glanced at Rhys, then back at the Revisor. "It puts the odds in my favor. I suppose you can say I can more easily predict what will happen next with its power."

Rhys flinched. "Some form of foresight?"

"Yes," Nevren replied. "But it failed me right when you had your little outburst and decided to strike me with a rage you hadn't shown in centuries." He watched Anam carefully, but he was still paused. They had a moment to recover their breath. "Perhaps your flaring aura caused it to… no, that's not enough. I've fought countless flaring auras and nothing of the sort happened before… hrm…" Nevren suddenly looked up, realizing that the darkened Goodra had pulled himself mostly together.

"Your attacks…" Anam said. "Pathetic."

He raised his hand into the air; the fingers coalesced into a single, sharp blade that shined in the dim light. Rhys prepared for melee combat, but then Anam plunged the blade into his own chest, right near the heart.

Rhys and Nevren both flinched. Rhys stared, mouth agape. "What is he—"

Anam slid the blade across his chest horizontally, creating a deep, open gash through his slimy body. A dark radiance bled out from the open wound, widening into a full circle many times larger than his mouth.

"Shields!" Nevren shouted, holding his palms forward for a Light Screen barrier. Rhys did the same, forming a wall of aura to reinforce Nevren, just in time for the huge gash within Anam to spew out a blast akin to a black version of ADAM's Hyper Beams. The impact deafened Rhys and Nevren, shattering the latter's barrier instantly while leaking through Rhys' cover next. Deflected blasts tore through the rocky walls and ceiling, poked holes in the aura shield, and cut through parts of Rhys' fur and Nevren's skin. By the time it subsided, Rhys was on his knees, barely able to stand. Nevren was no better, staggering and leaning against the wall.

"You will pay dearly for trying to control Anam."  His black eyes stared directly at Nevren. "Your ego is the only thing to blame."

Rhys and Nevren were too weak to fight back. With no equipment to heal with, and no Reviver Seeds to save them, they had to flee.

"Nevren," Rhys said in a grunt, "our Badges aren't working, are they?"

"I've been sending Psychic signals to them for quite a while," Nevren admitted. "Unfortunately, I do not believe this atmosphere is blessed any longer. Within Anam's influence, we cannot escape."

"Wonderful," Rhys gathered enough strength to get on one knee. "Then I suppose all we have left is one option." He stared at Anam, looking directly into his empty, ink-black face. "Anam… are you there?"

Anam's blank expression did not change. "You will see him soon."

Rhys and Nevren had no energy left to fight, but they could at least stand. "Rhys," Nevren said softly.

"What is it, Nevren?"

"I apologize. This was not in the plan."

Rhys grunted wordlessly.

Anam advanced, taking slow, heavy steps. The movement was a lot more deliberate this time, the slime along his body quivering with flecks of pale purple.

Rhys blinked, wondering if he was hallucinating. He and Nevren took hesitant steps back. The Lucario remembered his pride. "Anam, I see you fighting!" he shouted, his final embers swimming around his paws. "Are you really going to allow this thing to control you?!"

Nevren righted himself as well as he could. "Anam, we may have had our differences, but this is a moment where we can certainly unite against a common enemy, yes?!"

More pink wisps swirled through the black Goodra's body.

"Do you really think simple words will help?"

"They certainly seem to be," Nevren commented, pointing at the lighter wisps that grew in size along the corrupted slime dragon.

Anam stiffened slightly. "H-help…"

Rhys and Nevren both blinked in surprise. A small part of the possessed Guardian's face was purple again, a single eye green, bright, and tearful.

The darkness rapidly converged around the light slime. "Your time has ended."

Anam's one eye widened with fear before the inky black slime washed all expression away.

Rhys' arms trembled. "Anam… You… What are you…?"

"It doesn't matter."

He reached forward and grabbed Rhys by the throat, raising him up. Slime coated his neck and seeped into his fur, through the skin beneath, and into his blood. Rhys struggled to breathe, bringing a weak arm forward in an attempt to pull Anam away.

"Anam… where are you? You're… still there…! Don't let this demon… take your body away!"

Nevren scanned the area for more wraiths, but found none. This whole time, the wraiths were not being summoned, and he was almost positive—if only because of the similar colors and the similar sensations that came from the attacks—that this creature was related to them. But did any of that matter? He only had enough strength in him for one more strike.

He caught a glance from Rhys for only an instant, filled with defiance. Rhys and Elder had always communicated with one another through the spirit world. Did they still share a connection as well, after all this time?

Rhys. We need to surprise him. One last attack.

Rhys lowered his stance, feigning defeat. I don't have enough strength for much more.

"To the void."

So that's how it is, hm? Nevren said, sparing one final glance at Rhys. A shame you're so weak. Nevren figured that would be enough.

Rhys' paw flashed with the last of his strength. Nevren smiled, refocusing on Anam. Immediately after, Nevren's eyes flashed with the remainder of his Psychic energy. Rhys blasted Anam in the chest, blowing him back; Nevren twisted the slimy body immediately after, blowing it apart into several chunks against the wall.

Rhys raised his second paw once he hit the ground and blasted again, drawing from whatever power source his desperation allowed. Nevren did the same, knowing that even Anam—or this creature—had some sort of limit. But all of their attacks did nothing. It bounced weakly off of the remaining slime, allowing Anam to collect himself once more.

"Adorable."

Black bolts of lightning crackled along the walls, scattering tiny pebbles in all directions. It concentrated at the feet of the Alakazam and Lucario, forcing their bodies to seize up, forming black scars along their legs. They fell to the ground, spasming in their attempts to stand.

"Why do you keep fighting? I can feel your hopelessness."

Rhys held up an arm, firing more hollow Aura Spheres toward Anam. Alakazam clutched at his one remaining spoon and tried to use it as a concentration device. He focused on Anam next, but all he could do was make little ripples along his slimy body.

"You are now mine."

Anam brought both arms forward, but then, suddenly, a new wave of energy pulsed through Anam's body. Rhys and Nevren both heard the distinct roaring of something, yet no sound echoed in the caves. It came from within Anam, resonating with their auras. But it didn't sound like the same countless voices. It sounded more like two—and they were loud.

Anam staggered back, clutching at his chest where the huge gash had been carved. "I told you… it's hopeless! ENOUGH!"

The roaring got louder, rumbling Anam's slime. Rhys blinked. He recognized that roar. He had heard it before.

Something lit up in Nevren's peripheral vision. His Revisor was shining, so bright that it glowed through the fabric of his bag, light creeping its claws out from the pocket.

A huge, black set of claws burst out of Anam's chest, flailing and slashing at him from the inside. Bright, cyan light exploded next, struggling against the darkness, zapping at the black slime to turn it back to its natural purple. Then, a set of steely hooves smashed out of Anam, trying to break free. They were small when within Anam, yet when emerging, they grew to nearly overtake Anam's chest. But then the darkness overcame them, pulling them back inside. Afterward, pearl-pink light washed over more of the slime, turning more of the Goodra back to normal. At least half of Anam was restored, including one of his eyes.

Anam roared in a thousand voices—but two of those voices seemed to be coming from the cyan and pink lights within him.

An unseen force pulled the claws back inside, accompanied by another set of countless roars. One of the screaming voices became louder than all the others, and this one was labored and garbled, strained and frightened. With this voice came Anam's natural coloration, and finally, with a cry of pain, purple energy streamed out of Anam's chest wound—a single burst of Dragon might, taking the shape of a winged drake. This purple fire slammed into the ceiling, sending rocks scattering all around the trio. Following this outburst, golden light enveloped Anam; the darkness sank back into him, leaving nothing but a pale, lavender body behind.

Rhys and Nevren shielded their eyes; the light stung Rhys, but then a soothing warmth took over. He felt the fur on his neck return and some strange filthiness in his blood disappear. When he finally felt it was safe enough to look again, he saw Anam in front of them, crumpled on the floor. There wasn't a single sign of darkness in the area.

Nevren made a sudden look down in disbelief.

Rhys followed his gaze. "Ah," the exhausted Lucario said. "It's gray again."

The Revisor had worked again. "Y-yes," he said. "I'm feeling very lucky."

"I should say," Rhys said with a small laugh. But he was dizzy. Not only was his energy depleted, but his aura felt like it was going to fly away from his body at any moment.

Nevren looked at Anam. "…Rhys… does he seem stable now?"

Rhys scanned his aura. He saw no darkness and no instability in Anam's aura. It must have been sealed away again. He was never able to look very deep into the Goodra. Now he knew why. "Yes. His aura is… normal."

Nevren sighed. "Then we should bring him back. We can discuss this with the others."

Rhys glared. "Then you won't be controlling him?"

Nevren stared at Anam for a while, letting out a small sigh. "If you tell the others about what I've done, I will have no choice but to unleash him. However"—Nevren raised his voice before Rhys could protest—"I will use my powers instead to assist Anam in sealing that… demon inside. Fair?"

"Not in the slightest," Rhys hissed.

"Would you rather I stop assisting entirely?"

Rhys growled, but he was too weak to argue any further. Anam was going to wake up soon, and they would need all of their focus to keep him from unleashing that thing again.

Nevren looked at Anam and then walked past him to pick up his one lost spoon. "If it is any consolation, Rhys," he said, turning back to face him, "any plans I may have had for Anam are… now irrelevant."


Manny crossed his arms, staring at the two dishes that had been placed before him. One was a stew filled with onions, potatoes, some kind of darkened meat, and a Cheri base. The other was a white slab of fish atop a bed of garlic rice and green beans.

"All right," Elder said with a nod from the other room. "You all wait there. I'm going to have Manny and Yen judge your dishes. He has no idea who made what, so it will be completely unbiased."

Owen and Har both nodded, flashing competitive glares at one another. Their scales were littered with remnants of their cooking—garlic juice and rice, potato skins and Cheri puree. Mispy and Ani had quite a bit of it near their mouths and at the ends of some of their vines, having sampled the ingredients to make sure they were of top quality.

Gahi and Lygo were meticulously cleaning their scales with cloths, rubbing each other's backs to make sure they didn't miss a spot. "Y'know, starting ter regret this," Gahi muttered, polishing out a blemish near the middle of Lygo's back. "This one ain't coming off."

"That's a birthmark," Lygo said.

"Eh? I don't have that."

"Yeah you do."

"Ehh?"

"What?" Owen asked, looking back. "Oh, yeah, you have that, Gahi. I actually have a kinda similar one on mine, too. Except it's a little lower, and it's more like an odd patch of scales than a discoloration. It's just a birthmark."

"We have the exact same one?" Gahi asked Lygo. "That's kinda weird. Didn't know those were genetic."

Lygo shrugged. "I think some are, but I think it's also because we were built from the same model."

Demitri prodded at some of the leftovers, taking a few nibbles. He gave the rest to Mispy, whose vines split open to act as extra mouths to eat faster.

"Um," the Haxorus said, "tell me again, about the meats we used, this is all fake meat, right?"

"I think that stuff is," Ax said, pointing at the darker, tougher meat. "But ours is definitely Seaking."

Demitri lowered his head, shrinking.

"What? Obviously, it was feral."

"I—I know, but—but after seeing Enet and stuff, I…" Demitri poked his claws together. "I'm beginning to think about just sticking to the artificial meats."

"Hey, if we don't keep the feral numbers down, they'll overpopulate." Ax glanced at Ani. One of her vines was in a competition with another from Mispy over a slab of meat, tugging at it like two rival Poochyena. "Besides, Enet's a Zoroark. They're naturally more intelligent than other feral species."

"I… guess so…" Demitri still seemed unconvinced. "I've just been rethinking it. That's all."

Ax crossed his arms, thinking. "How long have you been brooding about this, anyway?"

"Just, you know, when I started cutting it for the dish…"

"Bah, yer too soft," Gahi said. "Ain't you supposed ter be the killing-blow component ter the Alloy?"

"Y-yeah, well, maybe I'm choosing not to be," Demitri stammered. "Like what Trina said. I get to choose, and stuff."

"What, you think you can be gentle?" Gahi taunted, hopping away from Lygo, who was caught up in getting bits of smashed berries off of his claws. Every time he tried, more of it got on the other claws instead, leading to an endless cycle of suffering.

Gahi puffed out his chest. "If yer so soft, how about yeh prove it with a gentle punch? I bet yeh can't."

"I—I can't punch you!"

"Sure yeh can! We do it all the time!"

"No, I can't do that now. I'm evolved. I don't know if I can hold back anymore…"

Ax growled pensively. "Huh. I never thought about holding back." He squeezed his fist, then flicked his tail. "All or nothing. Otherwise, what's the point?"

"B-being gentle?" Demitri said pleadingly. "I bet I can. Okay, Gahi, hold still. I'm—"

"Uh, maybe save it for another time," Owen said.

"Yeah, don't do anything stupid," Har added. "We just finished cleaning the place up."

"And we should get a Reviver Seed just in case."

Gahi snorted, flaring his wings in an attempt to intimidate. "What, you think I'm weak?"

"No, but Demitri's… Gahi, his punches make shockwaves… when they miss."

Demitri squeaked, lowering his arms. "Maybe I'll test it on a Substitute doll or something first. Maybe we can ask Rhys to make one of those cool aura copies of his again?"

"I dunno, that wore him out," Owen said.

Owen figured that Demitri wouldn't fall for any of Gahi's taunts and withdrew before he could be dragged in. Mispy looked ready to flick Gahi on the head anyway.

Har grunted, withdrawing faster, and leaned against the wall near the back of the cooking area. Owen frowned, following Har; the counterpart snorted and turned his head away in response.

"Hey," Owen said.

Har flexed his fingers against his arms. "Look, my whole deal… it's not your fault or anything; I'm just still getting over it." The tension of his fingers suggested he wasn't making much progress. "I really liked the fight, though, so… thanks for that. Even if we're both… 'Owen,' I'm still not you. And that's…"

"That's good, right?"

Har hummed. "I don't know anymore."

Owen leaned back again, but then trailed his eyes over to where Zena had been. She'd dismissed herself while they cooked so she didn't distract Owen, but figured she would be back soon. While they made one dish for being judged, they still had a lot left over to enjoy as their promised dinner. He hoped to find someplace private so it could be a proper date.

"How come only you, uh, have all my memories?" Owen said. "And… when does it cut off? Like, you don't have me while I was with Mom, right?"

"No, I don't," Har said. "I have your first few lives, the stuff that happened before Rhys stole you away to live with the Fire Guardian."

Owen's tail shifted uncomfortably. "I don't remember that part of my life yet."

"Well, I can't help you," Har said. "I only know what happened before all that."

"Wait, so that means you—do you remember killing Klent?"

"Who?" Har asked.

"The Grass Guardian."

Har nearly choked. "Holy—you killed him?! But you're the Grass Guardian!"

Owen looked away.

"That's messed up."

"Yeah, I know," Owen raised his arms defensively. "I think he's still a little bitter about it, and I don't blame him."

"Did you kill anybody else?" Har asked.

"His daughter…"

Har just stared.

In an effort to refocus the subject, Owen sighed loudly. "So I guess your memories are from before that. Before Rhys took me away, or something. But why is it that only you have my memories? How come Lygo and the others don't?"

Har looked at the three. They were distracted, chatting with their counterparts. "Because they asked Trina to take them away." Har's claws traced along his scales, grinding louder and louder. "They couldn't deal with the fact that they were just fake copies, so Trina obliged and sealed it away. They don't even know it, because Trina knew that'd just bug them."

Owen shook his head. "Har, that's not a good idea. Sealing memories is the worst thing you could—"

"So you want them to know about the part of them that's a lie?"

"No, I—" Owen hesitated. "It's just that—you can't just… take memories away."

"You totally can," Har said. "That's what Trina did."

"But… then why didn't you forget?" he said. "Were you afraid that the memories would eventually come back?"

"Even if they did," Har said, "they'll be so distant that it won't matter by the time they do. I didn't want to forget because… because I don't know."

"You don't know?"

"Yeah. I just didn't want to. It didn't… feel right to." He folded his wings over his chest, curling up even tighter than before.

Owen mirrored Har's curl partway, focusing on the light of his tail. He looked at Har's for comparison. It was smaller. Then, he looked at Har. He didn't need Perceive to tell how much this sort of talk was bothering him. Har's claws dug into his own arms, and Owen, having a good guess on why, reached toward the top of his own head.

"What're you doing?" Har said.

Owen plucked his horns out, losing his Perceive in the process. "Nothing," he said. "Just wanted to give you some privacy."

Har stared in disbelief, but then uncurled slightly. His flame was a bit brighter, but he still didn't say anything. Not for a while, when Gahi's taunts had devolved into various places that Demitri could hit, some places less sanitary than others. It ended when Mispy and Ani simultaneously wrapped their vines around Gahi's mouth.

Har laughed weakly, unable to hide a smirk. "Looks like that's another advantage you have over me," he said to Owen.

"Advantage?"

"I can only give my word when I say I'm not reading someone. But you have proof. Just pull your horns out. It's kinda funny, though." Har scratched under his chin, then gestured to his tail. "Even though we're supposed to have an easy time reading how others feel, the Charmander line is one of the easiest species to read, just at a glance."

"Yeah, we're a bit… expressive." Owen grabbed his tail, admiring his embers. "But I can't imagine living without this little guy."

"…Was that a joke?"

"What was?"

"N… never mind." Har sighed, settling against the wall again.

They listened in on the others of their respective Alloys. Lygo was muttering something to Gahi about how everyone was too slow when walking from place to place—something that Gahi finally felt validation for. Ani rolled her eyes at this, asking Mispy who should tell them that they were the abnormal ones. Mispy just smiled, shrugging.

"Is it weird to have Ani talk so much?" Owen asked Har.

"Huh?"

"Ani. Because Mispy, she barely talked. It's… I don't really know why. She just has trouble getting words out, so she started getting really precise with what she wants to say."

"Oh." Har nodded. "Ani used to be like that. Trina helped out, did some speech therapy or something like that. I forget what she actually called it, but, well, you know. Trina's good with the mind."

Owen shifted uncomfortably. "I still don't know how to feel about that."

"I'd trust her more than I would Nevren, or Eon." Har looked ahead. "If someone has to control us to keep us from going nuts, I'd rather have Trina. At least she's honest about doing it."

They went back to watching. It was almost entirely cleaned up by now. None of them had questioned why Har or Owen weren't helping, but perhaps that was because most of the mess had been caused by the rest of them in the first place. Gahi had resorted to leaning over the table, demanding an arm wrestle from Demitri. Nobody took it seriously except for Demitri, who fretted and hid behind Mispy in a final attempt at avoiding the confrontation.

"Gahi, leave him alone already," Owen called. "You're scaring the poor guy."

"Bah!" Gahi raised his arms. "He saves his meanness for actual battles, I bet."

"I—I'm starting to think I should be a chef instead," Demitri said, squeaking. "This was way more fun than battles!"

Mispy perked up, blinking. Demitri realized it a second later, the two of them exchanging a look. "More… fun." Mispy looked at her vines, then at Demitri again.

"You think so?" Demitri asked. "It… It sorta just slipped out, but…"

Owen spotted a wide smile on Har's face, but when their eyes met, it quickly disappeared. He turned away, focused instead on the far wall.

Another odd silence fell between the two Charizard, the question brewing in Owen's mind. He didn't want to ask it, but letting it fester was even worse. "…Do you miss them?" Owen asked, but regretted it when he saw Har's entire body close in. "Sorry—forget I asked. Stupid question…"

Har's flame grew, starting to generate enough heat to be harmful. "I'm never forgiving Eon for what he did."

Owen tensed at this, wondering how to approach that. Har literally wished he hadn't been created—that they, the copies of his own Team Alloy…

"How did he even do it?" Owen said. "This must've been a long time ago if you only have memories of me from—"

He shook his head. "No. I'm not that old. I was 'born' only a few decades ago. Apparently Eon had some copy of your memories stored somewhere as a just-in-case or something. I don't really know why, or how, or…" Har snorted. "And I don't care, either. I want nothing to do with him."

Owen winced. "Y-yeah…"

Someone cleared their throat near the entrance. It was Amia, squeezing around Lygo, who had humored Gahi on his arm-wrestling challenge. They were equally matched.

"Hey, Mom," Owen said. "I saw you. Are you feeling better?"

"A lot better, dear," Amia said, back to her blue colors.

Owen turned and gave her a confident nod. "Where's Dad?"

"He's in the Fire Realm. But he wanted to see how you were doing after your little fight! Did it go well?"

"Yeah, definitely." Owen forced a grin. "We all enjoyed it, actually. Um, did you pass by Zena on your way here?"

"Yes! She'll be here soon. She just had to get a few things taken care of. I also saw Manny trying out the dishes you made. Are you guys having a little culinary competition? You should have asked Alex to join in! Back when he was alive, he had quite the appetite. He knows his way around food."

"Yeah, you told me. Still weird to imagine a Magmortar being able to eat so easily, though, with those arms of theirs."

"Oh, well—" Amia hesitated. "Actually, Owen. There's something I've been neglecting to… tell you."

Owen's expression darkened.

Amia waved her hands in the air. "No, no, nothing like that! I promise this is very small compared to everything else!" She sighed, clasping her hands together, almost in prayer. "With all the chaos that happened the past few days, I forgot to mention that, er, as part of our whole… campaign to raise you normally, I wasn't… the only one to be in a disguised form. I mean—I've always been blue, I just like the look, er, but your father changed for a more practical reason.

"You see, when I first became the Fire Guardian, the Fire Realm wasn't… the friendliest toward non-Fire Pokémon. The spirits were friendly, but the environment wasn't. Lava and fire everywhere. And Alex used to be a Pokémon that didn't quite survive in such a harsh environment, not until later. Well, no. They could. But it was still uncomfortable compared to being an actual Fire Pokémon. At first, he just took on a Fiery version of what he used to be, but that, er, frightened you."

"Frightened me?" Owen said. A flash of memory—he was worried at how accustomed he was getting to these flashes—washed over him. He remembered hiding under his Rawst bed as a Charmander, screaming about a monster. He had seen a great demon of some kind, wreathed in flames with black eyes and deep, dark wings. He remembered it had six of those eyes, all staring at him.

"Yes, dear. Alex took on a Magmortar form so it didn't frighten you. You said his lips were funny."

"What did he used to be, then?" Owen said. "Th-that fire monster—I think I remember it. That was terrifying! Good thing he—I mean, um, I'm sure it'd be better now, but I guess I was still a lot more like a kid back then…"

Amia nodded. "Your father was a Hydreigon, actually. He picked Magmortar because the arms were reminiscent of them, a little."

Owen's heart dropped. "H-Hydreigon? You're kidding."

"I hope that doesn't make you see him any differently, dear," Amia said. "I know you're frightened of him. Dark Types in general are a bit scary for you, aren't they?"

Owen shook his head, raising a hand. "All this time, my Dad was an awesome Dragon and you never told me?!"

It took Amia a second to readjust to Owen's unexpected tone. "T-to be fair, dear, we did try to show him to you before, but you always got shaken up!"

"But Dark Types aren't scary! They're awesome!"

Har stared at Owen incredulously. "What? Hang on, since when? When did that attitude change? I dunno about you, but Dark Types are kinda creepy. Some of their attacks—Ghosts, too—can literally suck the light out of the air. That's, like, a primal fear for a Charizard. When did you get a change in attitude?"

Owen shrugged. "I guess I started to learn more about them. Besides, the only Dark Type that I know personally is really friendly. Have you met Enet?"

"The Zoroark? Yeah, I guess she's nice, but she does the same thing! Her home is a black void, just like the Abyss."

Owen turned his attention back to Amia. "So, I'm guessing he had to stay a Magmortar so he didn't trigger my memories."

"Exactly," Amia said. "I'm sorry, dear."

Owen rolled his eyes. "And what about now?" he said. "I feel like right now I want to get as many of my memories back. Will he be going back to normal?"

"Magmortar is normal for him, now," Amia said. "He's spent more time as one than a Hydreigon. That's the case for a lot of spirits, actually. I wouldn't doubt it if Anam, or even you have spirits that used to be in different forms. But, well, he'll consider if, if you think the species is cool."

"You have no idea how cool it is that Dad's a Dragon," Owen said gravely.

Amia rubbed her forehead, looking at Har helplessly.

"It's true," Har said.

"Oh, dear. What exactly is so notable about the Dragon type?"

"I don't know, it just—sometimes, it feels like that's what Charizard were supposed to be, you know?"

"Well, that's a question that you'll have to ask Star," Amia said. "Actually, where is she, anyway?"

Owen shrugged. "Last I checked, she was going with Jerry to do some errands, like get him a new bed."

"They were gone for a while," Amia said, frowning.

Har released his arms, rubbing at the little indents he had inadvertently left on his scales. "Maybe we should go and check on them? I usually pass as normal if I say I'm southern."

"Let's just give them a bit more time," Amia said. "Star would be on her way if something went wrong and they needed backup."

"I have decided!" Manny suddenly announced, holding up one of the dishes into the air. The whole crowd in Rhys' home headed to the deeper room.

Har broke out into a huge grin. "Ha! Bite my claw!" He pointed at Team Alloy.

"Yeah, gotta say, I'm a sucker fer garlic rice. It's exotic, if yeh ask me, and ter be honest, almost reminds me o' home, in a weird way. Yen liked 'em both, but I gave it the edge."

Owen's wings drooped. "So, our stew wasn't any good at all?"

"Didja hear me? Yen said the stew was good, too! And I agree! But Har's fish whatever was just a little better cooked. Stew was a little overpowered by the base, is all. Great if yer looking ter fill a belly, but I dunno about fine dining. But hey!" Manny set the bowl down. "Let's get everyone gathered up and bring this ter the square! Let's eat!"


Those who hadn't left for Hot Spot Dungeon or Kilo Village all gathered up in the middle of the square, once again with Valle as their decorative centerpiece.

"So, uh, you gonna go organic yet?" Manny asked, holding to Valle a humble portion of food.

"No. Thank you for the offering."

"Offering, right. Y'ain't a Legendary." Manny placed the bowl by his stone feet anyway. Amia got her bowl next. Zena and Owen sat next to one another, figuring that even though they were planning on having a nice dinner alone, a communal lunch was just as good for lifting everyone's mood.

Valle had crafted a tiny, tiny bowl and plate to put little drops of stew, a small pile of rice, and a chunk of fish for Willow. The rest of Team Alloy and Team Trina all sat near one another, mumbling about how their dishes had turned out. "So, you're saying Rhys usually makes stews?" Har asked. "Guess he hasn't changed all that much from how I remember him."

Demitri inspected his portion curiously, nibbling on one of the potato chunks. "A lot has changed and a lot hasn't. I mean, seeing as you last remembered them as being allied to Eon—even Nevren, too—that's a lot that you missed, in a way."

Owen looked at Har expectantly, but the latter only tipped the stew down his throat, eyes closed. Owen huffed a small ember against his stew, disguising it as an effort to warm it up.

"Kinda glad we did," Ax said. "Not that we have your memories the same way, but, it sounds like a real bother to have a bunch of repeat memories for how-many-centuries."

"No kidding," Mispy said, glaring at the bowl as if it was Rhys.

"We're still really sorry for that," Amia said. "I was part of the same conspiracy for Owen. I don't think we can apologize enough for—"

"Um," Demitri held up a claw, "to be honest… I think you might be apologizing too much at this point. Like, we get it."

"O-oh." Amia brought her head down, clearing her throat. "I'm sorry."

Mispy looked between Amia and Owen, blinking. "Similar," she mumbled.

Har sighed, breaking the levity. "Anyway, this has been really fun, but I think we should go back and tell Trina what we think."

Owen perked up. "Oh, that's right. That's the whole reason you came here in the first place, right? Um—so, er, how did we do?"

"It's okay," Har said dismissively. "It's a little hot, according to what Ani is saying, and the ground is a little too hard for Lygo, but Ax and I are fine with the environment. Actually, I personally like it, so I see why Owen thinks this place makes for a good home. And the community is pretty nice, and I don't see you guys mistreating Team Alloy at all."

"Wait, that's what you were looking for?" Owen said. "If we were being mistreated?"

"Yeah. If you guys were being treated like weapons at all, or taken advantage of. I couldn't say that to you guys or you'd try to disguise it or something, but obviously, that's not what you guys do anyway. These horns would pick up if you were being deceptive at all." Har tapped at his left one. "I didn't sense much. Nothing out of the ordinary, at least."

Willow looked up from her nearly microscopic bowl of stew. "So, does that mean we passed the test? Are you moving in?!"

"I'm gonna tell Trina that you guys are a good bunch, yeah," Har said. "If that's all she needed to move in, then she'll be coming next to inspect the caves. And I guess that'll leave us to gather up all the other subjects for the move, since it's probably gonna take a while. Ani, Ax, Lygo! Set to go?"

"Can I get seconds?" Ani asked, holding out her large bowl and plate.

"Me, too," Mispy said.

"One fer the road," Manny said, happily filling Ani and Mispy's bowls.

"Oh, uh, can we borrow one of your Badges? One that hasn't been used up yet."

"I think this one has enough energy for another warp to Trina's," Owen said, rummaging through Team Alloy's bag. He tossed a Badge over to Har. "See you guys soon!"

They vanished; Owen returned to his bowl, the fire of his tail glowing happily.

"Well, aren't you in a good mood," Amia said, smiling.

"I feel like I really helped Har," Owen said. "I mean—we did. We all did."

"Mostly you," Mispy admitted.

"It's only natural," Demitri said. "I feel like you'd know him better than anyone."

"Mm." Owen turned his attention back to his mother. "Mom, can you bring Dad out? But as how he really looks."

Amia flinched. "Owen, dear, it's really not necessary."

"Please?" Owen begged. "Even if it's weird now, I just wanna know."

Amia sighed. "Okay, okay." She held her arm out, summoning a single ember. It formed into something vaguely familiar at first—the shape of two arms that had no proper fingers, a bit wide. A large body… but then it slimmed down, lengthened, grew a tail, and wings…

A Hydreigon floated before them, levitating off of the ground by some dark force. "Er—hello," Alex said, bumping his head-hands together, like they were touching snouts. "This is a bit awkward."

Owen jumped, but then he beamed. "Dad…!"

"I really wish you weren't so pleased at me just for a new species." Alex crossed his heads.

"Oh—sorry," Owen said. "I just, it's really cool anyway. I still love you all the same and stuff, it's just, now I know you're even cooler and all that."

"I'm… cool?" Alex asked, floating a bit higher.

"Totally!"

"Oh, dear." Alex flushed, rubbing his cheek with his right head.

"…Do those talk, too?" Demitri had to ask, pointing at his arms.

"Hm? Oh, no. These are just, er, extra mouths. Brainless."

"Huh, so he can eat with them like Mispy can with her vines," Demitri said.

To demonstrate, Mispy pushed one of her vines forward, which split apart four-ways to reveal thorn-like teeth and a gaping maw. Aside from Demitri, those near her migrated away a scoot's distance.

"And what do you look like when Fiery?" Owen asked eagerly.

Alex's expression darkened. "Owen, are you sure?"

"Yeah! What do you look like when you're in the Fire Realm and stuff?"

Alex lowered his gaze to the ground. "Very well."

"Mm…" Amia gave her hand a little flick.

The Hydreigon instantly burst into flames, the blue underbelly with purple stripes becoming black with orange. His wings became flames, as did the flower-like mane around its head. The eyes, however, remained the same, piercing red.

Owen's fire blazed in a flash of terror, whole body stiffening. Amia, sensing this, suddenly drew her hand back, and the flames went out. Alex was back to normal.

"Th-that was cool, too," Owen said. "Even better! Now you're Dragon and Fire, right?"

"Owen…" Amia said. "I guess now you know why we decided to pick something a little less scary."

Owen cringed. "I didn't mean to get scared. It was just a little startling."

"Do you think it's some kind of old memory?" Demitri asked.

"Maybe," Owen said, but was afraid to look back on exactly why it was so frightening. He hadn't seen many Hydreigon in town before, but he was sure if he saw one, he wouldn't react like that. It was just the fiery one. Owen looked at his soup again, then smiled at Alex. "Well, hey. Doesn't matter. You're still my Dad, and I'll get used to it if you're more comfortable in that body, alright?"

But he sensed that Alex was tense.

"Or… you could be a Magmortar."

The rest of Hot Spot quietly ate their lunch together, absently chatting with one another about the Hot Spot Dungeon and its enigmatic appearance—though nobody had anything substantial to contribute besides how odd it was. Then, the discussion transitioned into Jerry and his new bed, wondering what sort of mattress he would eventually get. Willow was positive it would be pink, though she did not elaborate on why.

Throughout the chatter, Zena stole a few glances at Owen. The Charizard returned the glances with confused looks, followed by brief tension. And then, Elder spoke up. "Owen, I do believe Zena wants to talk to you."

Zena jumped, shaking her head. "N-no, that's not—I was just looking at him."

"Yeah, you were," Owen said. "You alright?"

"He still cannot understand your body language, Zena," Elder said patiently. "Give him time. Why don't you find somewhere private to chat?"

"Ooooh!" Willow said, literally sparking with the prospect of gossip.

Both the serpent and pseudo-dragon flushed beneath their scales. Despite this, Zena led Owen away from the group and into her home—earning an even louder coo from the tiniest Joltik.

"Are you alright?" Owen asked, doing his absolute best to hide his blush. It wasn't working.

"Elder didn't have to make a scene about that," Zena said, pouting. "I truly only wanted to talk."

"I'm really sorry I can't read your body language yet." Owen's tail bumped on the ground, firelight reflecting off the rocks. "Again, I just get overwhelmed. It's like being able to recite a book in an ancient language, but not knowing what the words say, you know?"

"That's not… what I wanted to talk about," Zena said. "I know about that already. I'm well aware how dense you can be."

"G-geez, have to be so harsh?"

Zena smiled, leaning forward to nuzzle his shoulder. "Sorry. I suppose I should be nicer now that we're courting."

"C-courting?" Owen squeaked. "That's so… I dunno if I'm any good at that!"

Zena laughed loudly, quickly restraining herself to a giggle behind her ribbons. "Owen, I wanted to talk to you about your fight against, er… Team Trina."

"Oh," Owen said, composing himself. "What about it? I—I hope it wasn't too savage for you. Thinking back, it was actually really brutal, now that, you know, I'm not in any fighting instincts. We went kinda crazy back there."

Zena nodded. "I'll admit, it was… a little frightening to watch. But I'm happy that you won." She sighed, pausing, no doubt to gather her words. "But what I'm happier about is how you treated Har."

"H-how I…?"

Zena shook her head. "He did nothing but try to treat you as a rival, and I can't really blame him for it, considering, well…"

Owen rubbed the back of his neck. "Yeah…"

"But you did nothing but try to include him anyway."

"I mean—what was I supposed to do?" Owen turned his palms upward. "I know exactly how he feels. Or, I mean, I can probably guess. I know how my body feels, and he has basically the same one. We were probably reading each other like books. I just… wanted him to feel better."

"And how did he feel about you?" Zena asked.

"Er,"—Owen awkwardly shifted his feet—"At first, he seemed to hate me. Especially after I won. But I guess… maybe he started to get over it."

"I think it's more than that," Zena said, nudging Owen with one of her ribbons. "Owen… I'm proud of you. Even if your instincts are battle-hungry, I can still see that you're one of the kindest Pokémon I've ever met. You're… a real Heart, Owen. I think I understand what you mean, now, when you say that. What was the motto, again?"

"Fight, uh, fight for the world," Owen said. "To help people who can't on their own."

The Milotic nodded. "I think you did that for Har today."

She slithered closer. Their faces were mere inches apart. Owen gulped nervously, glancing to the left and right. He was getting a new set of motions from Zena, and he didn't quite know what they meant. Before he had the chance to piece together the puzzle, she closed her eyes and gave him a small peck on the lips. Sensitive scales briefly touched one another before parting.

Speechless, Owen only stared, wide-eyed. He and Zena shared a similar, red hue.

"Come," she said. "Let's finish our lunch."

She slithered past Owen, brushing her scales against his thigh. Owen shivered, spinning around to watch her go. "Z-Zena?"

"Hm?" She looked back.

"I think I'm starting to understand your body language better."

Zena blinked, mouth open a sliver, but no words came at first. Then, she smiled. "I know."






68. Special Episode 5 - I Promise


Special Episode 5 – I Promise

You must remember your duties and your purpose and follow what your body is most capable of. The Magcargo should not be a woodworker. The Golem should not be a fisher. The Electrode should not be a scribe. All Pokémon should follow their duties and put themselves to their best use. For that is how your villages and your towns and your world may prosper.

—Book of Arceus, Creation

Twin Dragon Pulse flames spiraled across the Wooden Wilds, slamming into a strange, black creature, disintegrating it into nothing. Three more took its place, rising from the ground. A third Dragon Pulse burst through the air, slamming into the first one; the resultant shockwave slammed the other two wraiths.

"Again!" Mama shouted. The Goodra pointed her horns ahead.

Anam opened his mouth—which took up most of his body—and fired another Dragon Pulse at the right wraith. The force pressed him against Mama's chest, but he still hit his mark, disintegrating it. Beside him was Papa, firing his own Dragon Pulse from within Mama's left arm. The Salandit was much more adept, the Pulse hitting the wraith in the core, obliterating it all the same.

"Perfect," Mama said. "Good work, you two."

With the dark creatures gone, the surrounding field felt a lot brighter. Pale brown grass that went up to Mama's belly filled most of their view under a sky half filled with clouds.

"Let's keep on our guard," Papa said. "Anam, are you well?"

"Yup!" Anam bobbed his ill-formed body. The Goomy twisted and turned in Mama's hold. "This is fun, Mama!"

The Goodra sighed. "Don't take this so lightly, Anam. This is dangerous."

"It wouldn't be dangerous if you let me come with you!" Anam pressed his body against Mama in what was his attempt at a hug. "Besides, you said it's even more dangerous if you leave me alone!"

"Anam, that's because you always find ways to wander off."

"That's because I have to find you!" Blissful, Anam nuzzled his forehead against Mama's chest. "I love you, Mama."

The Goodra mother sighed, bringing a hand between the Goomy's feelers. "I love you too, Anam."

This earned a grin that took up the entire width of Anam's face. Suddenly, he gasped. "Mama! Let's play Blaster!"

"N-now?"

"Now! Now!" Anam squirmed in her hands. "Just once, just once!"

"Just once…" She shook her head, horns bobbing behind her. "If you wish."

Papa crawled from Mama's arms and onto her shoulders. Then, she positioned Anam on the top of her right arm, angling it upward until he slid down. His back pressed against her snout, earning a giggle from the child. He spun around, face to face.

"Kiss kiss!" Anam said, giving Mama a peck on the lips.

Mama smiled back, pressing her forehead against his. "Ready?"

"Ready… BLAST!"

At once, he and Mama both shot each other with Dragon Pulse attacks. The energies pressed against one another, burning Mama's arm, but it was nothing she couldn't handle. She always did this!

The force against Anam's tiny body was much greater. He went into the air, several feet from the weak Pulse, and screamed with joy once Mama stopped. A bit of excess Dragon fury from Anam singed her nose. She rubbed at it, holding her horns out at the same time to gingerly catch him on his descent.

"Again, again!" Anam bounced from her right arm to her left. "One more, one more!"

"We have to keep going, Anam," Mama said. "Don't worry."

"Oh, Madeline." Papa gently flicked his tail on her neck. "One more won't hurt."

Mama shook her head. "One more. And that's all."


Do not neglect your own personal wills and desires. Remember that the purpose of life is to enjoy the bountiful world that I have provided for you. Let the Charizard learn to swim. Encourage the Rampardos to act delicately. Allow the Froslass to dance with the flames. And so long as this is done in moderation, they shall become stronger, and can experience more of the world they own.

—Book of Mew, Creation

"That was a very good recitation, Anam," Mama patted him on the head, rubbing between his two feelers. He purred in reply, listening to her calm praise. "You got both Creation passages correct. A few of the words were a bit off, but I do not think Mew will mind."

Anam grinned, but it faltered when he saw the black clouds ahead and all around them. This deep into the Dungeon, the impure corruption and decay permeated the twisted atmosphere. It was only because of Mama's purifying light that it was safe for them to go so far inside.

Normally, Dungeon goers had to find ways around the decay, or otherwise face certain death. But for Mama, all she had to do was use her power a certain way and the darkness instantly fell away.

A thin filament of light spun around them, emerging from the center of her back. It created a spherical barrier with the filament twisting around it. The light pushed away the black mist.

Ahead of them was the Dungeon Core. This time, it was made of twisted woodlands that formed a spiral in the middle of a clearing of the forest. At the top of this crown of unnatural trees was a sphere of glimmering darkness, emitting small flashes of reddish-purple light.

Anam quivered. "Scary…"

Mama raised her right arm into the air. "There's no need to fear, Anam. I shall take care of it. The wraiths are exhausted and all that remains is the Core."

"Oh! Oh! Do the thing!" Anam spun and stared at Mama, eyes shining.

"Anam, that's not—"

"Pleeease? It's so cool!" He dug his face into her chest, tilting his head up so his gooey eyes just barely peeked out from her slimy, protective layer.

Papa shook his head, sighing. But he smiled, as did Mama.

Mama and Anam stared at one another. The former's will was too weak. With a heavy sigh, she closed her eyes, opening them only after she got into a praying position, hands clasped together and tiny fingers entwined. Anam slid toward the top of Mama's shoulder, opposite of Papa, and waited.

"By the power of His overwhelming benevolence, the grantor of the spirit and the light, purify this place and dispel its malice. Let Your radiance eternal cleanse this creation of darkness!"

Mama opened her hands toward the Core.

"Gather!"

The room around them darkened as if the very light surrounding them had faded away. Yet at the same time, Mama glowed, a radian light flowing from her body and toward her hands, forming a golden, blinding sphere.

"Condense!"

The light sank into her hands, shooting through her arms like white-hot magma, glowing just beneath her skin. It channeled through her chest, frozen in place. It grew even brighter from the inside, threatening to explode out at any moment.

"Dispel."

Mama opened her maw wide and fired the sphere—even larger and brighter once it left her body—toward the Core. It collided, forcing Anam and Papa to close their eyes and turn away. Even Mama had to squint. Waves of heat washed over them. The dark clouds evaporated. Finally, the light that had been taken away from the land returned.

"That was SO COOL!" Anam bounced on top of Mama's head, then back to her shoulders, and onto her head again.

"I suppose it is," Mama said, reaching up to grab Anam before he'd slip. With him carefully between her hands, she said, "Now, you won't ask me to do that again? Giving a whole speech and showy display is really draining. I didn't need nearly that amount of power to dispel this Core."

"I won't!" Anam grinned, eyes glowing again. "Not until you find another Core!"

Mama and Papa sighed.


And Arceus descended from his throne to approach the soul that had scaled His eternal tower. Battered and beaten, his ember faded to nothing but a small cinder, and yet he still looked up to witness His wondrous glory. The soul asked, "Arceus, creator of Legends, why has my village fallen to ruin? Can You and Your great power restore it to its former glory?"

And Arceus, in His great wisdom, shook his head. "My power will not be wasted on a village that will wither away again. For the reason your village fell was due to its own lack of duty and discipline. They did not gather from the rivers and did not plant their seeds. And so, they were ruined."

The soul fell to the ground, weeping. He begged and begged again, but Arceus was not one to rescind His divine wisdom. However, His benevolence , with His endless compassion, said to the soul, "You have climbed my eternal tower, faced endless hardship, and now request only to save others. You are a noble soul. And for that, I will grant you one power. The power to save more than you ever could for your village. The power to save those noblest, just as yourself." The soul bowed to him.

With a small fraction of His thousand arms, Arceus took the soul and shaped it into something new. He became that of Xerneas, the Lifebringer. And the humble soul, with His new power, descended back to the world of mortals. And there, He became a bastion for future generations, making the world bountiful forevermore.

—Book of Arceus, Life

The Goomy opened his eyes. In front of him was an audience of Pokémon of all shapes and sizes sitting, standing, or coiling about in a temple of white marble. Stained glass decorated tall walls and large seats filled the center chamber. Behind the Goomy was a large mural depicting three windows. The middle depicted a great beast of white fur and four legs, surrounded by large blotches of color. The right depicted a small, pink creature surrounded by a rainbow's worth of tiny dots. The middle frame was completely white.

The Goomy turned to his left, eyes beaming with overflowing joy and pride. His eyes asked, 'How did I do?'

The Goodra next to him smiled, giving a nod. "Thank you, Anam," she said, and then faced the others in the temple. "That was a wonderful rendition of Life."

"I did good?" Anam asked, bobbing his vaguely spherical body from the top of the polished marble podium.

"Absolutely," the Goodra replied. She looked to the others. "Wouldn't you agree?"

"Aw, the little kid would make Arceus Himself proud!" shouted a Breloom.

"You've got a talented kid, Priestess!"

"Thank you, but really, Anam has been practicing that speech very dutifully. Any of you could do it with the same sort of effort. Isn't that right, Anam?"

"Yes! Dutiful!" The young Goomy bobbed again.

"But that will be all for today, everyone," the Priestess said. "Let us all now stand in prayer for the Three Divine Spirits."

The temple went quiet then, all Pokémon lowering their heads and bodies, eyes closed. From above, a great, metal bell boomed slowly, each time sending small shockwaves through Anam's body. His soft form jiggled with each one, every ring of the bell filling him with a sense of purpose and life. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, and released it on the third and final ring. It was the sound that Anam always looked forward to, without fail. It gave him the energy to take on the school days, the chores, and all of the vegetables.

The sound faded into a dull echo after several seconds. All the Pokémon lifted their heads, eyes open.

"Thank you," the Priestess said. "By His blessing."

"By His blessing," they all said.

By the time half of the audience had shuffled out, Anam's mother suddenly jolted. "A-and don't forget! Book of Mew in five days—make sure you read through Passage of Ice!"

Weaving between Pokémon large and small, going against the flow of bodies and nearly getting stepped on by a Torterra, a Salandit scrambled to the clearer spots of the temple. "Madeline!"

"Papa!" Anam said, jumping off the podium. He landed on the ground with a splat, followed by an "Oof," knowing that his rump would probably be bruised from the fall.

Papa smiled. "I'm sorry I missed your passage, Anam. But I'm sure it was wonderful."

"It's okay. It went just as good as when I practiced at home!"

"That's wonderful, Anam," Papa said. "Madeline?"

Mama leaned forward, picking the Salandit up. There was a small piece of paper in his paws—though, considering his size, the paper dwarfed him. After settling on her shoulder, Papa held the letter as far forward as he could so Mama could read it. "We found another Dungeon. This one is quite old, so it's very corrupt. We need to go in and bless the Core."

"Hrm…" Mama rubbed her fingers together. "We do." She read through the paper carefully, eyes meticulously scanning every word.

Anam tilted his body. "Where is it this time, Mama? Is it far?"

"Not very, it seems," Mama said. "It will only be a few days. We'll certainly be back in time for the next holy day."

"We're going on an adventure!" Anam said, hopping happily. "Yes! Yes! I get to skip school!"

"And we'll make sure you get all of your homework before we go."

Anam, both figuratively and literally, deflated.


The creature screamed, begging and praying for safety for his village. He saw as his home fell beneath the merciless orange, glowing wave. The heat burned his body, and the bodies of all the others fleeing. And Mew, watching in horror, cried out to them to flee even faster, but that was simply beyond them.

And ultimately, when the villagers found nowhere else to go, they saw the lava slowly creep closer. Fur burst alight. Scales burned away. And feathers became naught but ash. And yet, as they all screamed, the villager prayed for forgiveness, for it was by their own sins that the village was now in ruins.

And then, Mew performed a miracle. With a wave of divine light, the feathers became imbued with fire. The fur harnessed the flames. And the scales grew bright. The villager's tail, as a symbol of their eternal will, became imbued with pure, fiery energy—his spirit, and all of his descendants, would forever carry the ember of life. It was their second life, their second heart. And Mew told them, it was their second chance. For She believed that even with mistakes made, there is always time to repent and reclaim one's purity.

—Book of Mew, Fire

The wood crackled softly in front of Anam, little embers dancing in the nighttime sky. Anam wiggled his little body, puffing tiny, precise scorch marks into a piece of paper in front of him with practiced ease. Little, simplified letters from left to right covered the paper with black scorch marks. Without hands or feet or even a tail, Anam had to work with weak Dragon Pulse strikes to burn his answers to the homework. Thankfully, it wasn't too hard. They weren't very writing intensive.

Every so often, Anam glanced up at his parents. Papa was reading a book by the fireside, gingerly turning the huge pages with his tiny paws. It seemed to be a story about a great adventurer, hunting for treasure in ancient lands. Mama was reading from another book, but Anam couldn't tell what it was. The cover was blank.

"Mama? What're you reading?"

"Hm? Oh, just a book, Anam." She closed it, sighing. "I suppose I can't say much about what's in it, unfortunately."

"How come?"

Mama opened the book to a random page, humming. She turned it toward Anam. "See?"

The pages were blank. Nothing. An empty, white canvas, wordless and without meaning.

"Huh?" Anam bubbled, confused. "I don't get it. How come you're reading a blank book?"

Mama frowned, turning it back toward her. She closed it again, setting it down, and then picked both Papa and Anam from the ground. The fire crackled after a stick fell deeper into the center of the pit. "I'm afraid it's a book that only I can read." She looked at the covers. "Nobody else can see its contents. Nobody else can even know what it says. I cannot read it to you."

"Oh…" Anam frowned. "Is it because you're a Divine Dragon?"

"I'm…" Mama sighed. "I don't know. I've met other Divine Dragons before and none of them can read it. Only I can."

"Oh." Anam frowned, not understanding. But then it clicked. "Ah! I get it! You're the best Divine Dragon, and that's why!"

Mama chuckled. And this time, it wasn't restrained. Her belly rumbled, her chest shook, and she brought a hand to her mouth. "Oh, Anam." She pulled him close, as well as Papa, and gave them both a little squeeze. "You're too precious."

Anam giggled, pressing against her. Eventually, they settled into a cozy silence, only the crackle of the flames filling it. Anam stared at the fire, thinking about the passage they had read just before he'd finished his homework.

"Mama," Anam said, looking up at her. "How come fire hurts so much?"

"Because it has a lot of energy, Anam," Mama replied.

"Too much energy hurts?" Anam asked.

"Too much of anything hurts."

Papa crawled next to Anam and curled around him. Anam nestled beneath his chin. "Too much food hurts, Anam. Fire can be both good and bad. We use fire to stay warm. But too much fire and we burn."

"How come Fire Pokémon can live in it, then? Are they harmful?"

"Not in the slightest." Mama settled down next to them, listening to the feral Kricketot sing with the beat of the campfire's rumble. "Fire is hard to control. It is the duty of the Fire Pokémon to properly harness it."

"But what about the ones that don't?"

"Well, they have sinned. To misuse the power gifted upon you by Mew is a sin. They shall not be judged well both in this life and the next."

Several beats of silence followed, punctuated only by the clicks and pops of the fire.

He looked down. "I sinned."

"Anam?" Mama tilted her head. "What do you mean?"

Anam's eyes watered. "I hurt my friend with my Dragon gift from Mew, and they hit another student. And then they both yelled at me, saying Arceus wouldn't like me anymore." He sniffled. "Is that true? Does Arceus hate me now?"

"Anam…" Mama frowned. "He doesn't hate you. He could never, not someone as kindhearted as you. And you apologized, didn't you?"

"I did! I did! I said sorry!" His mouth twisted into a desperate frown. "B-but they were still angry!"

"Did you blast them particularly hard?" Papa asked. "You have to remember your own strength, Anam. You're much stronger than most kids your age."

"Nuh-no…". He sniffed. "They also said I was dumb… that Arceus made me silly because he knew I'd be a sinner…"

Mama's chest rose. "Excuse me?" Her green eyes narrowed. "Who told you this? Which friend?"

Papa glanced nervously at Mama, then at Anam. "What do you mean, made you silly, Anam? You aren't silly at all."

Anam sniffled. "I know I'm silly! I'm a silly-silly funny-head. They called me all kinds of mean words… b-but they're words that I'd get in trouble for saying…"

As Anam spoke, small rocks rose around Mama, floating in the air. The ground rumbled. The campfire exploded with life. The little Goomy squeaked in surprise, hiding underneath Papa's chin. That snapped Mama back to the night. The fire died down. The ground settled. The rocks fell.

Mama cradled Papa and Anam into her arms, holding them tight. "There's nothing wrong with you, Anam," Mama said. Her eyes were stern. "No matter what others tell you, you're blessed. That's what you are. You aren't hated by Arceus or Mew."

"Even after what I did…?"

"You may ask for forgiveness," Mama said. "You are remorseful of it, and for Mew and Arceus alike, that is meaningful. I am certain that they both forgive you."

Anam blubbered again, pressing his face into Mama and Papa.

"Now we won't have any more worrying about this," Mama said. "I am positive that Mew would consider you one of the most adorable, affectionate, and kind Goomy to ever live."

"Y-you think so?"

"I know for certain," Mama said. "I've known Mew in the past. Just as I have known Arceus. And they both would never hate you, so long as you remain as you are today. Kind. Even if you hurt others, you understand now why you shouldn't, don't you?"

Anam sniffled, nodding.

"Then all is forgiven in the eyes of the Creators. Now all you must do is make it up to those among us, your classmates. You should do everything you can to earn their forgiveness, even if they themselves have sinned."

"They sinned…?"

"They called you horrible things, did they not? Did that hurt?"

"It hurt a lot…"

"Then they have sinned. But it is not up to you to judge them for such actions."

"What if they never forgive me? I'm supposed to forgive them?"

Mama frowned, looking down at the little Goomy. His eyes shined with one part confusion, two parts curiosity. "You can forgive," she said, "but you must also remember in the future how they treated you. You may forgive and allow them the opportunity, but you should not forget until they make up for it."

"That sounds hard… can't I just forgive them?"

Mama smiled, rubbing Anam between his little feelers. "I just don't want them to take advantage of you."

"What's that mean?"

"It means, if you keep forgiving them, they'll keep doing bad things to you, knowing you'll just forgive them."

Anam's eyes widened. "They wouldn't do that! That's… that's mean!"

"They were already mean to you," Mama said.

Anam shook his body in protest. "No! That's super mean! They aren't like that!"

Papa interjected quickly, raising a tiny hand. "We just want you to be careful, Anam. That's all."

Anam sank, frowning. "Okay… but they aren't mean!"

"Then perhaps they aren't," replied Mama. "I'll give them a firm talking to when we get home."

Anam shivered.

"But that's for later." Mama rubbed him on the head. "We should go to bed. We have a lot of traveling tomorrow."


The warrior passed through the final trial with ease. She had been faced with great darkness that poured out from her own heart, becoming a mirror of herself. Yet her malice overflowed. She craved destruction. She bellowed at the warrior, "We shall rise to the top of the Creator's Hall, strike Him down, and steal his throne!"

The warrior laughed. "It would be such a foolish attempt at His life. He is immortal and omnipotent, and I have no reason to kill."

"Then why have you come, if not to fight?!"

"I want to fight. For it is my duty to be the strongest, to protect my village and my people. Those who threaten peace must be destroyed."

The darkness roared at her. "Then you are afraid of Him!"

The warrior walked past the darkness, ascending to the Hall of Creation without it. The darkness roared again, screaming for her to stay down and fight with her. The warrior then turned around, reaching a hand toward the darkness. "Then come with me, so we may battle His glory not as enemies, but as friends."

And so, the darkness was dispelled.

—Book of Arceus, Death

Anam frowned, looking up at Mama. "I don't get it."

The forest was starting to get darker even though it was early in the afternoon. The trees loomed above them, leafless, and the ground was dreary, gray, and muddy. Papa and Anam were held in Mama's arms again, kept against her chest while she waded through the gray, rotten ground toward the Dungeon. Despite how corrupted the land seemed, they had yet to find a single distortion.

"Well, I'm not finished with the passage yet, Anam," Mama said, placing a bookmark gently between the pages.

"I know, but… how come the darkness went away? That was the evil, mean side of her, right? I thought darkness gets destroyed!"

Mama smiled. "Darkness is inherent in all of us, Anam. We all have impure thoughts. The great warrior that scaled Destiny Tower's ancient corridors wanted nothing more than peace for her home, and yet she still held the power of destruction in her claws."

Anam gulped. "That's scary… how come a peacekeeper is so strong?"

"It requires strength to maintain peace," Mama said. "Don't you remember, Anam? I'm one of the strongest Pokémon in the world. I can rival the Embodiments that are depicted in this very book. Do you think I'm scary?"

Anam shook his head. "No! You're scary to others, though!"

Mama's left feeler twitched. "Well." Her eyes briefly darted left. "That's good."

Papa held a paw over his muzzle, stifling a giggle. "I don't think you're very scary, Madeline."

Mama growled, making Anam tilt his body in confusion.

"Is Mama scary?" Anam asked.

"Not toward us, but to those who have darkness in their hearts. She only wishes to help others harness and control their darkness."

"Control…" Anam frowned. "What's my darkness?"

"Hmm… you are too young to know your own darkness," Mama said. "One day, when you are older, perhaps you will see it. Then you can confront your darkness and learn to control it, just as we all must."

"Oh, okay." Anam jiggled and bubbled in thought. "…What happened to the warrior, Mama?"

"Well, that's for next time."

"Can you say it really fast?" Anam asked eagerly. "I wanna know if she's okay! Is there a happy ending?"

"There is one," Mama said, smiling. "The warrior confronted Arceus and asked for a sparring match against Him. But she was not given the chance. Instead, He made her battle the strongest Pokémon of his disciples, an Embodiment."

Anam gasped. "Did she win?! Did the warrior win?!"

Mama stifled a laugh. "Of course not. Embodiments alone are far beyond the power of a mortal, and to fight one of the strongest? There was simply no way."

"Who was the strongest?"

"It was an entity that did not truly have a name to call its own. Not a name that has been written down, at least." Mama gently slipped the Book of Arceus back into her bag. "But it was known to us as the Divine Dragon."

Anam gasped again, accidentally swallowing a bit of his own slime. He coughed for a bit, Mama patting him on the back to loosen some of the phlegm.

"Calm, Anam," Papa said carefully.

"But, Divine Dragon!" Anam said. "Isn't that what you're called?!"

Madeline chuckled. "Yes, I am. We who lead the temples are named after that Embodiment, as the Divine Dragon was the first Embodiment to ever be created. Though, not many Divine Dragons today are very worthy of that title… Perhaps I can read that one next?"

"Yes, yes! I wanna read about the Divine Dragon!"

"Next time," Mama assured him. But then her expression darkened. "We need to focus on this place, first. We've gone so deep, and yet we haven't seen a single distortion."

"Hmm." Papa looked up. "I've been keeping an eye on the forward path the entire time. There simply hasn't been a distortion. Yet it feels as if…"

Mama's horns tensed. "I suppose, just to be safe, I should put up the Hand now."

The tendril of light spiraled around them in a protective, radiant sphere.

"Then let's keep looking for the distortion," Mama said. "Stay alert, you two."

"Mhm." Anam looked to the left, then the right. He wiggled his horns, trying to emulate what Mama could do with hers, but no matter how he tried, he could never sense the life energy the way she could. "Mama, do you feel anything around?"

"Yes. Everywhere," Mama said.

"Everywhere?" Papa asked. "What do you mean?"

"I can sense… spirits everywhere. Or nowhere." Mama winced. "I can't tell. It's… it's overwhelming. I'm—I don't know what I'm sensing. There are too many spirits ahead that I can't tell where it all is."

"Perhaps we should turn back," Papa said. "We should regroup for something else if your senses are getting overwhelmed and label this place as a restricted area. Spread the word as fast as we can. Perhaps we can find a Hecto?"

"As if I'd speak to him," Mama growled.

"Madeline, I understand how you feel, but please… if we want to keep others from coming here—"

"Yes, yes," Mama said, raising one of her horns since her arms were full. "Fine. If one happens to be around, I'll tell him. Otherwise, I imagine he'll try to play protector anyway and spread the word on his own." She stopped walking, turning around. "Let's—"

Ten, twenty—Anam didn't know. Countless blobs of darkness of varying shapes emerged around them in a semicircle, completely blocking the way back through the gloomy forest. All of them shot beams of darkness toward the trio, and all of them carved partway through Mama's radiant shield. The light flickered; Mama winced, stepping back.

"Were they waiting for us?" But even as she spoke, their numbers grew denser. "We have to get through them," she said. The Goodra tensed her hands around Anam and Papa, ready to fire. "Ready? Now!"

The Salandit and Goomy opened their mouths wide, blasting a hole through the crowd of wraiths. Mama accompanied them both with a sweeping Dragon Pulse of her own. Blue embers carved through the wraiths, dissolving them into black clouds; Mama sped through the lingering Dragon fire, surprising speed defying her heavy footsteps that left imprints on the ground. A wraith lunged toward her weakened barrier, knocked away by the filament of light. It cut the wraith in two.

From behind, the remaining wraiths—about half of them left—blasted Mama from behind, further weakening her barrier. She kept running, spotting darkness ahead. She skidded on the ground—her slime doing her no favors—and made a hard right, avoiding that dark squad entirely. But more appeared several throws away, and then even more on her peripheral vision.

"What are these wraiths doing beyond a Dungeon's perimeter?!" Mama said.

"They aren't very strong, but there are too many," Papa said. "Let's just power through them. They can't possibly go on for much longer!"

"Then ready another blast. Anam!"

"Yup!"

They rushed again, and the same exchange repeated. Dragon Pulses from the holy family, dark beams from the wraiths. Mama's barrier had briefly disappeared completely, only the filament of light remaining. Excess darkness sparked against Mama's body, turning lavender slime a deep purple. Mama squeezed Anam and Papa a bit harder, rushing past the ten-or-so wraiths that remained.

Mama cried out when they fired upon her from behind, most of them hitting her tail and her back. She staggered, struggling to keep up her momentum.

Then, another crowd of wraiths appeared a stone's throw away from them. And then another crowd to their left, and to their right, and even in the diagonals.

Mama didn't hesitate. She continued through, clutching Anam and Papa against her chest. Anam heard her labored breathing but realized that she was running faster. She seemed a lot lighter.

"Madeline," Papa breathed, crawling onto her shoulder to cover the rear. "Where's your tail?"

Mama didn't answer. She kept running toward the wraiths, breathing another blast of blue fire at the forward crowd. The others that closed in from the sides fired volleys of dark blobs; with how far they were, it took several seconds for them to reach her. That was enough time to blast through the next cluster, but not enough to completely escape the dark explosions.

The forward wraiths shot at them. Mama had no energy left to block it with her light; the single filament had receded back into her body during the run. Anam screamed, but Mama doubled over, protecting him.

Papa wasn't as lucky. One of the dark blasts struck Mama's shoulder, sending the Salandit flying behind her. Mama screamed something, but the blasts were too loud, and Anam was smothered under her slime. Her heart pounded against his head.

Anam heard Papa scream—and then it was abruptly silenced. And then Mama screamed again. She spun around—Anam caught a glimpse of… something. He didn't know what it was. It looked like Papa, but something was wrong with his body. Parts were missing, some liquid flowing out of where they should have been. It was a very dark liquid. Almost black. And the wraiths were around him. He was still moving. But then they gathered closer around him, and Anam couldn't see anything anymore.

Mama made a single step forward, but then five more wraiths rose from the ground. She stumbled back a step. Anam screamed, firing a Dragon Pulse into the crowd, but it only took out two of them. Mama shook her head, turning around to run.

The wraiths had converged. Fifty, sixty? All of them several throws away, yet falling in from all sides. The dark wall thickened as more of them got closer and closer to one another. They covered the ground. At a certain point beyond their perimeter, there was more wraith than soil.

Anam couldn't see through his tears. He trembled, "P-Papa… Papa! M-Mama… what…"

Mama put her hand on Anam's head, rubbing between his horns. Her racing heart… it slowed. In a strange, twisted way, the forest felt quiet for only a few seconds. Anam looked up to see Mama smiling down at him. "Anam," Mama said. "I'm… going to show you another miracle. But you have to play along. And this will make everything okay again."

Anam nodded immediately. "Do it! Hurry, for Papa!"

Mama brought Anam up. Her grip with her right arm was a lot weaker, and she instead held him on her left. It was already rotting away from one of the wraiths' attacks. She stepped toward the wraiths, even as the ones behind her, the ones that were ignoring Papa, blasted at her back.

"You have to say that you accept," Mama said, slurring her words. "Anam, I Promise that I will keep you safe. Do you accept?"

Mama held her right, trembling hand forward, still using her left for him to balance on. Her right hand glowed with gold, the radiant light of miracles.

Anam headbutted her hand. "I accept!"

The light flashed between them and Anam felt a tiny spark of energy. His eyes glowed. "Yes! I felt it! It was a miracle, right, Mama? You made a super magical Promise, and now it's safe!"

Anam turned around to look at the wraiths, fully expecting them to be gone by Mama's holy light. But they were still there. In fact, they were even closer, almost within firing distance.

"M-Mama? It's not safe! I—I don't f-feel safe! Mama! Let's try it ag—"

An overwhelming warmth jolted through Anam's body like electricity. And then something new was there, deep inside of him, deeper than his body, somewhere inside his aura.

"M-Mama! I felt something! What was that?! That was so cool!"

The first thing Anam noticed was her wide, relieved smile. The second, the thick tears streaming from her face.

"Mama?"

"One last trick," Mama said between sobs. "I'm sorry, Anam. This is scary for all of us. But I can make it better. One last trick. Hurry. We need to play Blaster."

"Oh! Okay!" Anam said, knowing that Mama would never lie to him.

Mama raised her arm; Anam slid down, giggling when his back touched her mouth. "Ready… BLAST!"

Mama fired, propelling Anam high into the sky. He cheered, picturing the wraiths exploding from the shockwave that must have resulted from that power he felt course through him. That shockwave must have obliterated all of the wraiths with their game. It was all practice for moments like these. Mama was so clever. She planned even for when she was outnumbered.

But then Mama kept firing. The Dragon Pulse lasted a lot longer than usual. In fact, it felt like it was getting stronger. Happy cheers turned into terrified screams; he was too high. The fall would hurt from this high up! He couldn't turn back for a while. He didn't know how many seconds it was that the blast kept carrying him forward. It burned. He heard his own slime sizzling.

It finally stopped. Anam spun his body in the air, slowly, to see how far he had come. They were like dots. Countless, black dots in a huge circle. Anam saw something dark purple near the middle, but—no, that purple was gone, now. Where did Mama go? She must have escaped with Papa after the miracle. It didn't look like the blobs were moving very much after all.

But—how was he going to land?!

The way he was flying, he was already out of that dead forest, heading instead for a large field just beyond it. He saw a crater with seemingly infinite darkness inside. His eyes widened—but he wasn't going to fly far enough to actually enter it. Instead, he saw another forest near that crater with a similarly gray coloration.

The ground came fast. Faster. Even faster. "Uhh—uhh—" Anam opened his mouth, hoping that a Dragon Pulse would be enough. He fired, the propulsion of the attack slowing his descent significantly, but the ground still came.

He slammed into the dead soil.


Trapped within the mountain, the helpless had no chance of escape. A seemingly endless wall of rocks sealed them within, and after the earthquake that followed, the villagers realized that there would be no hope of rescue. Another tremor and they would become one with the mountain eternal.

Mew called for them to escape, but they had no power. They had been exiled for their own wrongdoing, within a mountain where they could not harm others. And yet, helpless and begging, they became the most pitiful souls of all. They begged for forgiveness, for a second chance to make the world better, rather than worse.

And so, Mew, moved by their plea, performed a miracle. Their scales hardened, and their claws sharpened. Their bodies became imbued with a hint of the might of the Divine Dragon. And with their newfound power, they smashed through their rocky prison with ease and praised Mew upon their triumphant return.

And Mew warned them, should they ever misuse their power, more of their kind would be able to oppose them just as easily. By holding the essence of the Divine Dragon, they have also become vulnerable to that same power. And the revitalized souls praised Mew again, and promised to use their divine power for the good of the world.

—Book of Mew, Dragon

Anam opened his eyes to complete darkness. He tried turning his head, but he saw nothing no matter which direction he went. Something soft held him. That was the only comfort. He wiggled, trying to stand up, but he didn't know which way was up. He whined and whimpered, and that was enough to make the soft thing holding him stir.

It rubbed his back, and then another one patted him on the head. Anam grinned, closing his eyes—not that it made much of a difference—and sighed.

It must have all just been a nightmare. But if that was the case, where was he? "Hello?"

No response. Instead, the softness that held him let go, setting him down on a fuzzy ground. He giggled, looking down. "You feel soft!" Anam bounced a few times, sinking partway into the dark. "Am I on your belly? Or your back?"

The air whispered around him, but Anam wasn't sure what it was saying. Something glowed in the dark. It looked like an eye. More eyes, all around the Goomy, stared at him, like giant moons in the sky.

"Wow!" Anam beamed. "You're everywhere! What's your name, Mister? Or, um… Misters? Do you know where Mama and Papa are?"

The darkness continued to stare.

"Um, if you're making motions, I can't see them. I can only see your eyes, Misters. Is it nighttime?"

More silence. Then, Anam's stomach growled. He shrank down. "Oof… I think I'm kind of hungry, actually. Um, Misters, is it okay if I find some food to eat?"

The eyes stared for a while longer, and then, one by one, they closed. Anam was left in total darkness again, but the softness beneath him stirred. He felt himself rising; hands wrapped around his body delicately. Almost on reflex, Anam nestled against them, nuzzling one of them. This one felt like a wing.

Something bright blinded him. He closed his eyes, wincing at the light. Cool air caressed his slime; he had forgotten about that, and how, in that darkness, there hadn't been any wind. He finally opened his eyes—just a small sliver—and realized that it was actually evening. After the pitch darkness, even the dwindling sunlight was overwhelming.

After his eyes adjusted, Anam turned around. "Mister? Oh!"

It looked a lot like Anam, though a bit… expressionless. Purple cloth and drawn-on eyes made the majority of the thing before him, accompanied by little green circles to emulate Anam's cheeks. It even had little, dangling horns on the top of the disguise.

"I know what you are!" Anam said. "You're a Mimikyu! Aww, is that a disguise to look like me? Where are your eyes, huh?" The Goomy approached the Goomy-Mimikyu, eyes darting left and right for the latter's. "Oh! It's actually my eyes, too! Haha!"

Two pinpricks of white light shined from within the eyeholes, literally beaming at Anam. Then, a shadowy tendril from under the disguise pushed an apple toward Anam.

"Oh! Thank you!" Anam struggled with the apple at first, unable to grasp it on his own, though after a few bites, he had a good enough foothold over it. Juicy, sweet—maybe a bit of tang; Anam didn't like that, but he had to be polite—and almost half his size. He swallowed; at the very least, it was filling, even after a few bites. "It's really good!"

Mimikyu hopped once. Anam laughed, mirroring the gesture.

"Hey! What's your name?" Anam asked.

Mimikyu tilted his disguise.

"Can you talk?" Anam asked. "Oh, or are you feral? That's okay! I'm not mad or anything! A lot of feral Pokémon are really smart and friendly, I can tell!"

Mimikyu shook, shrinking down.

"Oh, you're not feral? I'm sorry. Then how come you can't talk?"

The little thing—it was only two-thirds of Anam's height in its Goomy disguise—trembled with uncertainty. It vibrated, making a low humming noise, but that was all.

"You don't know how to talk? That's okay!" Anam said. "Do you know how to write?"

Another tremble.

"How about draw? No? Ohh! I should show you how to draw!" Anam nodded. "Oh. But I can't draw. My Mom and Dad can, though, but I don't have hands!" He laughed again, making the Mimikyu tilt his body to the right. "I can do scorch writing, though. But it's okay. When I see them again, I'll ask if they can show you how!"

Mimikyu bobbed again, this time so bold as to bump against Anam's slimy body, the Goomy's slime connecting the disguise to him even after they parted.

"Hey, wait a second. You made that disguise to look like me, right? Then you must be good at art!"

Mimikyu flinched at this, leaning forward.

"Yeah, Art! Hey! Come on! I gotta find my way home so Mom and Dad won't worry. Why don't you come with me?" Anam turned around. "Let's go! I can see Quartz Mountain through the trees! Oh, boy, that's a long walk! But I'll make it!"

All while he talked, the Goomy advanced into the dead forest and away from the black crater. Anam checked if Mimikyu was following; he was not.

"Mister? What's wrong?" Anam asked, sliding back to him. At this new angle, he realized that a great shadow connected the disguise to the crater, inky blackness cascading off of a long tendril. "It's okay! You can come with me!"

He shook his head, trembling.

"How come? What's wrong? It's okay! I know that your kind look scary, but you aren't bad at all! I can tell, mhm."

But the Mimikyu shook again, and them, briefly, looked back. Anam heard whispers from the cave again, scared little whispers. He heard no words from them, only emotions. Fear, apprehension, nervousness, anxiety, and a whole slew of other words Anam didn't know the definitions of.

"How come you're scared to come out?" Anam asked. "It's okay. As long as you're with me, they won't think you're scary at all!"

The creature stared at Anam for a little while, and then looked back at the shadows of the crater. With a glow in its eyeholes, he drew the darkness from the crater, just slightly. It stirred like a vat of thick stew. Arms and claws and wings and tendrils, all ink-black, crawled out of the darkness. Individual eyes opened, staring at Anam, and then closed, coming from all over the strange creature.

The disguise briefly fell off the tiny part of the thing's body, but he quickly tried to secure it back on. Not that it was hiding much; the disguise was nothing more than a finger puppet of this thing's true form.

Anam, petrified, remained in place, a fearful smile frozen on his face. "H-ha ha… ha… n-not scary…! You're not—"

The dark entity abruptly shoved itself back into the crater. Limbs and all other body parts disappeared into it, blending as a single pool of shadows once more. The 'Mimikyu' shuddered, slithering back into the darkness as well.

"W-wait!" Anam said. "No, I didn't mean it! Mister, please! You aren't scary! You're just… different! That's all!"

But he didn't listen. He stood at the edge of the crater, giving one tearful look at Anam. He shook its body again. No, he was not coming.

"Can I at least give you a name?" Anam said, bubbling with worry. "Everyone deserves a name! I'm sorry that I sinned and made you feel bad! Can you forgive me if I give you one?"

The entity turned fully, staring at Anam again with forlorn eyes.

"Ummm…" Anam's face scrunched up in concentration. "Your name is…" Another long pause, the green slime of concentration pooling around the Goomy's general area. "Nate!"

Nate blinked in surprise. Just like that, it seemed that the dark body lit up. Not literally, of course—it was still dark as a moonless midnight—but Anam saw it.

"Your name is Nate! Do you like it?"

A stunned silence followed. Then, his eyes beamed even brighter.

Nate…

"Y-yeah! Nate!" Anam flinched. "Did… did you say something? I think I heard you say something, but I didn't hear your voice."

"Anam?"

Anam screamed and spun around. He didn't even know who it was, only that this new voice was unfamiliar, and had come from behind. "M-Mom says I'm not allowed to talk to strangers!"

"…You have been talking to a stranger already."

Standing in front of Anam was a green-black canine that Anam had once only known from legends.

"Um… m-maybe."

Zygarde bowed toward Anam. "My name is Hecto."

"Hec-toe?" Anam repeated, frowning. The name was familiar, but he didn't remember who said it. "That feels weird to say, sorry."

The Zygarde stared, expressionless, while a cool breeze blew past them.

"Can I call you Toto?" Anam asked.

"…Hm." Hecto turned around, walking at a slow pace. "I will be escorting you to Quartz Mountain, now. Please don't wait. It can be dangerous at night."

"Okay, Toto!" Anam slid after him, cheerfully humming a psalm into the evening sun. "Oh, and Nate, thanks for—"

The dark creature was nothing but the Abyss once more.


Countless warriors entered and scaled His great tower, and countless warriors failed to reach the top. Many, whose souls were impure and hungry for power, never returned to the mortal realm again, taken away for purification by His divine light. And for each warrior that entered, the observer at the bottom of the tower took note of each one.

When the observer himself finally climbed the tower, he reached the top with ease, not because he was powerful, nor because he was studious, but because he had already gained the favor of His divine blessings. The observer requested with great formality and politeness to ascend the echelons of the pantheon, just as the few successful warriors have.

Arceus granted him his request. And by His divine power, the observer of the tower became the observer of the world. He is everywhere, meant to watch over as the world's balance ebbs and flows, and vowed to step in when balance must be restored.

—Book of Arceus, Balance

"That's about you!" Anam said.

The sun was low on the western horizon, setting after a full day of travel. Anam had fallen asleep on Hecto's back at some point during the trip home, and by the time he was awake, Hecto had a set of berries for Anam to eat on the way back. They had cleared the forest through the night, and during that trip, three more Zygarde accompanied Anam's escort.

That had been followed by a long trip where Anam chattered with the Zygarde about his parents and his teachings, repeating over and over different passages from the Books as he recalled them. He knew that if Mama was around, she'd probably correct him about some of the words that he got wrong, but he knew that she'd be able to correct him later.

"Did I say it right? Were you the observer at the bottom of Destiny Tower? Zygarde, Embodiment of Balance?

"Hm. I am Zygarde Hecto. I perform observations and, when needed, I step in."

"Step in? How come you stepped in for me?" Anam looked at the four Zygarde, balanced atop the central one. "And how come you're all here? How many of you are there?"

"One hundred," Hecto said. "There was a time when, at most, only ten of my kind could maintain themselves at once. But I have since bypassed that limit."

"Through Arceus' divine blessings?" Anam asked.

"…Yes."

And past the forest, Hecto now climbed a rocky path up Quartz Mountain. Black rocks filled their vision, only giving way to the blue, cloudless sky.

"Mister Toto, I never told you where I lived," Anam said. "How did you know?"

"I observe."

Pokémon appeared near the top of the crater's entryway, where an artificial break in the mountainside had been made to allow for easy passage. Anam squinted, the sun obscuring his vision, but the shape was unmistakable. "Hey, look! It's Auntie Tyranitar! Hi, Auntie!"

Tyranitar blinked, quickening her heavy pace down the path. "You… you're… are you Zygarde?"

"We are," said the lead Hecto. "Do not be alarmed. I am merely stepping in, as is my role, to return Anam home."

"Stepping in? But you are only to do that if… something terrible had happened."

"Something did!" Anam suddenly said, causing the three Hecto behind him to suddenly stare at his back. Anam met their eyes with a wide grin. "Mama and Papa got attacked by wraiths! But it's okay because when it got really unsafe, Mama gave me some power and threw me far, far away so she can go all-out!"

Anam turned back around to address Tyranitar—as well as the silhouettes of Pokémon that were just by the town's entrance.

"Oh, I see," Tyranitar said with a sigh. "Thank goodness you're okay, Anam. We were worried about you. And my son has some apologizing to do, too."

"He does?" Anam asked, but then flinched. "Oh! Oh. Um… and I want to apologize, too."

"Nonsense," Tyranitar said. "Zygarde, Your Holiness, do you know when Anam's parents will be back? We can't have another holy day without them!"

"Mama said we would be back in time for one." Anam nodded, but noticed that Tyranitar's eyes were more focused on the Hectos behind him. He watched her expression darken. For just a moment, the Goomy felt an icy pit in his stomach. "Or m-maybe they'll be back for the next one, since it was a really scary mission! With lots of wraiths to fight! But they'll be back. They'll be… they'll be back… right?"

"Anam…" Tyranitar looked like she wanted to say more, but then stopped. "Why don't we take you inside? I'll… I'm going to spend the night with you for now, so you don't have to sleep alone."

"Oh, okay!"

They led Zygarde awkwardly through town. Anam saw many familiar faces; the kids at school, the temple goers, even the village guards. They had all come out to marvel at Zygarde's presence, and Anam wondered if the image of him riding atop his back would signify anything to them. After all, Mama was an incredibly holy person. It wasn't too much of a surprise that Zygarde would come to help bring him home while she was out on an important mission!

Tyranitar played with her claws nervously. "Zygarde, Your Holiness."

"Hecto is fine."

"Y-y-yes, Hecto." Tyranitar cleared her throat. "About Anam, what…"

"The Divine Dragon passed on her power to her child. You will not be able to force it out, but that power is now with him. Take that as you will." Toto lowered his body. Anam hopped off.

"Thank you!" Anam squished his body on the ground in his form of a bow.

He left, leaving Auntie to frown at Anam from above, crossing her arms. "So, you have your mother's blessings, do you?" she said. "How are we going to train you to bless Dungeons?"

"I'll figure it out!" Anam said, bouncing. "And once Mama comes back, I'll give her that power back! Then she can give it to me again when I'm ready for real!"

Anam jumped cheerfully each time, jiggling against Auntie's tail. She led him along a rocky path into a small building next to a rise in the crater's terrain. There, a pair of Larvitar watched Anam enter. He shied away at first, avoiding their eyes, but then shook his head. "Um—I'm sorry!" he said. "For… for hurting you before."

The left Larvitar flinched, but then nodded. "Mom, how come Anam's sleeping with us today?"

"Tomorrow. Please, go back to bed, Rora. It's late for both of you. Anam, you can sleep in my room tonight."

"Okay!" Anam grinned, sliding through the doorways.

It was a strange ceremony to bring Anam to bed. One without any words of thanks to Arceus or Mew for their gifts of life that Anam was so used to each night from his father, or the gentle songs and cool touch of his mother. But that was fine. It was fun getting to sleep over at a friend's place!

The next part of the ceremony was getting Anam a simple bed. It wasn't the coziest, just some extra leaves put together. At first, it irritated his sensitive skin, but once he flattened it out and coated the bed in slime, it became much cozier. Then, they gave him some water in a small bowl. He always struggled with water. Without arms or legs, he had to lean over the bowl, but he was adept at such maneuvers by now.

And finally, Auntie placed her hand over the small torch near the back of the room, putting it out. "Good night, Anam."

"Good night, Auntie."

Anam closed his eyes, bubbling silently with thought. It was so cool! His mother and father got to fight the wraiths, and they were blessing that Dungeon, even as he settled into bed. He hoped they wouldn't be too mad that he had to be thrown out for them to do their work alone. Those wraiths were really scary, but Mama always knew what she was doing. Papa got hurt, but it wasn't the first time. They were a team. Mama needed all the help she could get, and the three of them, together, provided what she needed.

But she'd be fine without him for just one mission. Mama was the strongest of all.

A bunch of evil spirits were nothing compared to them.

Mama and Papa were fine.

They'll come back.

They always…

That night, Anam didn't sleep.


The villagers struggled between endless waves of droughts and storms. Seeds washed away and crops dried out until nothing remained of the village but dusty fields. The villagers had nothing to call their own but the dirt under their feet. Huddled together, they were a pitiful sight for Mew, who had graced them with Her divine presence.

They smiled at her, saying that there was nothing they could do. They were sorry that Her holy bounty was not properly harnessed by their power. Mew, with eyes filled with tears, watched the life drain from their eyes just then. Her presence gave them peace in death, but Her will was not for them to perish.

She instead granted them a new power, the ability to live off of the life of others. Their bodies lost form, and they became the closest creatures to the ethereal realm. Alive, yet familiar with the world of the dead, they lived under the ground, and Mew encouraged the living to donate their presence to these new creatures so they may thrive. And should they misbehave, the righteous of their own kind should regulate those who misuse their ethereal powers.

And so, this generation of spirits with bodies, in essence no different than all life, lived on. And they thanked Mew and Her presence, Her grace, and Her endless mercy.

—Book of Mew, Ghost

"Um, hello?"

Anam jolted from his restless mumbling. "H-huh?"

At the entrance to his room for the night long gone was a Larvitar.

"Oh, um, hi, Rora."

Rora wobbled over and climbed beside his bed. "I'm really sorry."

Anam shook. "It's okay. I hurt you, too. Does it still…"

"No, it's fine." Rora showed Anam his shoulder. There was a small scar-like blemish on his rocky hide, but nothing more. "See? Doesn't even hurt. Besides, now I look cool! Dad said that every scar has a story. I'm gonna have a really good one for this one."

Anam couldn't smile, leaving Rora to sit in awkward silence. He drew back, looking outside. Several seconds passed where nothing was said.

He could still see Papa struggling against the wraiths. He had been still moving. Moving. He had to be alive. And Mama, she'd launched him away because she had to fight at full force. And that might've hurt him. So she was just going to fight the best she could, and then she'd be back home. And… and…

The hard body of a Larvitar wrapped around Anam, stubby arms struggling to get any sort of comforting hold on his squishy body.

"M-Mama… Papa…" Anam squeaked. He kept repeating their names, pressing his body against Rora. "Come back… come back!" Sniffles became gasps. Gasps became sobs. Anam didn't know when it happened, but at some point, his wailing drew the attention of the villagers outside. Where he was resting, he could see their prying eyes through his tears. Some watched helplessly; others had their hands clasped or heads lowered in prayer.

Rora was with him through it all, holding him no matter how loudly Anam cried. He didn't say anything. Anam wondered if he even knew what to say. The Goomy certainly didn't. Words were beyond him. But his throat, and his energy, was limited, even with the new power that Mama had given him before she sent him away. He eventually was reduced back to sobbing silently, ever grateful for Rora's presence.

Anam's sensitive sense of hearing did him no favors. He heard Toto and Rora's mother speaking.

". . . lost even my copies that scouted the area. If I couldn't make it, then without a doubt, James and Madeline are—"

"Shh, we're close," Rora's mother said. "I—I'm sorry, Zygarde. I didn't mean to interrupt."

"No. I understand."

"Dad, I'm bored…"

That was an unfamiliar voice.

"Shh, we need to be respectful."

Rora's mother again? But that didn't sound like Rora's brother talking.

Two Tyranitar, an almost exact copy of the other, entered Rora's home. Each one hauled books supplies that Anam instantly recognized.

"H-how come you have Mama and Papa's stuff?" Anam blubbered. "Y-you stole from them? G-give them back! Or—or Arceus and Mew will—they'll—"

A little Charmander carried a set of books over his head, gently setting them down next to the two significantly larger hauls. He put his hands to his hips proudly, puffing a little ember of triumph with an 'I helped' smile.

"Anam, we're just moving their things here," Tyranitar said. "They're… yours, now. Your parents would have wanted it that way."

Anam sniffled, jumping out of his bed. The fall lacked grace; he had been still and sobbing for so long that he'd forgotten how to move. He tumbled onto his face, grunting and snorting, and then slid toward the book piles. "A-all this s-stuff… they're… they're for Mama and Papa when they come back. I'm g-gonna keep it all nice and s-safe."

"Anam…" Tyranitar winced.

Toto's ears flattened.

The other Tyranitar, who had a blindfold over his eyes, frowned. "Actually, about that," he said. "I was… wondering if I could offer to—"

"For the last time, that's not on the table," Tyranitar said immediately. "Madeline never said anything about you before, you… what was your name, again?"

"Eon."

"I've never heard of that name in my life. And I'm afraid that right now, Anam needs the village. I can't let the new Divine Dragon go with you."

"You don't understand," Eon said. "I'm also a Divine Dragon. I knew Madeline! We used to be friends!" He held out his hand, revealing a filament of light. The same sort of filament that Mama had…

"That's just like…" Anam stared.

"Now do you believe me?" Eon said. "I want to take Anam home. I came as soon as I heard from Zygarde. Madeline would have agreed."

The Charmander sat by Anam, tilting his head. "You're Anam?"

Anam sniffed. "Y-yeah."

"I'm Owen." He held out a hand, grinning.

Anam sniffed. "H-hi, Owen."

"Oh, sorry." Owen retracted his claws. "You don't have hands. Um…" He held up his hand instead. "High five?"

"High… five?" Anam squinted. "What's that mean?"

"Uh… I dunno. Dad says it a lot, and when you do, you tap your hands togeth—oh. No hands. Um… I know." Owen gently tapped Anam on the forehead. "High five!"

Anam blinked. Owen's grin was infectious, a tiny smile twitching at the side of the Goomy's mouth. "H-high five…"

Tyranitar stared at Eon. "Madeline warned us that not all Divine Dragons might be for our best interest," she said. "You could easily be lying to me, you know. Or better yet, why aren't you friends any longer? Why have I never seen you until now, hm? But I know a good way to prove whether you're one to trust or not." She walked to the pile, shuffling through the books. Anam tilted his head when Tyranitar picked out a book after just looking at the cover. He saw some letters, but he couldn't tell what it said. "Read this."

"What?" Eon said, grabbing the book. "I can't see, you know. If I take this blindfold off, I might accidentally transform."

"What? Can't you just control your transformations, or are you some sort of incompetent Ditto?"

"No, it's—look, I can't help it. I'm cursed or something."

"A cursed Divine Dragon? That sounds promising. Take it off, concentrate, and read." Tyranitar's voice was suddenly imposing, making Anam shrink away. Owen did the same, his little flame dimming.

"S-scary," he and Anam both said.

Eon grumbled, slipping off the blindfold. He stared at the book, eyes concentrated, but then blinked. "What kind of joke is this?"

"What do you see?"

"It's blank." Eon ruffled through the pages. "This whole book is blank!"

"Then you aren't someone I can trust just for your Divine Dragon status. I'm sorry." Tyranitar took the book right out of his hands. Eon flinched, snarling—but that flash of anger quickly subsided. He breathed slowly, tying the blindfold back on. "Well, if… that's how it will be, then can I at least visit now and then?"

"That's for the village to decide. Right now, the new Divine Dragon is our responsibility." She nodded at Anam.

"You're a Divine Dragon?" Owen asked, eyes glowing with wonder. "Wow! And you're a real Dragon, too! That's the coolest, Anam."

Anam smiled. "I think you look pretty cool, too, Owen."

Eon grunted, head low. "I guess I don't have much of a choice, do I?"

"You may be a Divine Dragon, but you aren't anywhere near as holy as Madeline was. I doubt Zygarde would allow you to do anything rash either… and don't think we're without Arceus and Mew's divine blessings, either. If you try to take Anam away from us with your false righteousness… well, the gods will decide who wins that battle."

Owen gulped, shivering. "D-Dad…"

Eon and Tyranitar stared one another down, even through the blindfold. He exhaled through his rocky nostrils. "Come, Owen. Let's go home."

Owen hopped to his feet. "S-sorry, Anam. Maybe we'll see each other again!"

Anam watched him go. With his size, he seemed to be no older than he was. But before he could say anything more, they were gone. He looked at the book Tyranitar held. "Um… Rora's Mom?"

"Hm? What's the matter? I'm sorry if they frightened you, Anam. This must be a very hard time, and… you'd rather be here with your friends than with some stranger, right?"

Stranger. That's right—he hardly knew Eon. Even if he had the same power as Mama, it wasn't the same. Anam deflated. Rora's mother really saved him there, didn't she? Still…

"Can I see the book?" Anam asked.

"What? I'm sorry, Anam, but only your mother could read it."

"But I see letters on the cover."

Tyranitar flinched. "You—you do?"

"Mhm. Mama… I think when she gave me her power, the one that Arceus and Mew gave her, maybe… maybe that means…"

Tyranitar stared. "You… really are the new Divine Dragon." She lowered the book, opening it to the first page. Anam read the passage, but Tyranitar heard none of it. Rora didn't. Toto didn't. Nobody did.

Nobody but Anam.

Once, there had only been darkness in the world. There was an energy missing, an energy needed to spark the miracles that the gods were capable of. And so, with my divine power, I gave your souls a way to manifest among the world of the living. Your souls, now inhabiting golden spirits, can attach to the body, and create the aura to properly harness your birthright. You now hold a piece of my divinity. Use this power to forge your own path.

—Book of Light, Creation






69. An Unwelcome Visit


Chapter 62 – An Unwelcome Visit

Within his temple at the far end of the spirit realm, Arceus stood in the middle of his pristine chamber. He watched the world silently, tuning in to the areas that he could, though as of late, that wasn't much. With most of the Mystics rejecting him, he could only hope to watch from a distance, powerful distortions preventing him from looking too close at anywhere actually important. Quartz HQ, distorted. Kilo Village, distorted, so long as a Mystic as defiant as Step remained nearby. And of course, Hot Spot itself, a place so infested with powerful spirits that the very interface Arceus used to watch Kilo could not even get near before the display warped.

With an ethereal growl, Arceus tuned it toward Brandon. He was lying on the beach of the factory, scratching his thigh.

Brandon opened his eyes, staring at the clouds. Ya need something?

No, I was performing a routine inspection of the world.

Cool.

Arceus tuned next to Ghrelle. The Poisonous Altaria was entertaining Ano. The amorphous Gastrodon blob tackled her, giggling, even though he missed. The Altaria weaved to the side with grace, countering with her own dive. She pushed his purple body against a tree. They were face to face, her beak nearly touching his lips.

Ahem.

Ghrelle immediately bounced away from Ano, straightening her poison-soaked plumage. Arceus, Your Grace.

I assume things are going well.

Yes. I have nothing to report. No mutants have tried to approach my area.

Thank you. Goodbye.

With an irritated blush, Arceus readjusted the overseeing display to Zero Isle. Suddenly, it blacked out completely.

Come back later. I'm busy.

Arceus' left eye twitched. What exactly are you doing, Aramé?

Personal time with Ire. Kindly leave me alone, Your Grace.

It wasn't as if Arceus had a choice. The display was forced toward the empty crater that had once been the Chasm of the Void.

He supposed after such a long time interacting with them, it was only natural for a sort of disrespectful familiarity to form. At least Ghrelle still knew to act properly when he was present.

A disturbance rippled across the hall, earning an irritated eyeroll from the deity.

"Barks!" Star appeared seconds later, slamming into the side of his chest. Her size and weight barely disturbed his fur. "Bad news!"

"About the Silvally? I'm aware of the mess you ultimately caused."

"Okay, can you not with that for a second?" Star clambered onto his back, kicked off, and rose to eye-level with him. "What, did Hecto already tell you about it?"

"He did. Apparently, Eon created some kind of soul eater. I am looking into ways of taking care of that problem."

"Yeah, well, there's another problem, too, if you haven't noticed." Star tilted her body, revealing an odd blemish on her shoulder.

Arceus squinted, taking a closer look. Dark clouds radiated from her fur in the localized area, though it was fading. "What is this?"

"I was hoping you'd know. I dispelled the rest of it, but this hurts like I got socked in the shoulder by Manny's Bullet Punch." Star slapped the dark aura with a small flash of light in her paw, dispelling it completely. She sighed in relief.

"That resembles the wraiths that Rhys and the others spoke of in the past." Arceus hummed in thought, finally giving up on the display to turn his full attention to Star. The wraiths had been a problem before, but thanks to Madeline's—and later Anam's—blessings, they had been eradicated. A mysterious blemish of their creation, needing to be fixed from the inside. "Are they appearing again?"

"Hecto's telling me a new one appeared in Hot Spot for some reason."

"A new one? A Dungeon?"

"Yeah."

Arceus growled. "Why…"

"Like, again, I was kinda hoping you'd know."

Arceus shook his head. "Then you encountered a wraith of some kind in Hot Spot's Dungeon? Who summoned you?"

"No, I was trying to check on Anam, but I couldn't get in again. I don't know what his deal is; maybe his spirits are in a mood again. But on my way back, I was going through my forest, and that's when I ran into them!"

This got his attention. "Wraiths in the spirit realm?!"

Star gestured for Arceus to follow and disappeared in a flash. Arceus was about to leave, but then realized that he'd be in her realm if he left. With a low growl, he kept his guard up, disappearing next.

The white, marble halls flickered into open air above a forest of dimly glowing, blue leaves. Arceus scanned for any strange presences, but nothing came. He could only sense the Mew just below him.

"Wait, but…" Star blinked, floating forward again. She flew around Arceus, looking in all directions. To look past the mountain behind them, she flew high into the clouds.

"What game are you playing, Star?" Arceus warned, his gold tendrils sprouting from his back.

"Nothing, nothing, I swear!" Star said frantically, waving her tiny arms. "Barky, you gotta believe me on this one, there were wraiths everywhere! It was crazy!"

"And yet there are none now, and I sense not even the slightest presence of one."

"Since when could we even sense them all that well?" Star said. "Can you at least come looking with me? I need to find Owen and the others."

"Then go. It isn't as if you have to find him." He flicked a hoof dismissively forward. "Just fly and you'll wind up in the Grass Realm. I have more important things to do."

Star flicked her tail. "Oh, come on! Where's the chivalry, huh? You gotta walk a cute lady down the dark forest and to her destination!" Star put a finger to her lower lip, curling her tail around her body. "Pleeease?"

"If you want chivalry, seek Hecto." Arceus turned his head upward with a grunt. "I'm leaving for—"

A black beam fired from below, striking Arceus in the chest. It completely annihilated the trees below them and cut a purplish-black hole into the blue sky.

Star screamed with him, the great deity falling into the forest below. "Barky!"

He grunted, catching himself in the air. "Star, run!" he shouted. "I'll take care of this!"

"But—"

Star looked down. Another beam narrowly missed her had it not been for a dive to the right.

"Leave!" Barky shouted. "Warn the others! If they can get here, then they can infest their Cores as well!"

Star shook her head, the wraiths oozing out from the tree trunks below. As the glowing forest turned dark, Star flew away, weaving through two shadowy blasts. "Owen, Owen, Owen, Owen," she chanted to herself, as if this would somehow bring her to him faster.


Valle rumbled with alarm, disrupting the end of the Guardians' impromptu gathering. "A powerful presence has just entered Hot Spot's entrance. I recognize it as Eon."

It only took that single announcement to throw the peaceful picnic into a brief and total chaos, followed by rapid mobilization of all the Mystics present. Owen fumbled through his bag for his Badge, but then realized that he had already used it to warp away from Hot Spot Dungeon. "Uh—Demitri! Get your Badge ready!"

"B-but we don't have enough of a charge to get everyone out!"

Owen winced. That was also true. Why did they have to have so many people together?!

"Baah, ferget this run-away plan!" Manny stomped on the ground, bulking his body out into his Fighting form. "Let's go!" He summoned three spirits, Azu, Roh, and Verd. Then, he attempted to summon a fourth; it was a swirl of green and white colors, not quite forming into anything at first, before it became the semi-solid, huge figure of a Drampa, several feet taller than Manny and even larger lengthwise. He was transparent, but it would be solid enough to assist.

"Hah! I actually did it!" Manny pointed at Drampa. "How's it feel ter be in the real world again, Yen?"

Drampa gave a little smile in reply, though he knew time was short. "Well, I've been in your fur for a while, you know."

Willow crackled with pink electricity, landing on top of Manny's head. "He won't get past us! Just you wait! I'm gonna destroy him just like that. I'll shrink him down and squeeze him between two pebbles!"

The crowd rushed for Hot Spot's entrance, readying themselves for an onslaught. The Shiftry statue floated behind them. "He is alone."

"He didn't even bring a mutant or two to back him up?" Yen asked as the others glanced at one another confusedly. "Regardless of how strong he is, you'd think that he would have some help."

"Don't ferget, he's a Guardian. Fer all we know, he's got mutants in him." Manny looked at his own trio.

The Feraligatr shouted bombastically, "Mutant spirit against mutant spirit! The poetry speaks for itself!"

"Quiet!" Mispy shouted, but her voice, despite her size, was too soft to go over the others readying themselves.

Owen, near her with Zena, shouted for the Meganium. "Everyone, quiet!"

It had a marginally stronger effect, Azu and the other two quieting down, while Yen and Manny stood beside one another, watching the entryway closely.

"Geh…" Gahi rubbed at his arms. "Is this what bein' Mystic is like? I think I feel his aura, and it's messin' with my scales. Feels all…"

"You're just more sensitive to flares," Owen explained hastily. But what puzzled Owen most of all, based on his Perceive, was that Eon was currently in the form of a Charizard. And as a Charizard, it was easier than ever to deduce his mood and his intentions. It was nothing like one that was ready for battle—not a physical kind, at least. He also had a blindfold on. More importantly, it seemed like there was something tucked away beneath the blindfold, held between his eyes, resting on the top of his snout.

Owen weaved his way around Mispy, past Manny and Yen, and finally between Azu and Roh. Both muscle heads grabbed Owen by either shoulder.

Azu let go and posed, flexing his muscles. "Be careful, young Owen. Eon is a very dangerous foe!"

Roh mirrored the pose. "We shall defend you!"

"…I'm older than you."

They grasped Owen again, as if channeling positive vibes into his soul.

"Owen." Zena slid her body through the same path the Charizard took with ease. "What are you doing?"

Willow hopped from Manny's head to Mispy's back, and then onto Zena's, skittering along the scaly path until she was between her eyebrows. "Do you think Eon's gonna fight if you're in front?"

"No." Owen shrugged Azu's scaly hand off. He then tried to get Roh to let go next, but he was much more persistent.

The Infernape shook his head. "Don't let his mind games fool you, young—er, ancient Owen."

Owen glared, though it was mostly due to the new title. He brought a hand onto Roh's, pulling it away. "I can Perceive his body language. He's a Charizard, and he's still walking down. He doesn't want to fight. So, everyone, just calm down." He watched all the others' incredulous looks. His tail dimmed with doubt, but flared again with defiance, turning to face the entrance.

Eon's tail flame barely registered against the walls. By the time the flickering orange ember lit up the caves, they saw his toes up the incline. Then came the rest of him, an uncanny replica of Owen's form.

"First Har, now Eon." Yen chuckled darkly, adjusting his furry legs into a more agile battle stance, ready to leap in any direction. Though, without Owen sensing it, that was hard to tell; his legs were hidden under thick, soft, furry armor. "You must be very popular, Owen."

"Not funny." Owen beat his wings once to shake away his frustrations. He stared at his second doppelganger of the day, tail blazing with anxiety.

Mispy, who had been right behind Owen, realized that part of her vines was on fire. Lazily, she tried to snuff the flames out with more of her vines. It wasn't working. "Um. Zena?"

Zena blinked in surprise. "M-Mispy!" She aimed a small stream of water over the flame, putting it out.

"Sorry," Owen mumbled, swinging his tail forward to keep it away from the others. He could feel Mispy's concerned gaze. His flame wouldn't be that hot unless he was ready for a battle, or anxious, or… any number of things, and he wished his tail wasn't so expressive.

Eon's voice suddenly echoed across the hall. "Owen."

Owen snapped back to attention. His fire flashed in front of him, illuminating the other Charizard's face, so far away. "Yeah, what?" Owen said. "Why're you here? Don't think you can just—"

"I give up."

It took a few seconds for Eon's words to fully register across the group. A wave of befuddlement followed. Even Valle had flinched in some small way, his left arm moving one or two degrees upward.

"Yeh what?" Manny repeated.

"Okay, so—I don't give up give up, but—I just—I, that's, I…" Eon rubbed the back of his head. "Hang on, give me a second. I lost my words."

Owen glared, crossing his arms. "What do you mean, then? You give up? Give up what? Being a Hunter?"

Eon brought his arms forward, wiggling them together and apart. "M-maybe? Yes? No? I—I don't know. I just—I wanted to come here to talk. That's mostly why I came here."

Amia held her hand up, blue embers threatening to burn Eon where he stood, even with his Fiery form. "Give us one reason why we should believe you."

"Well, I, er…" Eon fiddled with his claws nervously, looking away. Amia's fire intensified, and Owen knew exactly why. That little tic that Eon was doing, messing with his claws—it was the same thing that Owen did.

"Mom, it's fine." Owen gestured with his left wing for her to stand down. He looked at Eon again. "Look, you can't be here. This is our home, alright? And… you know that coming here would've been a bad idea. If you really feel that you don't want to fight, then… just go back home. And leave the Guardians alone."

Eon winced. "I just wanted to try to smooth things over."

That earned an immediate, sharp, and scalding laugh from Zena. "Do you honestly think that's going to work?!" She slammed her tail against the rocks, making Demitri, near her, flinch back a few steps. "Smooth things over! After all the grief that you specifically caused for lifetimes!" Despite her words, she was still keeping behind Owen and Amia. "I don't care how strong you are. If you try to make peace with us, I'll kill you with an ocean's worth of water."

Eon lowered his head, but his tail kept blazing. Each word made the embers dance a little higher. "I know," he hissed. "But this obviously isn't working anymore. I just—I wanted to try to make things right."

"Oh, make things right? That's a wonderful idea!" Zena breathed in, steadying her tone. "Now, tell me this, Hunter. Why didn't you think about that in the first place? Perhaps when you drove Owen insane? Hm? Or was that not enough? Oh, it certainly wasn't enough. You made an entire army of his kind. Don't think we've forgotten about that. We have some of your army right here." She gestured to Azu, Roh, and Verd, all three of whom stared at Eon with vague recollection.

All the while, Owen stood, silent, but pensive. He saw Eon's pleading and desperate glances toward him, but Owen just shook his head. "Well?" the synthetic Pokémon asked.

Eon flinched, mouth open, yet no words came. His fire was dimmer than ever.

"You've spent centuries building everything up to something," Owen said. "You want all the Orbs so you can usurp Star and Barky, right? So that's what this was all for. Killing the Guardians because you thought it would free them from their duty."

"Isn't—isn't that exactly it?!" Eon protested, holding his hands out. "The Guardians were killed the moment they touched the Orb. Their lives were over. The best I can do is give them peace!" Eon put both hands to his head, nearly digging his claws into his skull. "Don't you get it? Star and Barky are just using you."

"We aren't even aligned with Barky," Owen said.

"Okay, fine, so Star is just using you," Eon said. "You've obviously noticed it, haven't you? Where is she right now?"

"She's—" Owen paused. "Where is she?"

"We never really know, do we?" Eon mused bitterly. "She's playing it safe by letting you think you're doing what you want, but do you honestly think she's just going to let you guys all live happily once everyone's together? That's the biggest threat to her, you know. Gathering the Orbs will be enough power to usurp her completely."

"Well, we aren't gathering them. We're just grouping everyone together." Owen crossed his arms. "Most of us can't anyway. They all made Promises not to gather more than one Orb into the same person."

"Except for you."

"Yeah, but—" Owen squinted, tail trying to wrestle its way out of his own grasp. "I'm not going to do that. Everyone here is my friend. How could I—"

"Where's Rhys? Nevren?"

"They left for Hot Spot Dungeon."

"Hot Spot Dungeon?" Eon repeated. "What do you mean, Dungeon?"

Owen just raised his arms in an exasperated shrug, then settled back down. "Why do you need to see them? What's this got to do with anything?"

Eon rubbed his snout, "It's pretty obvious to me that Star might be trying to get everyone together so she can then control you to gather them up, simple as that. Because, Owen—you can be controlled."

Owen's pupils widened to focus on every movement Eon made. "And how do you know?"

"You know how."

Owen stared in angry silence, the embers of his tail enveloping his chin. Zena slithered a bit closer, careful to avoid his tail, and placed a ribbon on his shoulder. It almost startled Owen, but then he remembered to breathe. He closed his eyes, calming the flame. "Because I'm a mutant," he said. "I was built to be controlled."

The other Charizard nodded, a solemn, apologetic expression taking over. "It's not easy to control someone for very long, especially if they're Mystic like you. But you have a… predisposition to it. Even… even if you eventually regain control, she could just be waiting until you can get everyone at once. Then you won't have time."

Zena coiled protectively around Owen, who was still standing still, listening to every word. She positioned herself so her front was between the two. "And you expect us to believe you?" Zena asked. "Of course you would know about that—because you created him. You designed him. Owen." Zena turned, grasping the sides of his head, though Owen was still staring through her. "Owen," she said more intensely, shaking his shoulders.

"H-huh?" Owen blinked, rubbing his forehead. "Sorry, I was… distracted. What Zena said." Owen addressed Eon, though he didn't even bother moving his head to see past the Milotic. He didn't need to.

"What are you saying?" Eon pressed. "That I would try to control Owen myself? Why would I do that?"

"Because you can," Zena said. "Isn't that true?"

The tension that Owen sensed from Eon was answer enough. Owen's flame flashed blue. "If you're trying to take me away, you can leave now." Owen snarled, though Zena flinched. She was still in his line of sight. "Oh—sorry, Zena." Owen leaned to look at Eon with his eyes rather than his horns. "Well?"

Another tense silence followed. Owen could feel everybody behind him ready to strike at any sudden move that Eon made, and Owen was positive that Eon was keenly aware of it. On the other hand, they were in the middle of Hot Spot's entrance. The narrow passageway didn't make for a convenient spot to attack a single target, and it only gave Eon an advantage should he lash out.

But then, far behind Eon, near the entrance boulder, voices echoed.

". . . didn't even finish that piece Star commissioned." Jerry growled. "The Smeargle didn't even tell me what it's gonna be. Now I just gotta wait. Hrgh."

Step's voice came next. "His building was partly destroyed by the battle with Rim. A delay is understandable."

ADAM next. "Tomorrow we can try again."

"What do you mean, we? I'm gonna go on my own, not with any of you lunatics."

Enet growled confusedly. "What's lunatic?"

ADAM buzzed louder. "The powerful aura has stopped moving. Get ready."

Eon tensed, bringing a hand to his blindfold. After a steady breath, he said to Owen in a hushed tone, "Perhaps we should find a less awkward place to talk."

"I think right here is just fine," Owen replied coldly, knowing that now, Eon would be surrounded.

"I'm not here to fight," Eon said. "I just want to talk."

"You talked," Owen said.

"Owen… your Perceive must be telling you how I feel. Can't you just listen?"

Owen's flame dimmed.

"Owen, no," Amia immediately spoke up. "Don't let him get to you. Remember—he's Eon. He knows about your Perceive. And he can transform into whatever he wants. What if he's just tricking you? Don't fall for his games."

Eon's fire sizzled. "Do you really think I'd toy with my son like that?!"

Amia narrowed her eyes, squeezing past Mispy, then Zena, and finally, past Owen. The Charizard grabbed her by the shoulder, but she flashed a glare at him. Owen squeezed harder, returning the same glare. Amia's hair burst into blue fire, but Owen still didn't let go. He pulled back, keeping her by his side. Alex remained just behind them, though his glare toward Eon was just as intense.

Amia finally turned toward Eon who, despite the blindfold, had shifted to the shape of a blue Gardevoir. By now, Jerry and the others had turned up on the opposite side, watching in stunned silence. Amia's hair was partly aflame, too bright to stare at. "He's not your son."

For a split-second, Owen thought Eon was about to obliterate Amia right there. His heart stopped, blindly taking a step forward, but Eon just turned his head away, spitting a sharp breath through gritted teeth.

"Who is that?" Step murmured to Jerry.

"That's Eon, alright," Jerry whispered. "Leader of the Hunters. Hey—no. Look. Don't mess with him. You're still weak from your fight with Rim."

Step had tensed for battle, but then relented, settling for a defensive stance. Enet's fur bristled, crackling with electricity. ADAM buzzed, arms twitching.

"What're you gonna do, Dad?" Owen said in a hiss. "You can't… trick me anymore. I'm not gonna fall for it—not when I know everything that you did."

"Why are we all standing here?" Step shouted. "Attack him and we can end this!"

"Owen…" Zena curled her body around him, squeezing.

He shook his head, realizing that Zena was trying to keep him grounded. He flashed a small smile at her, but his Perceive wasn't doing him any favors to calm down. He could sense every minute movement of those around him. The tension—even ADAM, as foreign as his body was, seemed more jittery than usual. Mispy's vines writhed. Demitri was ready to throw his axes at any sudden move. Gahi was already shifting his weight from foot to foot. Alex's body was shifting, threatening to become a Hydreigon again if only for more power and intimidation. How effective that would be against Eon was a mystery.

But he knew that if Owen so much as launched an attack, or even called for them to strike, they would listen.

He took in a slow breath through his mouth, closed it, and breathed out hot air through his nostrils. Slow breaths. Meditate. Calm. During the tense silence, Eon transitioned back to a Charizard.

Upon seeing Owen do it, the rest of Team Alloy did the same, mirroring his breathing. It didn't help much for Mispy, but Demitri and Gahi were noticeably calmer.

Owen gently pushed against Zena's coils, giving her an assuring nod. He stepped over and held out a hand to Eon.

Amia stepped forward. "Owen—"

Owen held a hand toward her, shaking his head. He turned his attention back to Eon. "After everything you've done, there's no way that we can just forgive you. Pretty obvious, don't you think? Make sense?"

Based on Eon's brief incredulousness, it didn't.

"And," Owen continued, voice a bit lower, "I doubt any of us are going to trust you to not do anything with all that power. We have you surrounded right now, and it's not like Emily's cave, either. We aren't afraid of you." Owen could only hope that Eon wasn't as good with his Perceive to detect that some of the group were downright terrified.

Eon growled, looking away despite his blindfold. "I'm pretty sure I can still take you all on."

Step slammed her tail loudly against the wall next to her. "Is that a challenge?!"

Jerry jumped, nearly beating his wings with fright. "C-calm down already."

Manny grunted, motioning to Eon. "Jeez, ain't you something. Surrounded and all boastin' about takin' us all on…"

Owen's flame slowly went from orange to an irritated yellow. He refocused on Eon. "So, if you think you really mean it, then first, tell me exactly what you want."

"I want…"

Eon gulped, looking down. And for a while, that was all he did. Both Charizard's flames dimmed to a neutral orange, but then Eon's dimmed further, down to a dying ember. Owen took the pause as an opportunity to glance at the others, motioning for them to stand down. There was no need to fight right now.

Reluctantly, about half of the crowd stood down, but a few of them refused, particularly Amia and Step, who redoubled their tension.

Finally, Eon spoke again. "I just want you to come home."

Owen was ready to pause at that, but Amia didn't give him the time. "Are you really trying this again?! Leave!" Amia's right hand flashed with blue fire, but Eon didn't even flinch. Alex stood by Amia, ready to blast him with the might that Amia couldn't yet muster.

Owen raised his voice. "You may be the strongest Hunter, and you know what, you might have two Orbs in you… but against all of us? When Rhys and Nevren and Anam come back, too, you… you need to just leave, Eon. We aren't going to listen."

"Leave?" Step slammed her tail on the wall again. "I don't think so. He is the reason that we all suffer, is he not?! The reason that our lives were ended the moment we became Guardians?" She aimed both hands at him, frosty air concentrating in her hard palms.

Eon held his arms up. "N-no, I'm—look. I'm sorry, okay? I think, maybe, I went about this the wrong way. Owen—you believe me, don't you? About Star?"

Owen hesitated, his expressive flame saying everything he couldn't.

Step slammed her tail one final time. "Stop trying to get in the naïve one's head! Your silver tongue means nothing here. If you're sorry, then you will pay with your life!"

At that final word, Step fired a beam of ice toward Eon. He suddenly turned, bringing his wings forward to block the blast with a shield of golden light. Owen flinched, stepping back at Step's intense blast. Jerry, meanwhile, beat his wings and flew further out of the cave, yelling something about wanting nothing to do with the fight.

Step cut off her Ice Beam, snarling at Eon when the shield of light faded. ADAM buzzed next, firing a triple-volley of fire, ice, and thunder spheres toward the Hunter; Step used her other hand and fired another Ice Beam.

Owen sensed a new energy behind him. "Mispy!"

Mispy shoved Owen aside with several vines, done with talking. "Too late!"

The Meganium aimed her Solar Beam past Owen and toward Eon next; Zena opened her mouth and sent a furious, concentrated blast of water; even Willow had a Moonblast prepared, its lunar energy propelled forward through Zena's Hydro Pump. Amia and Alex, combined, produced three spires of flame, spiraling past Owen.

For a split-second, Owen felt Eon tense. As if this time, he didn't have a means to defend against the attack. Just Amia was one thing, everyone else so petrified and hesitant in the cramped quarters that had been the back of Emily's cave. But now, in Hot Spot—despite its narrow hallway—they had Eon completely surrounded. He had no escape. What if they did it? Could it all be over if—

"Owen."

Eon's hand was on his shoulder.

It took a few seconds for it to register, but Eon, once in the middle of a converging blast from all sides, was now right in front of him. His blindfold was off, too. In his hand was the pink scarf; wrapped up in it—that strange object he had sensed on the top of his snout—was a little blue gem.

"G-get away from—"

Eon tugged Owen forward, not letting go. "Just breathe—calm down. Okay?"

"What do you mean, breathe?! You—"

How were they talking? Wasn't Eon just in the middle of getting blasted? Where did all the noise go? His Perceive was giving him the strangest reading. Everything… stopped.

Zena was staring furiously at the empty air where Eon had been. Her Hydro Pump was mere seconds away from striking where Eon had been, yet the water was frozen there like a perfectly clear ice sculpture. Amia and Alex's spiral flames, blue intertwined with orange, remained frozen in place, the very tip turning Zena's water to frozen steam. Every ember, every little particle, captured in time. Willow's Moonblast looked particularly surreal, the once flickering ball of light now a blurry sphere of white.

In the chaos, Owen hadn't realized until just then that Enet was crouched just in front of Owen, ready to pounce at Eon's legs. He'd never seen such a ferocious look in her, teeth bared, eyes showing her feral nature in full. Up above, Roh, Azu, and Verd had vaulted off of Yen's massive form, like they planned to strike Eon after the initial blasts had worn off.

But they were all still. Stuck in midair, gravity having no effect. Angry expressions that never changed. Attacks that never connected.

Rendered speechless, Owen could only stare with his arms, wings, and jaw slacked.

"A long time ago," Eon said softly, "I was given a small blessing by Dialga, a Divine Dragon in his own right."

"D-Dialga…?"

Eon nodded. "The Timekeeper, whose spirit was given special privileges over the flow of one moment to the next. I was entrusted with a small amount of that power before he perished." Eon looked down. "I don't remember how it happened. I just remember that he and I were great friends. And… if I was ever in trouble, he wanted me to be able to have time to think. Time to escape." Eon looked at the frozen figures around them.

"But… but this shouldn't be possible!" Owen babbled. "If time stopped—how can we see? How can I breathe right now? I—I remember reading about stuff like this—there's no way that—"

Eon chuckled, holding up the small, blue gem again. "Dialga's Adamant Fragment helps alleviate that. When you are at their level, reality can bend as you want. The light you see, the power you feel—it's all simulated. It's like a little, temporary Dungeon, controlled by me, warping the rules of the universe in the way that I want. For a little while from our perspectives… I can make time flow as quickly or as slowly as I want."

Owen stared at Zena—those angry eyes… then, back at Eon. "Why do you want me to come home so badly?" he said. "What's this all for? I… I may be your son… in a way… but this is still too far, just for me. So just tell me the truth. Why do you want me to come with you?"

Eon stared for a while longer, the flame on the tip of his tail dimming significantly. He grumbled, rubbing the back of his head. "You really grew up," he said quietly. "If you were younger, you would've just listened."

"Times change."

"They do." Eon puffed out a small plume of fire. "I want to save you from Star. That's the truth. I want to keep her from controlling you to kill the others when the time comes. If you're with me… the chance of that happening is as small as it can get. I… I get it. I know you don't… see me as your father any longer. M-maybe it can work out. For all of us. For your… for them." He motioned to Amia and Alex. "But right now, with Star, it isn't safe. Please, you… your Perceive can tell everything, right? I'm your form, now. I'm not lying."

That much was true; as far as Owen could tell, Eon's body language showed no signs of deception. It had never failed him before, not with such a familiar form. If anything, it felt like Eon wanted to say even more, but couldn't. Perhaps it was the Divine Decree… Yet another part of Star's manipulation.

But… that still wasn't enough. He couldn't rely on his instincts entirely, especially after all the trouble Eon had caused before.

"I need proof," Owen said.

Eon's body deflated with what Owen could only guess—with great confusion—was relief. "If I can prove it to you," he said, "then will you come with me?"

Owen nibbled at his tongue uncertainly. He couldn't answer that. "What's the proof?"

The gem in Eon's hand slowly dimmed. The deafening silence ate away at Owen's head, throbbing against his skull. Eon held his free hand forward. It started to glow with a golden light.

"I Promise that so long as you are in Quartz HQ… I will not be a Hunter." Eon gave Owen a pleading smile. "Do you accept?"






70. A Difference in Opinion


Chapter 63 – A Difference in Opinion

Shrouded in shadows that stung her skin, Star floated unevenly through the forest of the Grass Realm. She shook herself off, dislodging some of the clouds that permeated her spirit, and released a pulse of golden light to get rid of the rest of it. "Ugh—" She grunted, wrapping her arms around her sides. "Wait." She looked around. The light trees, the sunny weather, the clear sky—The Grass Realm! "Finally!"

"Stop!"

A series of high-speed seeds popped on the ground just under her. Dirt and rocks flew from below, blocked by a reflexive Psychic bubble. Star snorted, flashing a glare ahead. "What's your problem?!"

Grassy Pokémon of all kinds lined the treetops near the entrance, with even more appearing as reinforcements.

"W-wow, you guys are fast. Uh—it's just me! Don't worry! Did any wraiths show up here?"

"Why are you here?" a leafy Murkrow said, puffing out her feathers.

"Stop trying to mess with Owen!" said a Grassmander strongly reminiscent of their host's lowest form—there were actually quite a few of them. It seemed he had a bit of an impersonator fan club.

"No, guys, hang on! I come in peace?" Star waved her arms frantically, but she didn't put her Psychic bubble down. "Look, we sort of have a situation going on, and I need to talk to Owen right away! So again, did any wraiths come through here?"

Star made a move to fly past the spirits, but a flurry of rainbow-enveloped leaves sliced at her bubble when she tried. She yelped, holding her arms up to keep the barrier strong.

Lilligant Amelia emerged from the bushes, a scowl on her face. "Here to mess with Owen again?" Just behind her was her father; the Jumpluff floated down from the treetops next to her.

"What's gotten into you?" Star said, looking between Klent and Amelia, then at the rest of the spirits. A wave of horror washed over her face. "W-wait. Klent? Amelia? H-how close to Owen have you guys—"

"Not very," Klent said, "but enough that we can feel what he feels. We all accepted this long ago, Star, when you told us Owen would take the Orb. Don't forget."

"H-how he feels? How exactly is he feeling right now?!"

The cold stares said all she needed to know. Star's paws trembled, tiny claws threatening to emerge. "Are you serious?! Is he still mad about having him fight Jerry?! Come on!"

Star tried to fly forward again, but every spirit—the crowd rapidly growing—tensed to strike.

Klent continued, not taking his eyes off of Star for longer than he needed to blink. "Right now, Owen is wondering if you're just planning to use him. And you know, Star, I'm beginning to wonder the same thing myself."

Star flinched, scooting back slightly. "Look, this isn't the time. There are wraiths that might come here, and you wouldn't want that to happen, okay? Just let me see Owen so I can warn him, and then I'll help out with defense! He'll be able to warn the others, right?"

"We'll tell him," Klent said.

That wasn't good enough. "I just need to get to the Core so I can talk to Owen. Let me through, and you guys can watch me as closely as you want. There isn't any time for this, Klent! Why doesn't Owen want to see me?"

They answered Star with an uneasy silence. Klent shifted his weight. Star squinted, a small, subtle wave of Psychic energy radiating out of her. If she could just take a quick peek at what they were thinking…

Star only saw a single flash of an image in Klent's mind: Owen, staring down another Charizard with a blindfold. Their hands were held firmly together with a golden light.

"NO!" Star roared, all pretenses of civility evaporating in an instant. A massive psychic blast bent the light around her, shattering nearby trees into nothing but twisted splinters. More than half of the spirits became embers; the remaining, stronger ones retaliated with seeds, vines, and Energy Balls from all sides. They slammed against Star's barrier, popping it.

Star screamed with rage, swinging her tail in the air with a powerful, cutting motion that sliced even more of the spirits in half, sending them right back to the Core. The very Core that Star had to get to. She grunted—that meant she was going to have to fight them again and again just to get to it.

"Klent! Call them off! You IDIOT! THAT'S EON! WHY ARE YOU LETTING HIM—"

"Perhaps he has a point," Klent said calmly. By now, it was only Amelia and himself remaining, and it seemed like he knew that fighting would be of no use. Star realized seconds later that Klent was stalling for time.

She rapidly flew into the air, air rushing over her ears, but a volley of explosive Seed Bombs fell from the branches of trees that had been out of her first Psychic shockwave. The explosions deafened her briefly, the harsh ringing distracting her from the incoming vines of a Venusaur wrapping around her body.

From the sky to the ground, the vines slammed her several feet beneath the dirt where more vines met to constrict and tear at her body, but to no effect. She was stunned and immobilized for only as long as the ringing lasted. After only a handful of seconds, the ground heaved upward, golden filaments carving through the dirt. Klent and Amelia doubled back, but no amount of reflexes would help them escape from the explosive blast that followed. A wave of light-distorting energy disintegrated everything within seven trees of the dense forest, sending the rest of the spirits to the Core.

On the bright side, now Star knew where to go. She went in the direction of all the embers, filaments of light trailing behind her like the tendrils of a leviathan. And while the Core was far, far away, it would only be a matter of time before she got to it, no matter how much petty resistance Owen's stubborn spirits put up.

Star saw the second wave of spirits waiting to greet her, projectiles ready to fire. Beyond words, now, the seething Creator readied a volley of her own.


Rhys struggled to walk.

Yes, his body was fatigued, and yes, his aura was on the verge of total collapse. But that was completely dwarfed by the fact that his best friend had been deceiving him for so long, without so much as an ounce of emotion behind it. He stared blankly ahead, alongside Anam, who was similarly struggling with his walk. Ahead of them both was the Alakazam in question. The very sight of him made Rhys' stomach turn with anguish.

There was nothing he could do. If he tried to strike him, Anam would go berserk again. Even more confusing was that this strange entity within Anam wasn't part of Nevren's plans. Or was he lying about that, too?

Nevren mumbled something to himself, tapping his left spoon on his chin. "No, no, that can't be it," he dismissed himself. "Ah, Rhys, you mentioned to me before that these wraiths have trace amounts of aura. Is that correct?"

Rhys didn't reply with words, but a glare.

Nevren, not looking back, continued speaking. "Apparently, they're very strong up close, but otherwise undetectable from afar. Like black holes of aura. Quite curious, like something is syphoning them off. Or perhaps they simply cannot persist for long. They can't exit Dungeons, after all. We've long since left the radius of Hot Spot Dungeon. Ah, is that what we're calling it? I suppose it's only natural."

Rhys' face simmered beneath his fur. His unstable aura flickered and crackled in his paws.

The Alakazam went on with his usual humming tone. "Anam, do you know anything about this? After all, you're the only one who seems capable of properly blessing Dungeons." Nevren waved his spoon in the air. "I wouldn't mind learning such a technique. Could you teach us about it?"

"I'm tired," Anam said. "I just… want to sleep…"

"Hmm, I see," Nevren said. "Well, if you won't tell me about it now, perhaps another time. Or perhaps to Rhys. Regardless, there is mutual benefit in taking care of this wraith issue. We will have to send another party into the Dungeon with you to re-bless it, in case that scuffle… un-blessed it. Hm. I'll need to find another term."

"How can you be so nonchalant?!" Rhys suddenly shouted. He could only muster the strength for a stern growl; an actual roar or bark was too much for him, barely able to bring one foot in front of the other.

"Nonchalant? Rhys, you know I am not the most expressive Pokémon. This is a very grave situation. Still, I suppose I should emulate my cheerful demeanor again now that we've come within range of the others."

The ground rumbled beneath them, making Nevren pause in his steps. "Hm. That's a bit concerning. We just came from the training grounds, unless they found a new spot in the caves to spar? Rhys, can you sense anything?"

"Unfortunately, my ability to sense aura is… dampened. But it feels as if…" Rhys concentrated, trying to feel for something. It sounded like some sort of explosion. But he had the sinking feeling it wasn't from sparring.

For just a moment, Rhys sensed Eon's presence. The Lucario broke into a full sprint, only for fatigue to catch his legs. He fell over, nearly hitting the ground; his muzzle was mere inches from the rocky floor, a Psychic force holding him in place.

"Don't overexert yourself, Rhys," Nevren said, pushing him back up with a gentle flick of his spoon. "I'll go ahead. You help Anam to his room and get some rest yourself."

"As if I would trust you," Rhys growled. "I just sensed Eon's presence. I'm coming with you."

Nevren blinked several times. "I beg your pardon? Eon? Here? Now?"

"He knew about Anam, didn't he? He's probably just… trying to make up his side of the plan. That's it, isn't it?" Rhys panted, shuffling ahead of Nevren even as the Alakazam kept his usual pace.

"Eon wasn't supposed to come here, actually." Nevren frowned. "Anam, you should get some rest. Be sure your spirits are okay after the events in the Dungeon."

"I can't hear Mama…" Anam mumbled, standing in place.

"To your room, Anam," Nevren said with a gentle flick. "Get rest. You need it more than any of us. And… whatever it is within you, perhaps try to calm it down, hm? We can discuss this later."

"Jam-Jam…" Anam breathed, wobbling home.

"If you refuse to rest," Nevren told Rhys, "then at least walk carefully. Let's see what happened; it sounds like it came from the entrance."


Guardians and spirits alike lay on the ground in a scattered, groaning mess. Willow was trapped somewhere inside Yen's furry legs. Manny was sprawled on his back, grumbling about a rock stuck somewhere. Enet, who had been closest to the blast, was now lodged inside Mispy's vines, growling. Large clumps of her fur seemed to be missing or burning, though with her beneath the Meganium, the fires were quickly extinguished. ADAM twitched in the corner of the hall, part of his body partly cracked. He buzzed about performing a system diagnosis.

In the middle of where the blast had been was a Charizard—just one. He was surrounded in a sphere of golden light, the Protect shield vanishing once the steam completely billowed out of the caves. Just beyond that sphere of light, the cave walls, floor, and ceiling had been almost completely obliterated, rocks smashed or melted in one way or the other. Remaining was a deep, ring-shaped pit in the ground and several rocks that had fallen from the ceiling all around him. Owen sensed the others' alarm from behind him, but Mispy seemed calmer than the rest. Perhaps it was because she could sense that it was his aura, and not Eon's.

After several seconds in relative silence, Jerry shouted from the entrance. "You guys done yet?!"

Step grunted, leaning the part of her that wasn't melted from the intense heat against the wall. "Where did he go?"

Owen sighed, looking at his hands. From his left, a dim, golden glow faded into nothing. "He's gone." Owen turned around to address the others. "He's not coming back."

"Urgh…" Part of her face was blackened by intense fire; another part felt numb from a stray portion of ADAM's Tri-Attack missing its mark. "What do you mean, he's gone? How do you know?"

"Isn't it obvious?" Willow said, her voice muffled from inside Yen's fur. "We got him! Eon's dead!"

Owen winced, looking away. "No. He just ran away. We had a talk."

"Excuse me?" Amia asked, looking around for Alex. She suddenly jerked her head up, touching her chest; it looked like, during the blast, he had protected her from the aftermath. "Owen, how did you have a talk?"

"I—"

"Hello!" Nevren called, waving them down. "Did I happen to miss any festivities, by any chance?"

"Not funny, yeh brainy starfruit," Manny grunted, putting most of his weight on his left leg.

"Manny, your fur's on fire," Yen said.

"Eh?" the Lucario felt a heat on the top of his head. "Eh." He licked his paw and pat out the flame. It didn't go out. "Ehh…!" Suddenly, he was doused in water by Zena, making his fur stick to his body. He snorted, shaking himself off. Demitri shrank away from the wet fur; Mispy wrapped her vines around Demitri, scowling at Manny.

"I sensed Eon," Rhys spoke up. "Where is he?"

"He left," Owen said. "Let's… get everyone inside so we can talk. Alright?"

"Owen?" Gahi asked worriedly. "What're yeh getting at?"

Owen dismissed Gahi with a quick wave. "Let's just gather in the square so I can say everything."


Despite his expression never changing, Valle seemed very happy with being back in the center of Hot Spot as its main fixture. "Much better. I shall work on repairing the entryway now."

"Oh, is that what you do, now?" Demitri asked. "Wait, is that why I got lost in the caves that one time? Were you making the caverns change around?!"

"I am stillness. I do not alter the caverns. I only return them to the state that they should be."

ADAM buzzed. "I also took the time to polish and further enhance the walls as I see fit. Perhaps I shall make the entrance smooth. Is that to your standards, Valle?"

"I shall consider it."

With everyone settled in a circle around Valle—he insisted—Owen took a few seconds to gather his thoughts. That gave Mispy time to get another bowl of food for herself, which in turn tempted a few others to grab some. Nevren took a small portion and then a second helping for Rhys, insisting. The Lucario glared, but relented. Owen glanced uneasily at Rhys, noticing the sudden animosity. Perhaps he should ask about that later.

"Okay. Is everyone settled? Don't start eating yet. This might be big." Owen rubbed his claws. "Eon made a Divine Promise with me."

First, silence. Owen expected as much; the shock came after, when his words registered.

"He what?" Rhys and Nevren both said, exchanging startled looks. The others buzzed, murmured, or otherwise mumbled to one another.

Zena cleared her throat, using her size to her advantage to call the room to attention. "What did he Promise you, Owen?"

"He Promised that…" Owen hesitated. "He, er… that, er…" Now that he actually got around to saying it, this was going to be a lot harder than he thought. If just saying he made a Promise was enough to get them riled up… No, he had to get this over with. "That as long as I stayed in Quartz HQ—his home, with the other mutants—he would not be a Hunter."

The second wave of shock was quieter this time; Owen sensed similar reactions to how one would feel after something horrible dawned upon them. Perhaps something more like impending doom, with no idea of how to stop it.

He could relate.

"So…" Owen looked away. "Does anybody… want to come with me?"

"Wait—you're going?" Amia said, her hair already threatening to burst into flames. "Absolutely NOT! You are staying right here, and that's final!"

Alex summoned himself again, the Magmortar's eyes wide and pleading. "Owen, please think about this. This is Eon. He's the one who—he's behind all of this!"

"Star was the one behind all of this," Owen said. "Maybe Eon's finally getting a change of heart, huh? He literally Promised that he wouldn't be a Hunter anymore if I went with him. When did Star ever make a Divine Promise to us? All she ever did was try to ask me to make one."

To this, the others had no counter. As much as Star had been helping them gather the Guardians together, it was at arms' length at best.

"I just… I wanted to tell you guys, first. So if you came with me, it'd be okay."

Zena's eyes were somehow wider than Alex's. "Owen, that's—it's—that's unthinkable. I can't just… go to Eon. He… he led the force that kept me isolated! The—" She glanced at Rhys, then back to the Charizard. "Owen, you aren't going."

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi seemed conflicted with themselves; Owen was familiar enough with their bodies to tell that Gahi was the most uncertain. After everything they had been told about their former father, they thought he was a lost cause. But if he would go so far as to make a Promise to give it all up…

"I have to try," Owen said. "L-look, I know it's sudden, and I—"

"Owen, you aren't going!" Amia cried, clapping her hands together as if that would snap him out of it. It almost did, Owen shaking his head mid-sentence.

"Mom, Eon literally Promised to stop being a Hunter if I went. I can end this whole thing right now if I just… go there."

"And then what?" Amia said. "And then you'll stay with him forever? Just to…"

"Just to save the world?" Owen said, the words spilling from his mouth before he had the chance to think about them. "I… I think I have to, M-Mom."

Zena clenched her jaw. "Owen…" She looked away. "I don't—I don't know if that's a good idea. He could be tricking you, or—"

"You can't just trick someone with a Promise," Owen said. "Remember, Rhys did the same thing with you."

Demitri shifted his weight. "Yeah, um. When we were trying to get Valle, Rhys almost hit him too hard, and his paw started… glowing. That happened, right?"

"Yes, that's true," Rhys said.

"It's sorta foggy… I think that was the life before this one. What happened?"

"I was preparing an Aura Sphere, but Valle's aura was simply too weak. It could have killed him. Had that happened…"

Zena's ribbons twisted against one another in an anxious knot. "So that's what you meant when you Promised to no longer be a Hunter. Are those Promises sensitive to what the Promiser is thinking?"

"It only works if we both had the same thing in mind." Rhys looked at his paw. It was still shaking slightly from fatigue. "It seems we both equated being a Hunter to being a murderer. Owen, if you and Eon had successfully made a Promise… whatever you were thinking at the time was also what he was thinking."

Owen looked back to his mother, but regretted trailing his eyes over to his father next. While Amia was defiantly upset, ready to fight Owen to keep him home, Alex was quietly beside himself in a fit of silent tears. He had to look away, but his Perception forced him to see the weeping Magmortar, even with his eyes closed.

"Just one night," Owen said. "I'll—I'll try to talk to him. Just so… just so I can see what's going on in his head. Maybe I can talk him out of it. We can make another Promise for him to… give up completely."

Nevren hummed, raising a spoon, drawing Owen's attention. "Do you really think that would work? Eon is quite unhinged. He may not be thinking rationally. If you go to him, it is very likely that he will not allow you to leave."

"Well, if that happens…" Owen trailed off. The Promise was to not be a Hunter, but he didn't say anything about holding him there. But… that just didn't sit right with him. Not after how he saw Eon react. There was more to it. Suddenly, Owen's tail flashed, corresponding to an idea. "If I'm at Quartz, he can't fight back. If he does anything to me, and I end up not returning here after a few days… then you can attack him, and he can't do anything about it."

Owen scanned the room pleadingly. Manny crossed his arms, pensive; Yen was nodding slowly, but the caution was clear. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi looked like they were the most convinced, while Zena was coiling with conflict, as if she hated the point Owen was trying to make, yet couldn't argue against it. But Amia was the worst of all. Owen couldn't bear to look at the Gardevoir.

"Better idea." Step slammed her icy fist into her palm. "You go to Eon, and we follow, killing him when he cannot fight back."

"Hey, I like yer attitude," Manny said, clapping his paws. "Eon went and trapped 'mself! Hah! If he can't kill us, then we'll—"

"He can just beat you up," Owen said casually, his heart fluttering at some reflexive need to defend him. "I—I mean—" He shrank at the startled looks Amia and Zena both gave him. "He can still not intend to kill you. What if the mutants accidentally go berserk? You could set them off, or… I mean, he can still defend himself, right?"

Rhys looked at the spike on his left wrist, narrowing his eyes. "I didn't intend to kill Valle, yet when I came close, I felt the Promise nearly break. I doubt Eon's would be any more lenient."

"I don't want anybody to die from this," Owen said adamantly, his fire getting just a bit brighter. "So that's it, alright? I'm going to try. And if it fails, you can… do what you want. But I'm not… giving up on him. Because… when I talked to him—" Owen stopped himself. If he said what he intended to, that wasn't going to help anybody. He quickly pivoted, "He seemed genuine. And he was a Charizard. You can't… go past that with my Perception." Owen looked away. Eon wasn't his father anymore… but Owen couldn't shake that quiet, cold desire to change that fact.

What if Eon was right? And what if he could stop this all by just having a talk? If they all just sat down, said how they felt, and found a compromise? This sort of opportunity never came up before. He couldn't just pass it up.

Maybe they could all be together after all.

Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all looked at one another, but then the former two gave Owen a reluctant, yet genuine smile. Owen flashed one of his own; the infectious grin finally broke through to Gahi.

"Y'know," the Flygon said. "Maybe."

Step rumbled lowly, icy eyes piercing through Owen's bright, hopeful expression. "The Grass Guardian is compromised." Icy wind swirled around her body. Owen felt frost collecting on the fringes of his wings. "Restrain him."

Owen's breath caught in his throat. "W-wait, hang on, that isn't—"

Nearly all bodies moved at once, briefly overwhelming his senses. Manny and his spirits moved toward Step; Amia and Alex dove in front of Owen; Zena weaved past them all, trying to get to him, but Owen could not tell if it was to stop him or to save him. Willow and Jerry jumped out of the way; Enet, in a panic, discharged several arcs of electricity in random directions. One narrowly grazed Owen's shoulder.

Anam stumbled out of his room from his nap, screaming, "What's happening?!"

Nevren slammed his claw on his Revisor, trying to ignore the sting of Rhys' aura flaring back to life in the chaos. Yet, for the second time today, it failed to work. He stared at it, incredulous, until a furry paw grabbed him by the shoulder.

"Nevren," Rhys hissed. "If you want to stop Owen, then I'm letting him go."

Nevren's eyes widened, just barely. "This is against both of our interests."

"I don't believe you."

Nevren glanced at Anam. Darkness was already swirling near his chest area. He glanced at his Revisor, and then at the almost stinging, radiant aura flowing out of Rhys' paw. The Revisor burned in his hand.

Nevren lowered it, as well as his shoulders, even amid the chaos unfolding around them.

Step had her arm steady, aiming directly at Owen's feet. With a precise strike, she hit the ground just below his left foot, ice immediately encasing the limb.

Owen yelped in surprise, tripping over himself. Alex burst into flames, sprouting wings as his arms shifted into the two smaller heads of a Hydreigon. Owen felt his father's presence rapidly approaching from behind, and yet the form he now took, chasing him down, ready to tackle him to the ground. Those eyes—those eyes. Without thinking, Owen screamed, pulling his leg frantically out from the ice that encased it.

A Hydro Pump extinguished the fiery Hydreigon's body, hurling him across the ground. Owen gasped when instead of his father, it was Zena who caught up to him first. She was just in time for Owen's naturally warm body to weaken the ice enough to break free.

"Owen!" Gahi shouted, rushing for him next. Demitri and Mispy were right behind him, but it was Gahi who slammed into Owen's back, disappearing just as quickly.

Owen yelped, arching his spine inward, head to the sky in surprise as his mind struggled to mingle with Gahi's again. He thought they were going to be fighting for control on to stay or go—but the final thought Owen, as himself, had was one of agreement with Gahi.

Demitri and Mispy spun around. "H-hurry, Owen. If you say this is the right idea—" Demitri said, but then wailed at an Ice Beam slamming into his chest, freezing half of his torso over.

A second one came careening toward them, blocked by a series of Mispy's vines. The cold energy froze them completely, solid vines shattering on the ground with a loud crash.

Step snarled, readying a Blizzard next. "How ironic that three parts of the Hunters' ultimate weapon shares a common weakness to Ice!"

"Owen, STOP!" Amia cried.

Zena only had seconds; she used it to say just four words to the Charizard within the fusion. With her ribbons on his shoulders, her eyes staring directly at his, even through the Flygon lenses that formed around him, she spoke: "You have one day."

Then, she shoved him back and turned around. Gawen spared no time in escaping, his speedy body already past the entrance to Hot Spot. Amia was screaming for his name, nearly making Owen's half turn back, but Gahi kept him pushing forward. They had to take the chance.

In a blur, they were suddenly flying over the grassy fields just outside of Hot Spot. But no matter how quickly Gawen moved, it wasn't fast enough for second thoughts to catch up.

"W-wait—" Gawen suddenly said, stretching his wings to a halt. The wind behind him disturbed the grass of the fields outside, the late-noon sun reflecting off his scales. "Th-this… this isn't…"

His mother's cries echoed in his mind. Gawen clutched his head.

"No, you idiot, keep going! Otherwise, what's the point?!"

The explosions rocked the ground. Step shouted in pain, followed by a loud thud of ice on rock.

"W-we can talk it out. We just have to talk more," Owen said, spinning around. "M-maybe if we…!"

"No! No, no!" Gahi knocked at his cheek. "Zena said one day! We're gone!"

"But Mom, she—" Owen clutched at the other side, of their one head, Gahi clutching at the other, then at his horns, squeezing them as if they would somehow give him the answers.

And, in a way, they did. He sensed a Zygarde watching from the tall grass in the fields, and then he sensed a tiny Espurr appear just behind him, holding a small, gold Badge.

"Wait, Ri—"

They disappeared as quickly as Rim had arrived.






71. Welcome


Chapter 64 – Welcome

From green fields to sandy ground, Gawen was assaulted with the powerful smell of a salty ocean. He stumbled forward, the stress too much for the fusion, and split apart. Owen toppled on top of Gahi, pressing his face into the sand with his weight.

Gahi hissed and rolled out from under him. Owen grunted, plopping onto the sand with a heavy thump.

"R-Rim! Where are—oh." Owen's breathing was still slowing down, but he realized that they were at Quartz HQ. "Just like that…" Owen sat up, holding his chest. His heart hammered against his hands. He could still hear Amia screaming.

Rim was right behind him, looking at his back with concern. Owen grunted, wishing he could turn off his Perception so he could focus. Wait—he could! Owen reached up without thinking, grabbing his horn, giving it a light tug. He had to pull a lot harder than he ever would under normal circumstances—almost to the point where he worried he'd break something—but off it went with a gentle click. He did the same with the other one, and suddenly, he was blind, his senses limited to the simple, relatively flat view his eyes provided.

Owen sighed, setting his horns beside him. He heard Rim's gentle pitter-patter until she was sitting next to him. Gahi grumbled, rubbing his nose with a snort. "This place…" He snorted. "The smell, too. We're kinda close to the ocean, huh?"

"Yeah." Owen opened his eyes, looking at the sandy field in front of him. "We used to fly around here before you ran off like an idiot." The Charizard let out a huffing laugh, blowing a few embers against the sand. Stray blades of grass suddenly went aflame, making Owen yelp and pat it out.

Gahi rolled his eyes, swishing his tail to smother the flame out with ease, though not without getting some sand all over Owen's arms.

"Aw, it's all in my scales," Owen groaned, rubbing his claws along the ridges between them. He turned his arm over, getting most of it out, but he knew a few grains were going to take a bit more work.

"At least y'don't have fur," Gahi said, glancing at Rim.

The Espurr nodded, but the way she moved seemed to catch Gahi's eye; he walked up to her. For Gahi, that was a blurry jog, startling her. "Hey, you—yow!"

Gahi bumped into an invisible barrier. Rubbing his nose, the Flygon growled, "C'mon, what's yer deal?"

"I think she's just shy, Gahi," Owen said.

"What, yer Perceive telling you that?" Gahi crossed his arms and wings, looking at the ground. "I saw her fur looked kinda red."

"What?" Owen inspected Rim, leaning to the left and right, and Gahi was correct. It seemed like parts of her fur had splotches of faded red color. The Espurr looked away, getting back to her feet. She dusted off some of the sand on her body with a weak Psychic wave, wobbling toward a patch of sand.

With a mechanical whirr, a hatch slid open, startling Gahi, but Owen had sensed it before he had taken off his horns. "Th-the entrance is right here?" Gahi said. "How'd we warp so easily?"

Rim looked onward. "Waypoint…"

"From the Badge itself?" Owen said, tilting his head.

"No."

Gahi paused, looking down. "Where?"

Owen stood up and dragged his foot horizontally along the sand. "I think right here." After a few layers were brushed aside, there was indeed a small, colorful tile hidden away beneath the sand, glowing faintly now that a few layers had been pushed away. "But with it covered up like this, I think you can only use it for coming here, not leaving… Rim. Why do you have a Badge?"

Rim gulped, hastening her walking into Quartz HQ. Owen and Gahi followed after her, the soft sound of their scaly feet digging into the sand transitioning into the clack of claws on polished tile. The white flooring eased Owen's mind a bit; the featureless, confined room, despite his Typing, helped him focus less on his surroundings and more on nothing. Feeling at least slightly secure, he clicked his horns back into his head.

"Rim… were you waiting for us?" Owen said. "Why was Hecto watching me?"

Rim gave Owen an odd look, incredulous. "Hecto?"

"Yeah. He, uh, I sensed him before we warped here. What happened? Did he tell you I was here?"

Rim shook her head.

Owen sighed. He supposed that was all he could get from Rim if even she didn't know. And with that, he only had the silence to accompany him, Gahi also lost in his own thoughts, as they went through the halls.

A door next to Owen accidentally whirred open when his tail brushed against the frame. He jumped and staggered away, bumping into the door on the opposite side. It, too, slid open, sending him crashing with a startled yelp.

"What're yeh doin'?" Gahi said with a groan.

"S-sorry, sorry, I got…" Owen stared inside, eyes widening. He saw countless little trinkets and items, all of them torn, broken, or otherwise damaged. Owen carefully entered, picking up one of the toys so delicately as if he thought it was Willow.

It was a little Pikachu doll, stuffed with cotton, just the right size to fit in his fist. He squeezed it, part curious, part because he could. It made a soft, squeaking noise. He gingerly placed it back on the ground, right where he had found it, and stared at the rest of the pile.

"Oy, Owen," Gahi called, leaning into the doorway. "You coming er what?"

"I… I'll catch up. I know the way."

Gahi stared, but then glanced at Rim. She shrugged, and they both went ahead.

Owen rummaged through the pile again, finding broken books, fragmented trinkets, and discarded toys. This must have been their room for trash. A lot of the items looked recent; perhaps they cleared it out every now and then. He figured if there was an army of mutants, they would burn through a room's worth of toys pretty quickly.

Where did they get the money for all this?

A hollow tok made Owen stare at the ground to his right. A little sphere rolled off of a pile of toys, bumping against his foot. He inspected it, tilting his head, turning it over in his palms. Red and white, with a black line along the middle, and a little button at the center.

Owen gasped a sharp breath, dropping the ball to the floor. He clutched at his head, a splitting headache washing over him, but it was only for an instant. He saw flashes of Eon standing in front of him, smiling, and tapping a similar ball to his head. And then all his senses would leave him, weightless and cozy in the little sphere.

But getting memories back didn't usually hurt that much. Why did—

There was a Malamar in front of him—at least, he thought that's what it was. The strange creature was more serpentine than aquatic, tendrils trailing off of its head and torso, radiating Psychic energy. Its huge eyes stared at Owen with fear. "D-don't tell Dad!"

Owen blinked, rubbing his head. "Did you Psychic me?" He groaned, rubbing his head. "Look, I've already got enough head problems; I don't need another."

"I—I panicked!" The mutant Malamar slithered into the piles and curled up. "Dad's mad at me because I ate third dinner. I just know it! I'm gonna hide until he forgets."

Owen rubbed the back of his head. "You can't just hide here forever."

"Can so!" He burst out of the pile and pecked at the Poké Ball next to Owen. In a flash, the ball swallowed him up.

Owen stared, eyelids lowering with just the slightest amount of sympathy toward Eon, and prodded at the button with his toe. It split open, unleashing Malamar for a second time.

"No!" He prodded at it again, disappearing inside.

"Seriously?" Owen prodded the ball again, releasing him.

This went on for several wordless cycles until, finally, Owen flapped out his wings. "Fine! If that's how you're gonna be, I'm gonna tell Eon myself. I don't want you getting thrown out with the rest of the trash."

The ball on the ground wiggled; Malamar released himself, only to scream, "But I am trash!" before hiding inside his tiny home again.

Owen groaned, rubbing his palms into his closed eyes. "Fine. Be trash. But I'm gonna tell Eon where you are." He huffed, stepping out of the room.

The Poké Ball wobbled again, releasing him again. "You're no fun! I'll just find a different hiding spot!" A tendril wrapped around his home. "You're always like this!"

"A-always?! I just got here!" Owen puffed a little ember. "Don't go off mistaking me for another Charizard!"

"W-wait, what?"

"I'm Owen! I'm just—visiting."

"But you look like a—wait. Owen…?"

Owen stiffened, picking up the pace. The door slid closed behind him, but Malamar didn't follow.


Eon paced, looking left and right. He checked the mirror in his room, a simple square of glass on silver. He was Owen. Hopefully that wouldn't be too unnerving. Would it? It might be, but Owen was used to it, at least in his memories. Right? No, they were still blurry, weren't they?

Eon huffed out a small plume of fire, tearing his eyes from the mirror. He couldn't comprehend Owen's Perceive ability. All of these sensory inputs were—overwhelming, like he was seeing everything in three dimensions. He couldn't make heads or tails of any of it. He was tempted to rip off his horns right then. If only he had figured out sooner how to make models like him where they could naturally turn down the Perceive, like the other Owen.

Eon wondered how that Owen was doing. That memory was still fresh in his mind, that seething hatred at realizing he was just a copy. All four of them, gone in an instant, all because they learned the truth. Why did he do that? How could he have done that to them?

The ground under Eon's feet cracked with the intensifying aura around him. The mirror next to him shattered. Eon flinched, biting at his tongue. He was going to have to go and buy another one again. Seven more years of bad luck. Maybe that's why nothing ever went right.

Eon imagined that by now, Owen would be trying to talk to the others. Would they even allow him to come here? Well, that didn't matter. If they didn't let him go, that would just prove him right. Then Owen would let him take them out, right? They wouldn't be his friends anymore. It would hurt, but he'd be with him either way. Gahi and Mispy and Demitri—they'd follow. That's how they always were.

Didn't Owen like Tamato Berries? He should probably ask someone to make some dishes with those. Was Hecto nearby? Maybe he could send word through him. Then he'd actually be useful for once. He was probably trying to report everything he knew to Star. Not that he would find anything, of course. He wasn't allowed on most of the floors.

"Um, Da—"

"GAH!" Eon stretched his wings, fire scorching the bed behind him. He frantically turned around to pat it out before the embers got too high. "L-Lavender, is that—what's wrong?"

Lavender, taking the form of a Scolipede again, gave Eon a small, timid grin. "Are you too busy to play?"

Eon slowly relaxed, bringing his wings down. "I can't really play right now, Lavvie. I'm sorry. How are your spirits holding up?"

"They're okay. Um, oh, umm, Uncle Hecto told me to tell you that a cute Charizard showed up!"

The bed was on fire again. "Wh-what do you mean? Now?!"

"Mhm! He just showed up!"

Eon frantically snuffed out the flames, pushing away from his bed once he felt they were extinguished. "Thank you, Lavvie."

"I'm gonna come with you!"

"Wait, but—Lavvie! How about you meet us at the dining hall instead? That way, we'll all have a get-together at the same time. Won't that be better?"

"Hmm… Will Lucas be there, too? I want Owen to meet Lucas! Oh! And Nate! We gotta get Nate!"

"I'll, er, I'll try for all of them," Eon said. "But meet us there. Help Auntie Rim with cooking."

"Okay, okay!" Lavender spun around. "C'mon, you're too slow!" Lavender coated himself in golden light and expanded into an Onix, sticking his huge head beneath Eon. He yelped, picked up by the huge creature, and clung onto the horn of the rocky serpent while he slithered through the halls. Mutants ran into nearby rooms or otherwise fled for their lives while Lavender happily rampaged through the halls, toward the warp walls, and said, "Five!"

And the halls became peaceful again.


"Owen!" Eon shouted, waving a wing enthusiastically. He actually showed up! He was actually here, in his scales, walking through the halls of Quartz HQ. It was like everything was normal again. Eon's flame glowed bright, the heat and light radiating off the polished floor.

"H-hey, Eon," Owen said, avoiding his eyes.

"Oh, come on, Owen. You can call me Dad here." Once they were at a proper speaking distance, he held out a hand. "Hey, I'm glad you came. That must've been very hard for you. Er… I hope they took it well."

Owen seemed to be processing his first comment to even get to the second. Eon hesitantly approached a single step closer, and that made Owen take one back. Eon's tail burned a bit brighter, unstable and crackling. "It's—it's okay, Owen. Remember, I Promised."

"Yeah. You did." Owen watched him carefully. "I just… I don't know what to think right now, okay? I'm here to… to talk."

Eon couldn't find his voice. He wasn't alarmed, no. He figured that Owen would say something like that. He'd said as much when time stopped. Yet why did it stun him now, the second time?

"How about we have that talk over dinner?" he said. "Rim is—Auntie Rim is going to help cook up something. Where is she?"

"She ran ahead to make dinner," Owen replied, the smallest hint of a smile curling on his right side. "Guess you had the same thing in mind, huh?"

Eon nodded a bit too quickly, but only noticed when it was too late. "Yes. Right. We're on the same wavelength sometimes, y'know. How about we go take a walk around while she gets something set up? Some of the other kids are gonna want to help Rim out, you know, so it might be a mess. And I know how much you like to keep your scales polished. Oh! That reminds me, I have some scale polish for you, if you like."

"No, it's fine. I have some at h—" Owen stopped himself, but Eon already felt the stab through his chest. "Hot Spot. I have some there, so… maybe I can, er… I'll ask for it to be delivered here, if I stay for…" He tried to shake the thoughts away. "I can't stay for too long. J-just… a day, Dad—Eon—Dad." Owen kept shaking his head, ultimately glaring at the ground.

They stood in thick silence after that. Eon clawed into his own palms, digging at a ridge between two scales. How much did that Fire Guardian brainwash him? How much did he still not remember? Could Rhys have messed with his mind, too? What about Amia? Maybe he should try to undo some of the damage. He should just have Owen forget all of them.

Eon's hand twitched.

Owen instantly stared at him with wide pupils, the lenses of his eyes completely focused on him. Owen's tail flashed a combative blue.

Eon froze. It felt like even his flame had frozen. "S-something wrong?"

But Owen kept staring, focused completely on him.

"I just…" Eon hesitated, looking down. "It's just been so long since I got to see you, Owen, as… me. I… I don't know. I'd want to spar with you, or hold you, or… or anything. But… you aren't ready for that, are you?"

Owen remained silent and stiff, but his expression wavered. "What do you mean?"

"Well, as Deca, I… well, you know how I was."

"Deca." Owen nodded slowly. "Right. I…" He loosened, straightening his back. "I think I'm just being paranoid. For so long, people kept trying to mess with my head to keep me under control. I think I'm just… guarded."

An icy knot formed in Eon's gut. "R-right." He refused to stoop to their level. "Come on. Let's get some dinner. Tamato soup, maybe?"

Despite everything, Eon saw Owen smile. The ice melted away.

They walked for a while longer through the halls until they reached the wall with the number "1" painted on. Owen stared nostalgically at it, mumbling "three" under his breath.

Eon's heart fluttered. "You remember your floor?"

"J-just came back to me, I guess." Owen looked down at his toes, clenching them so his claws scraped against the marble floor. "Oh, uh, there was this… I think it was a Malamar-serpent, or something, moping around in the trash room. Something about third dinner?"

Eon's body language shifted from tense to exasperated. "Not again." He sighed, pressing two of his claws between his temples. His hand nearly shifted into the Malamar's tendrils, but he kept it controlled. "I'll deal with it later. He's probably still jumpy."

"Hidey, actually."

Eon smirked, spinning around. They continued through the halls, and after a few turns in silence, he sighed. Owen's fearful, yet defensive stare was burned into his mind. "Sorry."

"Don't do that again," Owen replied with a growl.

"I—I know. I won't. I was just…"

"Everybody keeps trying to control me. If you do anything… I'm leaving. I don't care how strong you are. Gahi and I will just go. I'll go right to Star."

Eon flinched. "D-don't say that. She'd control you in ways I wouldn't even dream of."

"I still don't know one way or the other," Owen replied curtly, looking away.

How could he not know? It was so obvious! "Okay," Eon replied quietly. He was brainwashed, after all. He had to be. All those centuries under that Fire Guardian polluted his mind. Poor Owen had been lied to for so many false lives, and now that he knew the truth, he was giving him a chance. He couldn't screw this up.

Soon, they were in front of a large "1" on the wall. Eon made sure Owen was close enough and said, "Five." They turned around and walked along a similar hallway, though this time the smell of dinner wafted through the air. Something savory. The gentle kick of Tamato tickled Eon's nose; based on how Owen's flame perked up, it seemed it was getting to him, too.

"Smell anything good?" Eon asked.

"Tamato Berries… It's hard for me to get sick of them." Owen stifled a laugh, following the scent. "Is the eating room in the same spot?"

"It is, but it's a lot bigger now."

"Because of all the other mutants."

"All of my children, yes."

Owen shifted uncomfortably just then, looking like he wanted to say something, but then stopped himself.

"Owen?"

"Ngh." Owen rubbed at his cheek. "Why do you call them your kids? Aren't they… your soldiers?"

Eon flinched. "N-no, not at all. Are you my soldier?"

"No, but I used to be, right?" Owen said, his voice filled with innocent curiosity. "We were the Alloy. We were supposed to…" Owen paused, rubbing the back of his head. "Actually, what were we supposed to do? Star said we weren't meant to have an Orb or anything, so…"

Eon frowned, looking ahead. "It's a bit of a complicated story. We needed you and others because we were trying to develop ways to take down Vessels—er, Guardians, I mean. Sorry, old terminology—when we didn't have any Orbs with us. Our auras were limited, but if we made something from scratch that was better, well… we'd stand a better chance. Eventually, that developed into you four."

"So we were built to be a weapon." Owen's wings drooped slightly.

"Only if you wanted to fight with us," Eon said hastily, though neither of them stopped walking.

"How would we have known any better? How would any of them know?" Owen glanced at Eon, a flash of a glare in his eyes. "It sounds to me like you just raise them to think that this is the right thing to do, like it's normal to work under your command."

Eon stared down at Owen's fists, both of them clenched together. He nibbled on his tongue. "It's… not like that. It just isn't. I don't know how I can prove it."

"That's because that is how it is." Owen stared ahead, folding his wings over. "I didn't know that I'd be killing people. I thought I was just training for fun, and then we'd be going on missions to rescue people or something, or fight bad guys. But you know what happened instead? I killed a Jumpluff right in front of his daughter. And then I killed her next. I'm surprised Rhys didn't kill me after that. I was the bad guy."

Owen stopped walking to stare at Eon, pupils focused on him. "You made me like that. You made me into your personal weapon. So don't think you can just brush over that, Dad. Or do you think I'm just fooling myself? Like maybe I'm under their control right now?"

Despite being in a hallway with nothing behind him, Eon felt cornered. His flame crackled with instability, eyes darting left and right for something to focus on, but the featureless walls betrayed him. Brainwashed or not, Owen was technically correct. But he didn't understand the context. He wasn't meant to kill them, just—that's it!

"I didn't mean for you to be like that. You weren't supposed to ever be a killer." Eon refused to break his stare this time, no matter how hard it was to look Owen in the eyes. "That was my fault. You were supposed to be just fine when you fused. But when the Alloy first formed—something went wrong. Your auras didn't mesh together right, and it sent you into a frenzy. We didn't… we didn't know how to repair that. We had to reset your auras completely. But then, you were still… you barely remembered anything.

"And when you evolved… you weren't normal. That frenzy came back once your auras were unleashed again, and—we had to reset you again." Eon's voice cracked, images flashing in front of him. He remembered struggling to hold Owen down, claws digging into his body. That was a painful one—in all kinds of ways. He remembered bleeding out pink slime, Owen thrashing against him no matter how much he tried to calm him down. Rhys shouting that it wasn't enough and they had to reset him again. And again. And again.

If only he had been more assertive. If he kept them under control some other way, restrained them, maybe, or…

Eon realized that Owen was still staring at him expectantly, yet his eyes were softer this time. "If I could go back, I'd do it differently," he said. "I'd… I'd do so much differently. But right now, I just… want to make things right here, okay?"

"Oy, you two Luvdisc done kissing?"

Owen and Eon jumped, looking down the hall. Gahi was waving at them impatiently, a bit of stew caught under his chin from what was undoubtedly a taste-testing session gone wrong. Owen and Eon exchanged looks and sighed in unison.

"I guess I can forgive the others for lying to me all the time when I was recovering," Owen said in a growl. "Only fair that I give you a chance, too. But…" He looked at his hands, then at Eon. "What do you plan to do, now, with all of this?"

"All of…?"

"This!" Owen raised his arms to the hallway, then motioned down it. "The others! Your kids, the—everything. Your whole army that you have set up. What're you going to—"

"OWEN! Is that you?!"

The ground shook to the might of a rolling Scolipede. He was rolling too fast to dive out of the way, so Owen reflexively crossed his arms and folded his wings forward, creating a shield of light. Lavender collided into it with an ethereal KLANG, the shockwave sending a deafening crack into the walls to the left and right.

Eon held his forehead, staring at the ceiling. "That's another one to fix," he grumbled as Lavender's stationary rolling slowed to a stop.

"Hi! Hi, hi!" Lavender said, pressing his head against the fading barrier. "I'm Lavender! What's your name? Oh, wait! Owen! You're Owen!"

Eon kept his eyes closed so he didn't accidentally turn into Lavender. "Owen, I'd like you to meet Lavender. He's, er…"

"Another one of your kids?"

"Yes. Though, he's a bit different."

Lavender giggled, giving a small bow, and then transformed into a Charizard—a normal one, unlike Owen.

"Oh, he's a Ditto," Owen said. "Except he can actually hold a form that he isn't looking at."

"Er, not quite that, either," Eon said, gesturing for them to follow. Gahi was waiting impatiently at the end of the hall, eventually huffing and returning to the mess hall.

Owen followed alongside Lavender, whose tail-flame was golden in color. He marveled at this, glancing at the faux-Charizard. Eon noticed Owen's eyes linger a bit on Lavender, enviously, and then away.

Eon murmured softly to Owen. "I was building this army to gather the Orbs by force. Like I said, the Guardians are imprisoned in all this. If I could free them, maybe it…"

"So they're an army, just like I was supposed to be a part of."

Eon winced again, pressing his tail along the wall while they walked. "Power in numbers. After everything was said and done, I wanted to start focusing on living like a family."

"That's… a big family."

"Sounds great, right?" Eon said with a titter. Owen didn't laugh, but the entranced look in his eyes said all Eon needed. His hopeful grin was infectious, apparently, as even Owen smiled a bit. Eon didn't understand, then, why the air still felt so thick.

They rounded the corner, overlooking a familiar mess hall, the same one that Owen remembered, only… larger. Bright, colored tile lined the ground to give the sterile white some personality. What was once a long counter meant to fit a large family became a series of long tables filling the room like an upscale cafeteria. The same chandeliers decorated the ceiling, sparkling with artificial, white light.

"This place is actually pretty," Owen admitted. "Everywhere else here is so… white. I can't focus on anything."

"Supposed to be that way," Eon replied, looking back. "We figured that the Pokémon we made would get overstimulated by too many colors in the halls. We limited it to certain rooms so it wasn't overwhelming." He sighed. "Does it work for you?"

"Kinda. I like the colors."

"I love the colors!" Lavender giggled, sprinting for the nearest plate.

Owen watched for a little while, spotting Gahi and Rim on the other side of the table, picking out food from a selection of rice platters, sandwiches, stews… It was a wonder how they made it all, but then Owen spotted more mutants shuffling out from the kitchen adjacent to the room with more plates. Gahi glanced at Owen and gave him a little nod.

He couldn't help but smile.

After watching Lavender greedily grab two plates of fried rice and sandwiches for himself, Owen glanced at Eon. "So what's Lavender supposed to be?"

"He's sort of a mutant," Eon said, standing in line like all the others in the room.

None of them seemed to realize that it was Eon until he brought out his blindfold, earning eager "Hi!" and "Hey, Dad!" calls.

Eon greeted them all with a smile and a wave, but then explained to Owen. "He was made in an effort to bypass that pesky aura efficiency limit." He tried to maintain his smile, but he couldn't hide his hint of sadness. "Four auras. That was the best we could do, combining spirits for even more power, without the additional aura matter blocking the channels the spirits provide their power through."

Eon looked at Lavender, who was now taking on the form of a normal Flygon, sitting next to Gahi. He mirrored all of his movements, Gahi growing progressively more irritated.

"What happens if you have one aura that contains many spirits?" Eon said.

"Contains many…?" Owen repeated slowly, looking at Lavender. His eyes were still noticeably brighter, little sparkles of golden light flitting about inside. "L-Lavender, are those…?"

"They're my friends!" Lavender said, giggling.

"It's a bit hard to explain," Eon said. "Lavender is an… artificial repository for spirits, a lot like the spirit world that Star and Barky created. Well, more that, Lavender is an artificial portion of the spirit world that we created. And by doing that, we've been able to emulate what power a Hand can normally provide, simply by having more spirits within a single aura."

"That sounds… unstable."

Lavender's smile faltered.

"It is. Sometimes, Lavender gets a bit unstable, and we have to suppress things. We're still trying to find a way to perfect it, but for now, we have a suppression mask that he can put on."

"It's heavy," Lavender said, looking away.

"But he hasn't had to put it on for a long time," Eon said quickly, waving a claw. "He's just fine. Now we're just working on training him to use the spirits he has to perform feats that were once only limited to Mystics."

"Mystics… who also have spirits in them," Owen said, holding his chest with a furrowed brow. "But we give them an aura temporarily, don't we? So they can look solid in the real world. What about them?"

"Not the same. Lavender can't summon anything. His power is self-contained."

"So, he's just another one of your attempts at making something strong enough to fight Arceus," Owen said. "But what about those spirits? Are they just… imprisoned there?"

"Oh, hardly," Eon replied. "They're some of the mutant spirits that needed a break, that's all. So when some of them die, they wind up in the Reincarnation Machine and—"

"Stop," Owen said, holding up a hand. "What?"

"Did… Rhys not tell you?"

"He didn't tell me a lot about this place," Owen growled. "Probably because of all the twisted experiments you do here."

Eon flinched. Is that how he was being characterized? His tail flickered an angry yellow, but then eased down. "Owen, do you know why we can see past the Divine Decrees that Star and the others have made?"

"Because you're stronger, right?"

"Part of that may be the case," Eon said. "But another part—at least, why I have been able to break past it earlier… is simply because we had previously been given her blessing. The Hunters, as you call us, were all given that. And perhaps that gave us resistance to her own Decree. And that blessing, specifically from Mew, creator of life, is what allowed us to assume parts of her role, given enough power. We created the Reincarnation Machine to intercept the flow of spirits into the aura sea, so long as you're connected to it. That way, any of my children that happen to perish will return here to be reborn."

Gahi fumbled with his plate awkwardly, making a loud clatter that drew a few eyes toward him, including Owen's. "Sorry, eh, nothing." He cleared his throat, but from then on, it seemed like Gahi was preoccupied with the conversation between Owen and Eon.

Slithering nearby was a Seviper, glancing at Owen uneasily. The Charizard held his chest in response as if he'd suddenly felt a bruise or cramp.

"Something wrong?" Eon asked.

"I think I remember once seeing one of them get killed," Owen said gravely. "A long time ago, I was attacked by a Seviper… Tyranitar thing. Stabbed me through the chest. At least, I think that's what happened. I don't remember—it must have been a few resets ago." Owen breathed out. "I guess that was one of them? Why do you have the mutants wandering around attacking things? You know that some people have actually been killed by that, right?" Owen's voice was rising again, making Eon's throat tighten and his flame grow.

He pushed the fight-or-flight reaction down and answered calmly. "It's not like I want that to happen. It's just—there are so many, and sometimes they wander off. When they're stressed or upset, they're still unstable at times. It's not… I'm still trying to perfect it. Without Rhys helping me to stabilize their auras, that can make their minds go mad. And they have to be reborn."

Owen kept watching the Seviper. The serpent's blade seemed particularly sharp and glowing. And he was slithering toward a Tyranitar with odd, cannon-like appendages growing out of its back, reminiscent of a thinner version of Alex's arms. The Tyranitar looked at Owen, and they locked eyes. Then, the rocky behemoth quickly looked away, suddenly more interested in his claws.

"That's them," Owen said breathlessly. "Th-they're the ones who…"

"M-maybe. Those two did go berserk a while ago. I'm not sure where they went, just that it was all a blur until they died. I-if… if that's what happened, I'm sorry, Owen. You know I wouldn't ever want something like that to happen to you. That Seviper can sense Mystic auras. He must have noticed the Fire Guardian. Were you going on a stroll? It must have just been bad luck."

"Bad luck," Owen repeated lowly.

"Some luck that is when they go off killing Kilo Villagers, eh?" Gahi replied with an angry smirk, his claws digging into the edge of his plate.

Rim shrank into herself, huge eyes focused on her food and nothing else.

If it wasn't for the idle buzz of other mutants in the cafeteria, it would have been completely silent then. It may as well have been.

"Um… I'm gonna go." Lavender shifted into a Drapion and skittered away.

Owen spared Eon an extended silence, finally breaking it. "So, he can transform into any Pokémon he wants?"

Eon nodded, though it took him a few seconds to find his voice again. "With all the spirits inside him, he can turn into anything within Mew's blessings, aside from his base form."

"What's his base form look like?" Owen asked.

"Oh! I can—"

"Not now," Eon said. "Just show the picture."

"Aw…" Lavender shifted into the form of a Zoroark, and then conjured an illusion of his Silvally form. Owen's eyes widened, mouth slightly agape.

"Wow… that's… awesome! You look like you jumped straight out of The Steel Chemist! E-except you're friendlier." The light returned to Owen's eyes and Eon mirrored it, small smiles tugging at their jaws.

Owen quickly wiped it away, like he was trying to stay upset. Stubborn, it seemed. But Eon saw it; there was still a bit of that glimmer, even now. Maybe he wasn't completely gone after all.

Lavender dropped his illusion, looking between the two of them with wide, curious eyes. He became a Charizard again. "Charizard buddies!" he said, clapping his hands together frantically.

Eon forced a grin. "You're right, Lavender. We've got a lot of Charizard here, don't we?"

"Yeah, I guess there are a lot of me around here," Owen said with a pensive hum.

Eon's stomach felt cold from those words, yet more came after.

"Eon, why did you make another one of me? As in… literally another me. Did you somehow just… steal a copy of my memories?"

The more Owen spoke, the more the pit in Eon's stomach grew. Har… of course Owen would have found out about that. How could he not? He had been sent on a mission to the Bug Guardian and never came back. The same went with all the others. And without them returning to the Reincarnation Machine, it was clear that their souls had been claimed by the Guardian instead.

"Well?" Owen said, voice rising just enough that it drew the attention of nearby mutants. They shifted uneasily, avoiding interaction, and the cafeteria seemed quieter.

"I wanna hear this, too," Gahi said, now completely ignoring his plate of food in favor of glaring at Eon.

"It was a moment of weakness," Eon said hastily. "When—when we were trying to repair you guys, over and over and over, we… we just… I… I didn't know if I'd lose you guys. If your spirits were just completely damaged. And I… I devised a plan to find a way to maybe bring you back, if there was just no other—"

"You wanted to replace me," Owen said. "Replace all of Team Alloy just because—"

"No!" Eon immediately said. "That's not how it was. I just—I mean, I—" Eon's claws dug into his palms. That wasn't what he wanted to do. Owen was irreplaceable. All of Team Alloy was. They were his children. He couldn't lose any of them. He just had to bring them back somehow, even if… No, he didn't try to replace them. That just wasn't how he was thinking.

"I just… wasn't thinking rationally," Eon said. "It was a spur of the moment thing. I—I had Mew's blessing, and your spirits were just sitting right there. I pieced together as much of your memories as I could from them, and transferred them over to ones that were being recycled, and… And I wasn't thinking, okay?!"

Eon slammed his hands on the table, stunning the entire mess hall to a complete silence. Gahi didn't flinch, nor did Owen. They both stared, expressions like steel.

Lavender shrank back, lowering his head. "D-Dad…" The spirits inside him swirled turbulently in his eyes, and Lavender abruptly grasped at his mouth, clamping it shut.

Owen's eyes and pupils both narrowed, looking like he was either about to say something or blast Eon with a jet of fire… but then his head suddenly jerked up, staring blindly at the sky.

"Owen?" Eon asked, voice cracking. "A-are you okay?"

Eon's outburst had left him almost in tears; mixing with his sudden concern over the mutant's abnormal silence left him standing dumbly. Forgetting about any pretense of a good dinner—not that he had to eat—he stood up and prepared to hop the table to get over to him.

"Yo," the entranced Charizard suddenly said.

Eon froze, a wave of ice coursing through his blood. No. That didn't happen. That didn't happen. Owen is fine. Owen is right there, in front of him, just like he always wanted. He was upset right now, but they just had to talk it out.

With that hope, Eon said in a small squeak of denial, "Y-yo? What do you mean, yo? Since when do you say—"

Owen jerked his head toward Eon. His body turned green and leafy, arms transforming into vines. The flame on his tail bloomed into a giant daffodil. Without any help from his wings, Owen rose into the air, levitating with ease.

"Did you really think you could take Owen like this?" Owen asked, yet despite it being his voice, Eon knew exactly who it was. "That you could take advantage of how naïve he'd be, trying to give you the benefit of the doubt? Tricking him with a flimsy Promise like that?"

Eon's body shrank and dissolved into a small, pink feline. Now a Mew, Eon floated back in stunned silence.

"Thought so," Star hissed.

Hundreds of filaments of light violently sprouted out of Owen's back.






72. Realm to Realm


Chapter 65 – Realm to Realm

"I should kill you where you stand!" Step roared, restrained by Manny and Yen on one side, and Azu, Roh, and Verd on the other. The Fighting Guardian and his spirits struggled to keep the Icy Aggron down.

Demitri and Mispy ineffectually hid behind Rhys, while Zena stood in front of all three of them, staring so coldly that it rivaled Step's own element. The Milotic replied to Step with clear, pronounced syllables, "Then try."

"Yer not helpin'!" Manny roared, slamming Step back onto the ground when she heaved forward, nearly overpowering all of them.

"Th-the Queen of Ice is powerful!" Azu declared.

"I think I feel my head cooling," Roh said with a little grunt, the fire on the Infernape's skull dimming considerably.

"Hold… her back!" Verd said, the Chesnaught's arms almost completely frozen over, similar to Yen's fluffy legs.

Amia's arms were shaking, even still, and her head flickered between normal and fiery, though both states were blue. "Step, there's no point," she finally said with a resigned grunt. "Owen… left already."

"Because of THEIR carelessness!" Step growled, but this time, she stopped resisting. Based on how her eyes briefly glanced above her, and then aimlessly toward her chest, it seemed she was listening to something her spirits were saying. She eventually snorted and glared at Amia. "And you're fine with this? Allowing Owen to go back to the very person who ruined our lives? To his 'father,' as he loves to call himself?"

Amia winced; Alex's arms felt the need to protectively grab at the air next to him, as if Owen had been there. Instead, he wound up bumping his arm to his side. "We couldn't just stop him," he said. "Owen's just trying to make his own choices. His Perception hasn't lied to him before, has it?"

"His Perception, bah!" Step shook off Manny and the others, and this time they relented. She adjusted her icy shoulders. "If there is anybody who can trick Owen's Perception, it's the very one who designed them!"

Nevren raised a spoon. "Well, technically, I was the one who—"

"Or the one who raised him." Step glared. "Amia and Alex may have been their adoptive parents, but nothing will change the fact that Eon was the first parent he truly had. Perhaps he has Mystic power over him that we aren't aware of. That you aren't aware of. Have we ever considered that? Apparently Eon had a long talk with Owen in the middle of battle. What other powers does he possess? What if he is controlling Owen as we speak?"

"H-he can't be," Alex said, his voice a squeaking crack. "He made a Promise! E-Eon did, I mean, and—"

"That so long as Owen remained in Quartz, he could no longer be a Hunter, yes? What if he moved away from Quartz? What then?" Step narrowed her eyes, frost coating the area around her feet. "You fell for a trick by a Ditto, a species born to deceive and disguise as one of your own! And for what? To let Owen feel happy?"

"Owen is not that easy to fool," Amia said. "He's a smart—"

"I beg to differ," Step snarled, stomping toward Amia. "Clear your eyes. The Charizard bows to authority. It's in his blood. And what greater authority than the one who raised him first? It's primal. Instinct. Even those two have it, letting him escape." Step gestured to Demitri and Mispy, who couldn't decide whether to glare or avoid eye contact.

"Owen's—he's not like that. He wouldn't follow Eon. He didn't follow Star." Alex gulped, the flames on his shoulders reduced to a mere glow. By now, Step was a single stride away from both of them, her icy aura clashing with the flames that pulsed through Amia's body.

"I've raised Owen for centuries," Amia said lowly. "He won't just abandon us like that. This was all to get Eon to come to our side."

"He's only going to be there for one day," Zena added, but her voice was shaking. She didn't believe her own words. "He… he has to come back. To us. To m…" Zena's voice caught in her throat. "I—I need to… I need to think. I need to think." She shook her head, slithering away.

Jerry, silent through it all, found a moment to speak up as Zena left. "I don't know the guy all that much, but he's got an optimistic shine to him." He looked at Amia and Alex. "Owen's gonna try to convince Eon to stop everything, yeah. But I bet Eon already knows that. What happens after? Eon comes off as the sort of person who thinks way too spontaneously. Changing decisions more than the guy changes bodies, I bet." Jerry folded his wings over. "Not to discriminate, but I think it's a little silly to think a Ditto is gonna hold to something for long. Aren't they naturally forgetful?"

Step grunted and nodded. That was precisely it, and a good point to add to the pile. Even if Eon meant what he said during his Promise, it was all too easy for him to find a way to work around it. A poorly-constructed Promise could still have loopholes. "It isn't as if we know the full scope of how Promises work. Star is intentionally vague about it. Her words on the outcome of a Promise is just as vague. Do we even know what happens to a Guardian who breaks one?"

"We know what happens to a Mystic who does, at the very least," Rhys replied darkly, speaking up. "Where is Anam? His mother…"

Heads turned to Rhys, then to Anam, who had retreated to his room at some point during the argument. They saw his big, glowing green eyes near the entrance, hiding behind the wall. A strange fog coursed just below his gooey body's surface.

"What's with him?" Jerry said.

"Anam doesn't do well in arguments, I'm afraid," Nevren said. "He's always been very sensitive to them."

"It doesn't matter," Step said, waving her arm dismissively. "What of his mother, Rhys?"

"She used to be Mystic, yet through some way or another, her power was transferred to Anam long before he became the Ghost Guardian. I suspect a Promise was used to transfer that power, though Anam is extremely evasive about the circumstances…"

Nevren nodded. "I have not been able to glean much information from him, either. Apparently, it is a painful memory."

"What, you can't just read his mind?" Jerry said.

Nevren shook his head. "Mind reading for complex thoughts and memories is extraordinarily difficult to do for a Psychic if the target isn't willing, and even more difficult against a Mystic."

"Then what happened to his mother? Surely she resides within his realm."

"I thought she had gone across the aura sea for a permanent retirement," Nevren said, "but recently, I actually met her."

Rhys and Elder jumped. "What?" said the Lucario. "Madeline? She's—"

"Yes! I was surprised myself. A very fierce personality. No word on the father." He tilted his head upward. "I'm a bit curious as to why Anam never speaks of them."

Rhys settled against Elder's shell, humming in thought. "Well, surely both are within Anam. Apparently, his father was always the sort to avoid attention. It wasn't as if we got to properly meet him before she, er, left."

Nevren nodded, addressing Step next. "We can at least know that a Mystic who breaks a Promise loses their power. That happened to Madeline, and at the very least, Star told us the truth about that. However, what happens after was a mystery. We did not know whether the Promise-breaker would die immediately, or perhaps worse, would their aura simply… evaporate?" Rhys shuddered. "Such a thing is unheard of, but Star certainly wanted to make us think that. Which leaves me to wonder…"

Step's eyes widened imperceptibly, but she refused to acknowledge it. "Just because Owen may have been right about Star—which we all have agreed upon regardless—doesn't mean he's right about Eon." She stared at Amia. "What will you do if he's completely controlled by Eon?"

Amia flinched, her flames briefly going out. "I—"

"We need to find him," Alex said simply, looking down. "We'll—we'll bring him back."

"Oh? You will?" Step's frozen face twisted into a cruel sneer. "And the moment Owen steps out of Quartz HQ with you, Eon will order the attack that will annihilate us all from within his own homeland. You don't get it, do you? He already cornered us!" Step slammed her tail on the ground, as if her words were the manifestation of her own realization. "We rescue Owen, Eon kills us! We leave Owen there, he controls another Guardian!" Another slam on the ground, shaking the entire cave.

Valle groaned uneasily. "Stillness… I need stillness… Why can't you all rest like Zena?"

"Zena's resting?" Rhys said. "Hrm, well, I suppose we can understand that much… Perhaps she needed a break."

"Resting," Mispy repeated, observing Zena's abode with a gentle twitch of her vines. The little antennae on her head flickered, reading her aura. "No… Meditating."

"Meditating?" Rhys glanced at Nevren, but then at the others with a gasp. "Meditation! We—we have to meditate! We'll go into Aether Forest and navigate to Owen's spirit realm!"

Amia frowned, "Didn't Star say that it was a bad idea to go to another Guardian's—oh. Star."

"Precisely," Rhys said. "It's already dangerous enough to get to Owen physically. We just have to do it spiritually."

"Wait!" Willow squeaked, her tiny voice cutting through the murmurs. "Star said going to other Orbs was bad! Really bad!"

"Yes, Star said this," Rhys said. "Has she ever substantiated that claim?"

Step was about to agree with Rhys, but then let out an irritated grunt. "Somewhat." She turned her head away, focusing on a random mushroom. "Migrating to an Orb that is not your own carries a risk. It's much easier to perish in the spirit world and evaporate. If you're tied to an Orb, you will return to its Core. But my mate knows firsthand what it means to die when you are not tied to a Core. You will go to the aura sea. I doubt Hecto will be merciful if we are defying Star." She looked to the others. "We may not return."

"And we will also be going into Star's own territory," Rhys said. "But… Owen…"

"She doesn't want Owen with Eon, either," Step said.

An uneasy silence fell. ADAM buzzed, drawing everyone's attention. "We shall meet in Aether Forest. Some should remain online to guard Hot Spot as firewall for our hardware. Latency across the forest may significantly throttle upload and download speeds."

They all stared blankly at him.

Manny rubbed his forehead. "Some o' us should stay awake ter guard the folks meditating. Might take a while ter get back if Eon wants ter pull a fast one on us."

"I shall stay awake as messenger," Elder said. "Rhys and I have a powerful connection from, er… frequent chatting over the years. If you need to return home, I will tell you."

"I refuse to allow you to handle this on your own," Step told the others. "I shall join you in the meditation."

"I dunno which one I should do, but I wanna talk to Star if we can. Figure she'll be in Aether Forest? I'll go with yeh guys." He looked back at Anam's home, still looking at his trembling form. "How about the blob?"

Nevren shook his head, wandering to Anam. "I imagine he would prefer being awake. I shall remain behind as well."

Rhys glared, but before he could say anything, Nevren continued.

"Rhys, I will keep Anam calm. Your spirit is much stronger than mine; I recommend you rescue Owen."

He was starting to hate when Nevren was right. "Of course."

Amia already withdrew Alex, leaving for her home to get in a safe place to descend into the Fire Realm.

Willow jumped onto Jerry's head, jabbing him in the skull. "You! Make sure you keep a good eye on everyone!"

"Why am I involved in this?" Jerry growled, struggling to look at the Joltik atop him.

"Because I said so! Now go patrolling!"

Jerry grunted and wobbled toward the entrance, but then glanced at Enet. "Does she even know how to meditate?"

"I dunno. Enet! Come with us! We're gonna keep an eye on things here!" Willow hopped off of Jerry and landed on the Zoroark's fur, nestling herself inside. "I'll sneak up and shrink them!"

Slowly, the group split off. Those closer to Owen and those who could fight better in the spirit realm left to meditate, consisting of Step, Amia, Rhys, Manny, and Zena. The rest remained behind to guard Hot Spot in case Eon returned that way. With tense looks, they all nodded, knowing nothing about what would happen when they cross into Star's domain.


Blurry rocks fed into an infinite river of orange magma. The sky was a murky blackness, and the fiery landscape was illuminated only by the melted rock and embers. But that was more than enough.

Amia stepped over the magma with ease, her body awash in blue fire. Her arms were crossed, pensive, while she waited for Alex to mobilize the other spirits, the former residents of Hot Spot.

"We'll keep the Fire Core safe while you're away, Amia," said an Arcanine. "You can count on us."

"Thank you, dear," she said. "Sorry if you're all anxious. I know I am. Leaving the Orb… I didn't think I'd ever want to do that."

"Star always said it was a bad idea. Just don't do it for too long, I suppose. After all, Owen left his body before when Barky—er, Arceus summoned him. That wasn't so bad, now was it?"

Amia sighed out more blue fire. "I suppose," she said. Then, in the distance, Amia spotted a Hydreigon flying toward her, his body the same color as the magma below. In fact, he dripped of it, the fan at the back of his neck made of fire instead. Amia's heart skipped a beat, her body tensing for combat—but then, seconds later, she loosened. "Alex."

"S-sorry for the scare," the Hydreigon replied, shifting back to the more familiar, Magmortar form. "I hate it, too, but it's more mobile. I had to act fast, and, er…"

"It's fine, dear." Amia gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. "In fact… go back. Even after all this time, it never really leaves you, does it? That old body of yours."

"It… it is more convenient," Alex said grudgingly. He turned around, but he didn't revert just yet. "But I spent more time as a Magmortar in the physical world, now. Ironic, in a way. I should be used to that."

Amia smiled, but Arcanine spoke up in a growl. "Isn't Owen in trouble? Hurry, bring him back to us!"

"R-right, sorry," the duo said.

After a few extra seconds to hesitate, Alex became a Hydreigon again, flexing his ominous, fiery wing-tendrils that levitated him above the ground. Amia hopped onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck. "I'm settled," Amia confirmed.

"Then let's go. Aether Forest…"

As the spirit world liked to work, they just had to fly forward and they'd reach their destination. After that, they just had to redirect to the Grass Realm right after.

Rocks and magma dried up around them; the sun rose as if Dialga had accelerated time a hundred-fold; soon, they weren't in a river of fire, but a forest of aura. Blue, glowing leaves covered the sky and black, sturdy trunks stood on the ground.

Amia squeezed Alex's shoulder. "Let's think to meet with the others, first. We need to—"

A deafening snap and then a deep, thunderous crash shook the ground, sending even more loose leaves to the forest floor. It came from the right; Alex ascended above the treetops to get a better look.

Barky was fending off what appeared to be a cloud of black fog.

"What is that?" Amia said, getting ready to fly on her own, but Alex took the lead, beating his wings. "Ah—Oh, Alex, I really need to get used to this again."

Alex grunted in reply. "I could say the same thing, but like I said, it's necessary. I should have done this a long time ago. If Owen can get over his past, then so can I, right?"

Amia flinched, just slightly, looking down at Alex. His dark eyes were staring straight ahead. She knew that look. "Alex…"

"It's okay," Alex said. "You aren't scared at all, are you?"

Amia gently rubbed at his neck, pressing a bit hard so his tough scales could actually feel it. "It's still you," she said gently. "Now fight with all you have! I'll keep you backed up. Just like old times, hm?"

The fiery Hydreigon smiled at that, but it disappeared as quickly as it came when a jet of water tore through the cloud of darkness ahead. It was distant and came from somewhere to the right of Barky, but they recognized that Hydro Pump anywhere. Alex flew a bit faster, embers dripping from his three heads' mouths. "Looks like Zena's already here."

"Get ready," Amia said, head and dress aflame. "What are those?"

Up close, the cloud of darkness wasn't a cloud at all—it was a swarm. Strange, winged creatures, inky black in color, encircled Barky, fended off only by the filaments of light that surrounded him. Their main bodies were shapeless lumps; even the wings seemed to only be half-formed. They flew by some other power, much like Alex.

"You don't think Barky will try to hurt us, do you?" Alex mumbled worriedly.

"If he's fighting those wraiths, I don't think we'll need to worry," Amia said. "But I've never seen ones like those before…"

Another jet of water sliced through the swarm. The ones that it hit disintegrated into black dust, fading before it even hit the treetops below them.

"Barky!" Amia yelled.

"ARCEUS!" The Creator retorted reflexively, but then returned his attention ahead. "You shouldn't be here. Get away! I can handle these things myself."

"I tried to escape," Zena, flying behind him, said. "But they kept swarming me. I—I can't leave!"

"I'm waiting for an opening so you can run ahead and find Star," Barky said. "But they just keep coming. I have no idea where."

"B-but how could you not know?! What are these things?" Amia said. "Wraiths, here?"

"I don't know."

"HOW?!"

Barky grunted, watching the cloud of darkness. "There's something you should know about creation." He held a hoof forward. The ground heaved, shooting molten earth into the cloud of wraiths, dissolving some of them instantly in an even finer fog. "We make the rules. But we do not necessarily know how the rules interact. Creation is delicate."

Amia looked down at Barky's abdomen, noticing that some of his fur was oddly charred. No, not charred; he didn't show any signs of burning, and she smelled no burned fur. It smelled almost like lingering rot, just slightly. And near the affected area, black fog silently flowed over his fur.

"Don't worry about it," Barky said. "It's fading. They caught me off guard, but it will take much more than that to take down me."

Barky flicked his hoof again, and another plume of magma from the ethereal earth exploded upward, taking out another swarm nearest to them. Zena blasted more of the lingering swarm before they could get closer, and Amia and Alex joined the fray with twin beams of blue-and-red fire.

But their numbers kept growing, coming from some distant part of Aether Forest.

"D-don't you have anything better you can do?" Amia said desperately. "You're Arceus! Can't you just get rid of them?!"

Barky glared directly in front of him. "Of course I can," he said. "Anywhere else, I can. But this is Star's domain. And she has neglected to allow me to use my fullest potential here, including my divine Judgement. But it's no matter. This will do." Another flick of the hoof, and the devastating Earth Power enveloped another swarm.

"What if she allowed you for now?" Amia said. "What if you ask?"

"Star would never allow me to use my Judgement in her realm. She told me herself."

"When?"

"A long time ago."

"Just—just try!" Amia said. "What if she let you for now?!"

The swarm was closing in; the sky seemed a lot darker with them blotting out most of their vision of the forest. Barky stomped his hoof in the air again, shooting more magma into the sky. The other three blasted in other directions, ridding most of the swarm again, but a new wave was already incoming. Worse yet, stragglers of the initial wave had closed in on them.

Alex yelped, ducking down to dodge a few of the black birds' strikes. Up close, he couldn't see any features on them. Faceless, nearly shapeless even when they were a foot away. Without a mouth, it screeched and slammed into Alex's neck. He screamed—it was like acid, and however fleeting the contact was, the pain lingered. Amia blasted the wraith away, brushing her hands on his scales. They felt soft and raw. "Alex…"

"H-heal it, please," Alex begged.

Amia pumped healing energy through him, and to her relief, it did what she wanted. The wound quickly disappeared, the shadowy fog dissipating.

But the swarm was still coming, this wave just as thick as the last. They seemed even angrier this time, some fizzling and screeching from far away.

"Why do I feel so tired here?" Zena said in a pant. "I never get this weak in the spirit realm."

"It isn't your domain," Barky said. "We are strongest when we are within the domains that we control. Beyond it, we are inevitably weaker." He growled, flicking his hoof for another Earth Power. "This is the best I can do at the moment. I did not expect them to be so much trouble."

"We need to get to Owen," Zena said.

"Hmph, as if he would allow me to stay in his domain again," Barky said.

The Milotic briefly glanced at the Creator, then at Amia, who shared a similar look.

"If it means your safety, perhaps he might," Zena said. "You just have to promise to behave."

"Promise to behave," Barky repeated with a growl. "I am the embodiment of behavior."

"Then don't threaten my son," Alex abruptly said, the tone of his voice uncharacteristically harsh. Even Amia flinched, placing a hand on his shoulder. Alex, surprised by himself, shook his head. "P-please."

Barky flicked his hoof again, but the rate that they were being destroyed was a lot slower than the rate they were coming back. Zena, Amia, and Alex were trying to build up their strength, but they couldn't muster up the energy for another blast, let alone one that could rival Barky's power.

"I don't know if we'll be able to last much longer," Alex said. "D-do we have a way back, Barky?"

"Do not call me that."

"Do we?!"

"Ngh… yes. But if we go back, we won't be able to help Owen, and those wraiths are surely trying to get there, too. I can take us to the Hall of Origin. We will be allowed some reprieve."

"Owen…" Zena suppressed a tired whimper.

The wraiths were closing in again, and the Guardians knew they didn't have the strength to fight back. They could only go back.

"Never mind," Barky abruptly said, his eyes flashing a glint of confidence. "We have some company."

A wall of ice abruptly rose from the ground where magma had once stood, exploding into a cloud of steam that burned away at more of the flying wraiths. Another cold wind of frost washed over the rest of them; it didn't quite destroy them, but it did slow them down.

"Step!" Amia shouted, squinting to find the source. The Aggron was flying toward the other Guardians; behind her were three Kommo-o, each one blasting beams of cold, cyan light at the evasive darkness. Ice crystals formed along the beams, exploding upon impact with anything that grazed it when it fell to the forest below.

"Apologies for the delay. I was restless and couldn't meditate properly," Step said. "You cannot force such things."

Boisterous shouting sounded from the other side of the field. With the wraiths slowed, the group spared a second to look back.

"Ah! Manny!"

The Lucario stood on top of Drampa Yen's back, holding one foot near the back of his neck, and the other near the middle of his spine, pointing forward with a loud rallying cry. Behind him, the spirits of Azu, Roh, and Verd spiraled around one another, chanting some sort of rehearsed speech.

"The unbeatable!"

"The invincible!"

"The unstoppable!"

"Ultimate Fighting Spirit!"

Manny raised his arms in the air; his aura enhancing that of his spirits, all three of them glowing with an unknown power. Then, the three punched forward simultaneously, creating a shockwave that bent the light.

"DOWN!" Barky shouted, diving below the incoming blast; Zena, Amia, and Step followed with their spirits.

Yen opened his mouth and spat a gout of Dragon fire into the shockwave, and Manny finished with a two-pawed Aura Sphere. The fire twisted around the shockwaves, imbued itself into the Aura Sphere, and then the full amalgamation of energy gained a new shape, heading straight through the trees.

Amia stared dumbly. "Is that…"

"A giant fist?" Zena finished.

The fist, reminiscent of a Machoke's, toppled over an entire row of trees on its way to the wraiths. The swarm roared and tried to move, but the sheer size of the incoming embodiment of Fighting energy made the maneuver impossible. It hit the first layer, smashed through the second, and exploded in the middle, obliterating every single one, including several trees.

Yen hovered near them and Manny hopped off, standing on an invisible platform. "Oy, how'd it go?"

The trio of muscle heads gave one another high-fives behind him—a gesture that Zena tilted her head at.

"Better now that you're here, I suppose," Step admitted grudgingly. "Let's not waste any time. We must find Owen!"

"Yeh got it," Manny said. "We waitin' on anybody else?"

"Rhys," Amia said.

"He may take a while," Barky said. "His connection to the spirit world is much weaker. I will send him your way when he arrives."

The group all hesitated.

"You have my word." He gave a firm nod. "This is larger than the conflict Star and I share, and Rhys and I share common ground in honor. Please, help Owen."

Alex, cautious as always, squeaked and pointed. "They're coming again!"

"They don't look like they're much larger than last time," Amia said. "Manny, can you get another one of those blasts ready?"

"I, eh, we kinda used all our juice on that one."

"We had to finish them quickly," Yen said. "We made an opening. Let's go before they close in. Barky, will you come with us?"

Barky hesitated, but then shook his head. "I don't want to intrude on Owen's territory. I shall retreat to the Hall of Origin and speak with the Trinity to escort you back to your Orbs when you're ready to return. Go!" He faced the incoming swarm.

Amia pleaded, "But what if—"

Step flew in a random direction, knowing how Aether Forest worked. The others followed on reflex; Amia and Alex were the last to leave.

The further they went, the quieter the wriths' shrieks became. The ground split open to another Earth Power, drowning out their screams.


A cacophony of roars and screams filled the dining hall of Quartz HQ. Tremors shook the labyrinth and vines coated the walls from inside. A Mew frantically flew out of the eating area and into the sterile, white halls, eyes wide with fear.

"GET BACK HERE!" Star roared at the Mew.

Eon, not used to this tiny, floating body, struggled to escape. His throat was constricted with panic, swerving around corners and into curious onlookers. Why didn't he take his timestopper with him?! He should have known Star would try to interfere, but that was all the way on the tenth floor. Even if Owen got suspicious, it was for safety! He should have brought it with him.

"Daddy!" Lavender squeaked; within the mess hall, the mutants were, at first, too stunned to react.

Gahi was the first to get moving, his lighting-fast strikes going right for Star's back. His Dragon Claw cut through her wings. Gahi made sure to tug as hard as he could, trying to dislocate one, but it wasn't enough. He beat his wings to gain some distance; Star's arm suddenly turned green and lengthened, slamming Gahi in his chest, and then Gahi himself into the wall.

The Flygon coughed, the wind knocked out of him. He struggled to break free, but Star slammed another vine into his gut; he nearly lost his dinner, but instead fell forward, clutching his stomach.

A Seviper and Tyranitar ran toward one another, quickly fusing into a single being. The rocky serpent made a move to go after Star, but she was already out of the mess hall, leaving all of the stunned mutants behind. Some had tried to tackle her or blast her, but the various filaments of light deflected them. Gahi had been the only one fast enough to get close.

Lavender was fast enough to keep up with Star, even after she left the halls, but he wasn't fast enough to catch up. But he didn't let that stop him; eventually, Eon would slow her down. He just had to save him!

Across the hall, Eon shouted for everyone to get into their rooms and not come out. Dumbly, this gave away his location; even without sensing for Eon's aura, Star could hear his voice.

More importantly, Star tapped into Owen's Perceive, slowly learning how it worked. Seeing in three dimensions was invaluable; even if Eon wanted to hide, she could find him.

Okay. Okay. Eon panted, spinning around. Owen's possessed. He has… at least a third of the Hands in him. I just—need to wait until he can regain control. C'mon, Owen…!

Eon figured that with Owen's body, it would be easy to find him no matter where he went. But what if he could get far enough away that trying to scan the whole facility would stall Star? He just had to stall. That's all he needed; she couldn't control Owen forever, right?

If he could go to a different floor, would he be able to hide?

Something green flitted across the corner of his vision; Eon glanced to see a Zygarde staring at him from across the hall.

Hecto was reporting where he was. There was no doubt about it; surely there was one in the Grass Realm telling Star everything.

Hecto was everywhere in Quartz HQ. How could he—

No. Not everywhere. He detested being near Nate—his touchy-feely habits and the strange, dark aura would be enough. Hecto would take the longest to find him there.

The halls trembled again. "EON!" Star roared. Hearing Owen's voice with such a deafening shout sent a cold chill down his spine. He didn't look back; he ducked into the corner, narrowly dodging a huge vine; it slammed into the wall, digging into the marble. Roots formed within, crisscrossing along the hall to completely block it off.

But Eon knew this labyrinth much better than Star did. There was still another path to take. Just one more turn—there!

He saw a number at the end of the hall. Floor five. He had to get to Nate, floor eight. That would be far enough to stall Owen's Perceive, and Hecto wouldn't be on that floor, either.

Eon stopped himself from praying—Star would hear it, after all—and could only quietly hope to himself that the walls would answer to whispers.

"Eight, eight," Eon said, pressing his tiny head against the paint. He could just barely smell the pigments.

Eon disappeared just as Star rounded the corner, an endless tapestry of vines burrowing into the walls.

Star hissed, seeing the number at the end of the hall. Great, she growled to herself. I have a one in ten shot of finding him if I pick a floor randomly. Hecto, find him!

I shall try.

Actually, you have a one-in-nine shot because you're already on a floor, Owen's voice chimed in. Also, GIVE ME BACK MY BODY!

Simmer down! Star sped toward the numbers. I'm doing this for your own good, got it?! Just listen to me for once!

How about no?!

Star's body abruptly jerked to the side, slamming into one of the doorways. Despite the reinforced, metallic barrier, she slammed through the door with ease, tearing the frame along with it. "Augh! Owen! Stop!"

YOU stop! I said we were going to talk it out! He literally Promised to not—

Eon doesn't think like you do, Owen! He's impulsive, and he'll easily find some loophole in such a stupid Promise, no matter what it was! I can't believe you just agreed with him like that!

Star staggered out of the broken room, clutching her head. Plumes of fire escaped her open maw while her claws dug into the marble floor. Some filaments of light curved toward her. "If you aren't going to let me do this…"

Wh-what're you doing?

The filaments of light pierced back into Star, earning a wail from the possessor and a scream from the possessed. Star gagged and fell forward, barely catching herself from falling face-first. She gasped for air, even though her body didn't need it, but heard nothing from Owen within.

She wobbled down the hall, several filaments of light lodged along the back of her ribs, nestled between the countless others that were still extended around her like seaweed in the ocean. "P-perfect," she grunted.

A rush of wind blew past her, accompanied by a green blur.

"Get out of Owen," Gahi commanded, slamming his tail on the ground.

"Out of the way, hothead." Star growled lowly, puffing a threatening ball of fire toward Gahi. It evaporated before it got to him, but it came dangerously close; despite this, the Flygon didn't flinch. His glossy body reflected the orange light, glimmering against the red lenses over his eyes.

"I dunno what yer planning," Gahi said, "but at least Eon tried ter talk. Anybody who tries to go an' control Owen like this…" He snarled, lowering his stance for a lunge, wings outstretched.

Star pinched between her forehead. "Gahi, it's not that simple. Just—"

"I ain't having it!" he roared. "The last thing Owen wants is to lose control o' himself again, ya got that?! Give his body back, er else!"

"Or else what?!" Star yelled back, green vines trailing around under the marble. She could feel it right below and around Gahi, just beneath the walls.

Gahi huffed, looking at the walls. Star realized he saw the cracks forming. She had to act fast. "Ya know," Gahi said, "that 'wings o' light' thing yer doing… Figure that helps with channeling yer power more."

Star winced, remembering that some of them were still pierced into her spirit to keep Owen down. Star shook her head; she just had to knock Gahi out. She tensed her body, channeling some of that tension into the vines along the walls; they burst forth, pulling apart the cracks—

The vines wrapped around Gahi from all sides, thorns and brambles overtaking the corridor surrounding Gahi. Star squeezed the vines around him, making motions with her hands. "Yeah, just stay there for a while," she growled, releasing her invisible grip. Star watched for a few seconds, a cold feeling in her gut telling her not to turn around. Her Perceive was telling her something, but she wasn't familiar enough with Owen's power to know what it was saying. "Gahi?" she asked worriedly. "Y-you're still alive in there, right?"

Did she go overboard? Owen was remarkably quiet… He wasn't resisting as much anymore. Was he just too weak?

The defiant Charizard quietly spoke, strained and barely holding on. You know… I never won against Gahi. She could feel his smirk.

The vines tore apart in a flurry of blue dragon fire. Claws shrouded in the flames ripped each tangled plant like brittle twigs. Behind the fire and the burning flora, Gahi's gleaming eyes shined. And behind Gahi was a small bouquet of Hands-the Hands that Owen had given him.

Gahi gave Star a wry smile. "Wanna try that again?"

In her surprise, Star blinked, and in that blink, Gahi slammed his fist square in the Charizard's chest.






73. From All Sides


Chapter 66 – From All Sides

"That took far too long," Rhys grunted, looking left and right. He hissed, covering his aura sensors in pain. "What is this feeling?!"

Rhys heard the ethereal cry of Barky in the distance—almost like a rallying cry. Then, the ground trembled. The trees of Aether Forest next to him trembled; Rhys hopped into the air, jumping from tree to tree, until he could get to the tops, using aura platforms to better distribute his weight on the leaves for easy footing.

"Wraiths… here?!"

Barky was still fending off the wraiths. It didn't seem like they were taking any notice of him, but Barky was struggling against the endless onslaught. Why was he here? Rhys shook his head, leaping from treetop to treetop, blasting heavy aura streams to give him an extra boost when he could.

"Bark—er, Arceus!" Rhys shouted.

He looked back, but then stared ahead. "Hello. If you're looking for the others, they have already left for the Grass Realm."

"Why are there wraiths here?"

"I don't know." Another Earth Power shook the land, disintegrating countless wraiths, only to be replaced by countless more. "These things all look the same. I have the sinking feeling that some of these I have already vanquished previously. But it isn't a matter of fending them off before they strike; it's simply destroying them faster than they return. Surely they will eventually run out of energy!"

Rhys grunted, thinking about Anam and the wraiths that seemed to associate with his blessings. Normally, they could stem the flow of them by simply cutting off the Dungeon Core. But this wasn't a Dungeon. Where were they coming from, then?!

"I'll help to fend them off. You're being overwhelmed."

"I do not get overwhelmed," Barky growled. "I am merely limited by Star's domain."

Rhys propelled himself upward with a burst of aura, landing on the great Pokémon's back. "Apologies," he said, though the massive god had ample standing room from on top. "Let me help."

"You can't fight in your aura armor for long, Lucario."

"I have other techniques that can help," he said. "Have you considered calling upon the Trinity?"

"They are coming. I'm sure they are."

"Then I shall stall until they get here."

Rhys raised his paws in the air, forming a small Aura Sphere. Then, he pushed more energy into it, expanding its size and radiance. Barky lowered his head when he felt the aura lick against his fur.

"What are you doing?!"

"Crowd control," Rhys said, pushing the sphere higher. "Apologies. I'm not used to doing this while on top of someone else."

Barky marveled at the Aura Sphere that was approaching his size. "Excuse me?!"

"D-don't—don't unsteady my stance, please!" Rhys requested, nearly dropping the Sphere.

The swarm was getting closer, perhaps only ten seconds away from them. Their shrieks and angry cries were louder than the low rumble of Rhys' giant sphere, but the Lucario didn't seem worried. Instead, he said, "Between the two of us, we should be able to fend them off. How long has it been since you called the Trinity for help?"

"When did you ask me when the Trinity would be here?"

"S-seconds ago?"

"I called for them then."

Rhys didn't have the time to berate the god for his stubbornness. Instead, he looked at the swarm, held back briefly by another of Barky's Earth Power strikes. "Then we will just have to wait."

The giant Aura Sphere flashed, creating a small, continuous rhythm of shockwaves above the former Hunter. Rhys kept one paw up and aimed his second paw forward, focusing on the incoming wraiths. From the large Sphere, a smaller, but still sizeable, Aura Sphere burst forth, singing through the skies and into the swarm. It exploded, scattering into countless smaller Aura Spheres. These burst against any wraith it came into contact with, disintegrating them instantly.

Rhys sighed in relief. "They are weak," he said. "I was right to try this technique, seeing how easily they fell in droves."

Aether Forest was even brighter from all the blue fire let out by the fallen trees burning in lava, and the ground glowed dimly from both the flames and the lava's orange light. The once beautiful Aether Forest was a fiery wasteland of embers. Rhys could only hope that Star would be able to repair this when she returned.

Once Rhys was confident that the main Sphere was steady, he lowered both of his paws and collapsed, panting.

"Are you finished?" Barky said.

"I don't need much to maintain it from here," Rhys said. "With just my thoughts, I can send the rest their way. Not to… not to worry." He panted, leaning to get a look at the wraith swarm. They were pushed back, not because they were frightened, but simply because their frontlines and the second waves behind were obliterated.

"Why does being here hurt my feelers so much?" Rhys grunted, holding his aura sensors in a wince.

"It's the wraiths," Barky said. "Something about their auras is—difficult to look at. Perhaps it is especially pronounced in you, Rhys, for how sensitive you are."

"That must be the case," he said, the main sphere firing another volley of scattershot Aura Spheres.

It seemed like they were getting a good rhythm. Rhys' aura sensors twitched again; he glanced to his right, and then his eye twitched in annoyance. "Unbelievable."

"Honey, I'm home!" called a metallic Machoke, riding on a steel plate. He leaned forward and grabbed it by the edges, pulling it out from under his own feet; he flung it, spinning, into the distant crowd of wraiths, where the metal sheet exploded into shrapnel, piercing through a chunk of them. He stopped next to Barky, standing in midair. "What's going on?"

"Wraiths," Rhys replied.

"Oh, 'sup, Rhys. That thing yours?" He pointed at the main Sphere right when it fired into the crowd.

"No, it's my mother's," Rhys hissed. "Please, help us! We don't know where they're coming from, but it's obviously nothing that we can't handle if we don't just try to fight them at once."

"I'd try Suppressing them, but Star's domain makes it kinda hard," Brandon admitted. "I'll try, though."

He held his hand parallel to the ground below, then pressed downward. Suddenly, all of the wraiths lost altitude, but didn't stop. "Hey-y, look at that!" Brandon cheered, pressing his hand down a bit more. "Looks like it's working just—Rhys?"

Rhys was groaning, barely able to stay on top of Barky's back. He hugged at the god's fur, struggling to not fall off. "Uh, hey, Boss, you might wanna give Rhys a temp blessing or something so he doesn't get affected by my antics."

"Ngh, fine." A single filament of light sprouted from Barky, pointing at Rhys' forehead. A pulse of light channeled from the filament into Rhys, jolting him upright.

"Th-thank you," Rhys muttered, refocusing on the main Sphere.

"Oh, hey, look. We've got another one." Brandon pointed just as Rhys felt the presence of another powerful spirit.

"Who—" Rhys squinted, but something else caught his attention. The sky was alight with bright, indigo meteors, rapidly descending down onto the wraiths' general location.

"Party on Boss's back!" Brandon shouted with a tinge of fear, hopping right next to Rhys. He then ducked, hiding behind his neck, grabbing the exhausted Rhys to keep him steady.

Rhys gasped for air—this was like getting grappled by Manny, but with something literally made of metal. "Let go—let me go—!"

"Nope, hold on tight!"

With a deafening BOOM, the meteors struck the ground, sending shockwave after devastating shockwave across Aether Forest, obliterating all of the wraiths that had made themselves known. The gusts of wind generated by the explosions nearly blew Brandon off of Barky; Rhys was like a scarf in the wind, held only by Brandon's metal arm. The Creator floated back, but otherwise remained steady.

"You should have requested for assistance earlier, My Lord."

Rhys puffed, looking for the source of the voice. A Salamence, wings outstretched, yet no need to beat them.

"Thank you, Aramé," Barky said.

"That was good aim, but I think you missed a spot of a hundred." Brandon said, pointing at the stragglers that still lined the horizon, albeit thinly.

"Then we will just pick them off, won't we?" Aramé said, growling. "I took care of the majority of them; you should be thankful. This whole battle is pointless anyway; I don't understand why we are wasting our efforts on aiding the lesser god."

Barky snarled and kicked a hoof at some of the remaining wraiths. "As much as I loathe to admit it, Aether Forest is the center of this side of the spirit realm. If the wraiths claim it, we won't have a means to communicate with the Guardians very easily, perhaps at all."

Brandon hummed, finally setting Rhys down once the wind of the Draco Meteor wore off. "Well, as omnipotent as you want to think you are, we can't fight forever. Why don't we just go back and regroup, and then find a better way to take these guys down?"

"We can't risk that!" Barky said. "Not until these wraiths are gone completely! What if they spread into the aura sea? What then? The entire afterlife could be at risk. No." Barky turned toward the thin cloud of wraiths. "It is my duty to fight for order. Star feels the same way."

Rhys stood up. "I must catch up with the others in the Grass Realm. I've already used up too much of my power here." He motioned to where his Aura Sphere shooter had once been, then at Brandon and Aramé. "Thank you for all of this, but I feel I must go to Owen. Will you be fine without me?"

"We'll survive, but it'll be a real struggle," Brandon said with a wry smile.

Rhys blinked, giving Brandon an incredulous look. Then, he chuckled, hopping off of Barky. "Well, I suppose I'll be going. It was good to see you again, Brandon. Aramé."

"Take care of yourself, Rhys," Aramé said. "Clean after yourself."

Rhys snarled, readying to land. But then, as he descended, his aura sensors throbbed painfully. The splitting headache that followed distracted his descent.

"RHYS!" Brandon shouted.

Wraiths infested the forest floor. They had been underground. Black blobs sprang from the bushes, several ones latching onto Rhys instantly. Brandon kicked away from Barky and slammed into Rhys, smashing a few of the wraiths easily. Some of the others still clung on, eating away at his fur and flesh. He howled in pain, slamming his arm blindly; Rhys fired an Aura Sphere to the sky in a panic, hitting two of the wraiths, but neither were the ones on him.

Brandon clamped his metal fingers around one of the wraiths, tearing it off of Rhys' arm. He winced at the blue embers that fell off of Rhys when he did, the arm almost eaten away to the core. Brandon then looked at his fingers where the wraith had remained; his eyes widened. His fingers were emitting the same embers—they had been corroded away.

"What are these things?! It's like they eat aura!"

While he spoke, he weaved between three of them.

Rhys was shivering in Brandon's hold. "I c-can't—feel my arm."

"Hold tight, buddy," Brandon said, jumping in a single leap to Barky's back.

"These things never did that kind of damage in the living world," Brandon muttered, setting Rhys' trembling form on Arceus' back.

"Their powers must be more focused on aura," Barky said. "Their shadowy auras… it just eats at aura."

Their cover blown, the wraiths emerged from their hiding spots underground, and Aramé reflexively beat her wings to gain altitude.

"They've been surrounding us the whole time," Aramé said, hissing. "We have to go back. Aether Forest is lost!"

"Judgement, bless us.

Watcher of Creation."

Barky blinked, looking back. Brandon looked up, too, and followed his ears to the ominous song's source. An Altaria, most of her form shrouded in a great, poisonous cloud, drifted toward the rest of the Trinity.

"Flesh, blood, chains us.

Free us from our prison."

The wraiths that had surrounded Barky on all sides—some of them firing strange, black beams toward him—turned their attention to Ghrelle next. Several wraiths fired more shadowy blasts, but Brandon held his hand parallel to the ground again, doing everything he could to keep the wraiths down while they could. His hand shook from the strain—now that the wraiths were fighting back, he could barely keep it up. But that didn't matter anymore; they just had to last two more couplets.

"Unending Light,

Cleans our spirits; shine bright."

The wraiths were glowing—little pinpricks of golden light shined through their black bodies. The bodies themselves started to evaporate in a fine mist, but not completely. Rhys, meanwhile, groaned loudly, his body losing shape.

"AAH! B-Boss! Rhys!" Brandon realized what they had forgotten.

"Nrgh—!" Barky, a bit more roughly than intended, suddenly produced a filament of light from his back, jabbing it roughly into the Lucario's torso. Rhys' eyes bulged with even more pain, but he was too weak to pull it out. But rather than fade completely, his body regained its shape, even while the final couplet rang through.

"Into aether, into aether

To stillness eternal!"

It wasn't with a roar or even a shriek or even a cacophony, but a quiet hiss, that the wraiths of Aether Forest evaporated completely. Black smoke briefly covered the landscape, slowly fading into the air. Not wanting to take any chances, Barky created a small barrier around them, deflecting any of the residual shadows.

"They may return," said Barky.

Rhys shuddered, breathing heavily.

"I apologize," Barky said to Rhys, gently pulling out the single filament that had stabbed him. "Ghrelle's Perish Psalm doesn't affect those blessed by me. I had to give you temporary respite."

"Perish… Psalm," Rhys repeated, but had no more energy to speak. He closed his eyes, embers flowing out of him like blood from an open wound.

"Let's get outta here before that happens," Brandon said. "Rhys, we're gonna take you to the Hall of Origin for now to recover, alright? Hey, Rhys? You with me?"

"Owen…"

"Owen'll, uh, he'll be fine, I think. You won't if you go." Brandon gave a nod to Barky, then at the other two. "Ladies?"

"If I'm no longer needed, I will return to Zero Isle," Aramé said with a shrug. "Rhys will live. I expect more from him."

"My most—sincere apologies for taking so long to come here," Ghrelle said, finally close enough for the poisonous Altaria to get within speaking distance. "If I came earlier, none of this would have happened. I did not think it was so urgent as to—"

"Your carelessness is forgiven. Be quicker next time," Barky said immediately, jerking his head back. "Let's hope we gave Star and the others enough respite to return everyone to their proper Orbs after Eon is taken care of."

"You really think Star's gonna take down Eon?" Brandon asked.

Barky created a large portal for them to pass through. Light poured out of it. "Hmph. I don't see why not," he said. "Owen trusts Star far more than he'd ever trust me."

"You are pretty bad at social skills," Brandon quipped, hopping into the portal.

"Don't listen to him," Ghrelle said, patting Arceus on the back. "Owen should have known better than to listen to Star over you, O Lord."

Barky's eyes gleamed. "I suppose so." With a spring in his step, Barky passed through the portal with Rhys on his back.


"Where is he?" Zena said frantically, almost breathless at the speed they had propelled themselves through the spirit world. The blue trees and dark trunks gave way to paler colors and a brighter sun. While they never knew what the Grass Realm truly looked like until then, it seemed pretty clear that they had arrived.

To their ears, the forest was eerily quiet. Normally they would expect there to be spirits abound in the treetops or the bushes, but there was nothing. No sign of life beyond the unresponsive plants.

But their aura senses had another story entirely. Upon arriving, a massive influx of Mystic energy strained their vision, practically warping the light from its pressure, even at such a distance. It stung at their scales and skin; getting too close could mean their spirits would dissolve right there.

"Be careful," Step warned them. "If you're feeling weak, stay behind. Remember: death in another realm will bring you to the aura sea, and we will be at Hecto's mercy."

"Yeah, about that," Manny said, motioning with a paw to something not quite the same color of green as the rest of the trees—not to mention the black and white that accompanied it. "How ya doing?"

"Hello." The canid Zygarde gave a nod.

"What's going on? Where's Star?" Amia said. "Is Owen okay? Something about this place feels odd. Is that his Core?" Amia pointed at the distant distortions.

"That is the direction of the Grass Realm's Dungeon, yes," Hecto said. "Star is there, assisting Owen."

Amia sighed, giving Hecto a smile. "Thank you. We want to help—Owen's in trouble against Eon, isn't he?"

"Star would prefer not to be disturbed while assisting. You should return to your Orbs where it is safe. If you are concerned about the wraiths, they have not appeared, and I have been keeping an eye on them in case they do." The hexagon eyes of the Zygarde brightened slightly. "Star did warn you that it was very unwise to leave your Orbs and enter another realm. Please, return."

As Hecto spoke, the friendly atmosphere from Amia and the others quietly drifted away. They were there to help Star and Owen; being turned away so suddenly…

"Mm… nah." Manny walked past Hecto, flicking his tail against him in a taunt. "We figure we're gonna see what Star's up to."

"Hm." Hecto watched Manny move past him, then the others that followed slowly after. "I would advise the dead to remain behind, at least."

"The dead?" Ra repeated, crossing his arms. "Why exactly would you say that? That would be myself and my daughters." He clinked his icy scales against one another, making a dull clacking noise. "Why is that?"

"The distortions being left off by Star will likely dissolve your auras. I would rather not risk you getting lost in the aura sea before I can find you."

"Distortions? What for?" Amia said.

Zena narrowed her eyes. "Then she is up to no good, is she?"

Hecto's hexagon eyes dimmed slightly. "I said too much."

Step redirected her lumbering pace toward Hecto, leaving cold imprints in the dirt with every step. At nearly double Hecto's height, Step towered over him.

Hecto's ears twitched backward.

"Ra. Perhaps he is telling the truth. You should stay back with Kana and Cent. Don't you agree?" Step looked back at the pair and their father. Cent was already clapping her fist into her palm, smirking.

Hecto made a move to bolt, but his legs were locked firmly in place. He yelped in surprise and stared down; ice had rapidly formed over the lower portions of his limbs, attaching him to the ground.

"How interesting that you are so weak when spread so thin," Step said. "How many of you are there, Hecto?"

"Killing me will mean nothing," Hecto said immediately. "It is as you said—I can't be threatened with death."

"Death is the least of your problems." Step looked at Ra and the others, then at Alex. "You should stay back, too, Hydreigon."

"A-ah, of course. Amia…"

The Gardevoir gave an uneasy nod, not wanting to waste any more time. She hopped off of Alex and floated over the grass. The others quickly followed.

"Oy, stay back, too," Manny told Azu, Verd, and Roh.

All three gave him a pose in return, Azu speaking for them. "We shall stand guard!"

Manny spared a glance to Yen next, but the Drampa already knew to stay behind. He leaned forward, gently nuzzling his snout against Manny's chest. "Be careful."

"Yeah, yeah," Manny replied, giving him a little peck on the bridge of his snout. He held on for a while longer before breaking away, catching up with the other Guardians with an Extreme Speed sprint.

The spirits looked at Hecto, who was still trying, uselessly, to escape from the ice along his limbs.

"If any of you could release me," he requested.

"Seriously, what's Star doing?" Kana asked; the Kommo-o rubbed at her huge scales, feeling an odd itch from the distortions toward the Core.

Ra didn't even blink when addressing Hecto. "For there to be such powerful shockwaves, we can only suspect that Star is having a fierce battle with Owen's spirits, or perhaps even Owen himself and his Core."

The three muscleheads hummed pensively in unison.

"We see similar pulses when we spar in the Fighting Orb," Yen added, sliding until he could see the distortions without anyone else obstructing his view. "Star is fighting something right now, isn't she?"

"But, Hecto, why my son?" Alex said. "What's Star doing to h-him? Why is she here, after…?"

Hecto's eyes dimmed even more, almost like he was closing them, and he looked toward the distortions that cut through the light. "She's trying to save the world."


The Grass Dungeon was twisted even more than usual with gnarled branches and a frozen sea of wood. Amia's feet made hollow toks against the uneven, wavy floor, entire corridors either twisted shut or spiraled into strange, twisted tunnels. Overgrown plants and remnants of Seed Bombs and Energy Ball scorch marks riddled certain parts of the labyrinth, making it very easy to track down exactly where Star had gone.

Some rooms had been completely obliterated, showing nothing but huge, circular craters where trees and corridors had once been. Many times, they spotted lacerations in the walls that could only be attributed to some powerful attack that Star had unleashed upon the spirits.

The further they went, the more concentrated these battle scars had become. The air was polluted with the smell of cut leaves and splintered wood.

"What did she do?!" Amia exclaimed, voice caught in her throat when she spotted a grassy Charmander in the corner, clutching at a wound that bled ethereal fire. "Owen!"

She lunged for the fallen Grassmander, stopped only by Step's powerful claws. "That isn't Owen! Just a spirit, and he will be fine! We need to keep going!" She didn't even let Amia have time to compose herself; she was carrying Amia by the torso with one hand, using ice to extend the size of her palms.

It took Amia several seconds to come back to her senses. "R-right, right. Owen must just—have a bit of a fan club."

Still running, Step tossed Amia forward, where she landed gracefully and in a sprint. "He must be further ahead."

"She really went all out on 'em," Manny muttered to himself, spotting another mini-Owen that had been embedded head-first and halfway into the wall, legs flailing uselessly.

After a final turn, they saw a short passageway that led to a small, dark dome of twisted branches. That must have been the room with the Core; based on the bright glow that came from the ceiling, just above the entryway, that was surely the case. Step briefly worried that she wouldn't be able to fit through the passage, but then realized she could just break the walls. Simple.

Zena went in first without a word, scanning for any abnormalities. Amia went in next, followed by Manny, and lastly by Step, who slammed her shoulders against the branches to make the Core room's entrance a bit larger, permanently.

"Owen?!" Zena shouted, wincing at how intense the pressure of the room had become. The moment they entered the Core's chamber—from the inside, it was still a sphere of twisted branches and leaves with a bright ball of light floating in the center—it felt as if their very bodies were being burned by something more than simple fire.

A small, blue ember flew past them from behind, evaporating into the ball of light. It must have been a spirit that had perished from Star's onslaught. But where was Star?

It was hard to see anything except the huge ball of light. It somehow didn't light up the dome as much as it simply lit itself up. The walls felt much further away than they should have been.

"Owen…" Zena said, breathing quietly.

"Didn't Hecto say somethin' about warnin' Star?" Manny said. "Think he's gonna do that telepathically or if there's one nearby ter talk ter her?"

"I'd love to search for his aura," Step said, "but the intense light from the Core is interfering with anything I try."

"It's not supposed to be that bright," Amia said, wincing at the pressure. "I feel like I'm going to just fall apart right here…"

"Don't do that yet," said Step, eyes scrutinizing every detail of the Core, but then said. "Perhaps she fled."

Manny crossed his arms. "I don't buy that," he said. "Woulda sensed someone as strong as her leavin'." His aura sensors throbbed and his ears twitched. He flicked his gaze up, and then quickly down, as if he'd looked at the sun. "Oy, Amia."

"Yes?"

"You know Shadow Ball?"

"Oh, goodness—it's been a while, but I can tune my aura to it if you give me a moment…"

"Yeah, you do that," Manny said. "Anybody 'ere know Bug, Dark, er Ghost attacks?"

No reply from Zena, Step, or Amia, who was currently focusing inward.

"Bah, fine." Manny's body bulked out, muscles visible just barely beneath his pelt. "I'm gonna punch th' Core."

"Ah, so you are still an idiot," Step said.

"Hang onter that thought." Manny crouched down and jumped, pulling his arm back. With a decisive smash, Manny slammed his fist against the Core, sending shockwaves of light in all directions, including toward Manny. The Lucario coughed when one particular wave sliced against his chest, throwing him backward at the same time. A Psychic barrier cushioned his fall.

"Ngh, thanks, Green," Manny muttered, glancing at the Gardevoir.

Amia flinched, trying to look at her hair, but it was blue. She huffed, "That isn't funny."

"Aah, why d'you hide it, anyway? Both'a you." Manny motioned to an imaginary Hydreigon behind Amia.

"What were you trying to do?" Step interrupted, radiating frost. "Are you trying to hurt Owen?"

"Nah." Manny inspected the wound on his chest, grimacing at the blue fire that poured from the shrinking wound. "Star's in there. I know it." He let out a weak laugh, tapping at the area just above the wound. "Take it from the Fighter in me—up close to that Core, I felt a real powerful Psychic inside. That's Star."

"She's in the Core?" Amia said.

"Couldn't you have just stood next to the Core?" Step pressed, if only to prove her point.

"Sure, but then we wouldn't've gotten a shock on her," Manny pointed at the Core again. "What d'you think she's doing in there, eh?"

Amia looked at Zena, then at Step, and finally back to Manny. The three other Guardians didn't know what to say; Zena was practically twisted in knots, glaring at the ball of light. "She's controlling Owen—I don't need to know anything else," Amia said. "We've been fighting all this time to free Owen, and now this…?"

"Heh… hmm… What if she was trying ter save Owen from some kinda trap?" Manny mumbled aloud, wondering if his punch had been premature.

"Hmph. You'd think she would have told us about that." Step stared the Core down as if it had eyes. "But I wouldn't put it past the fickle god to do something without telling us."

"Owen…" Zena slithered a bit closer. The pressure of the Core would certainly have destroyed all the weaker spirits if they had come with them; they had to be careful if a clash became too intense.

"Guess we're decided, eh?" Manny asked, turning toward it. "Let's beat it up and knock her outta Owen."

The three others stared at him incredulously. Amia and Zena were hesitant—it would hurt Owen in the process, after all. Step, meanwhile, was still questioning the Fighting Guardian's sanity—if there truly was any brain there, or if it was all just flexing muscles.

"Or," Manny said, "we can just go. Let Star do whatever, eh?"

Step snarled, bashing her tail on the ground. There was nothing she hated more than when someone like Manny made sense. "Fine," she said. "We will try it your way."

"That's th' spirit! Heh. Get it?"

"Do not press your luck."

"I have a bad feeling about this." Amia lifted her hand toward the orb, creating a ball of ghostly shadows.

Watery energy concentrated at Zena's open mouth, though she had to squint when looking directly at the orb.

Manny formed a sphere of his Fighting aura in both his palms, just enough after having recovered from his onslaught on the wraith swarm prior. "Fire!"

Amia's ghostly blast swirled with Manny's Aura Sphere; Step's beam of ice synergized with Zena's Hydro Pump, creating super-chilled water.

And then, without warning, Owen fell out of the golden light. Owen saw the attacks coming for him, but couldn't react in time; the Charizard screamed at the same time that Amia and Zena did before all four attacks hit him at once, filling the room with ghostly stream. Owen's body dissolved instantly, a blue ember returning to the Core.

Amia covered her mouth in a gasp; Zena rushed blindly toward the Core. "O-Owen?! Owen?!"

Manny rubbed his forehead. "Whoops."

Step slammed a fist against the Lucario's shoulder. "Attack the Core! Brilliant!"

"Oy, you attacked, too!" Manny growled.

The Core shifted slightly; Zena, the closest, felt the gentle murmurings of spirits within the Core helping someone through. Then, from the Core, a Charizard dripped out of the sphere, plopping softly on the ground with some help from Amia's Psychic cushion.

"Owen—I'm so sorry," Zena said, draping her ribbons over him. She cupped his head in her brows. "Are you okay?"

Owen blinked a few times, lifting a claw to Zena's face, trailing it wordlessly along her cheek. "Zena…"

"Y-yes? Owen? Amia—h-heal him, please!"

"R-right, okay." Amia quickly charged up her Heal Pulse, pink energy concentrating in her hands.

Owen ran his scaly paw against Zena's forehead next, giving her a tranquil smile. "Pecha Berries are really sweet. I don't like them as much."

Zena blinked. "Wh-what?"

"Gahi kissed me. I gotta get him a Dragon…"

Briefly, everything was silent. Zena couldn't quite find the words, her worry suddenly replaced with befuddlement.

"…Can spirits get concussed?" Manny said aloud.

Amia unleashed her healing wave over Owen, reinvigorating him. His eyes uncrossed and he blinked a few times, regaining a bit of his sanity.

"Ugh—" Owen rubbed his forehead. "What did you—wait! What?! Why are you guys here?!"

"We were worried, Owen," Zena said. "We couldn't follow you in the real world, so why not the spirit world?! What's going on?"

Owen pointed at the Core, finally aware enough to remember the situation. "S-Star stole my body. She's trying to kill Eon!"


Star, in Owen's body, skidded across the halls from a full-body tackle by Gahi. The Flygon, speedy and gleaming as ever, grabbed Star by the chest and slammed her into the floor, beating his wings furiously to continue her extended fall across the tile. She grunted, the friction starting to heat up her leafy scales, and spun around, swinging a vine-arm toward him.

Gahi smirked and let her go, easily evading the vine. The filaments of light behind him danced in tune with his aura, boisterous and taunting. "Something wrong?" Gahi sneered, hopping from one foot to the other. "Get outta Owen!"

"Gahi, you little pea-brain! Listen!" Star slowly rose to her feet, briefly losing her balance from dizziness. "Are you seriously trying to defend Eon right now, after everything that he did to you?!"

"Yeah, kinda!" Gahi shouted back. "Unlike you, Eon's actually listening to us! Before you came and ruined everything, we were actually grilling the guy on all his stunts! Maybe he would've listened, eh?!"

"Eon doesn't listen. He broods, shuts down, and convinces himself that he's been doing the right thing all along. That's how he got like this, Gahi! He's stubborn and won't admit he's wrong!"

"Boy! Ain't that FAMILIAR?!" Gahi rushed for Star, swinging his claws back. Dragon fire swirled around it, but this time, Star was ready. Recalling one of Owen's favorite techniques, she crossed her arms and formed a shield of light in front of her. Gahi snarled and beat his wings to stop his momentum, flying back. In response, Star dropped her shield and swung her arm forward, flesh becoming vines once more.

The narrow quarters didn't do Gahi any favors; Gahi clumsily pushed his Hands forward to block it, the filaments of light forming makeshift barriers by his sheer will, but he still staggered back at the first strike. Taking the opportunity, Star swung her other arm and weaved through the disorganized tendrils, striking Gahi square in the chest. The wind knocked out of him, he grunted and fell onto his back, legs twitching for a run, yet no ground was beneath them.

Eon is on the eighth floor, Hecto called to Star. Also, Step, Manny, Amia, and Zena are near the Grass Core. You should hurry.

They're WHAT?! How did they get past the wraiths? Is Barky okay?!

They all seem fine. The swarm is infesting Aether Forest, but it seems to be a stalemate.

Gahi, pinned under the branches, couldn't summon the same power that he had gotten before. He struggled against the vines that further ensnared him, but mobility was limited; he could barely move his legs anymore to gain momentum.

Wordlessly, Star rushed toward Gahi, fully intending to fly right over him to get to the floor warp.

"Leave him ALONE!"

Searing, cold pain ran up Star's spine. The Charizard shrieked, swinging around despite the pain. Her blood ran cold.

Lavender, with frost billowing out of his steel jaws, was in a full sprint toward her. Star glanced back at Gahi; she couldn't retract her vines or she'd be dealing with him, too. She'd have to try to do it partway.

Just her head and chest turned orange, powerful scales replacing soft feathers. Opening wide, Star launched a fireball at the incoming Silvally. He yelped, body suddenly turning dark; he leaped into the wall, disappearing without a trace.

"Wh—how—" Star stared at the ghostly shadow that remained on the wall. Swimming through the solid wall, the shadow rapidly approached. She snarled, slamming her fist into it right before it could emerge; it shrieked hollowly. Star pulled, throwing Lavender onto the ground, spectral clouds fading. "Glad you came, you little soul eater," Star hissed, her vine-arm suddenly shifting into a fine point. It was another one of Eon's abominations; it would be so much better if something like him was purged from the world. Those spirits had to be freed. They all had to be freed.

Lavender's eyes went wide. "N-no!" He rolled, but Star would have hit him. The only reason she didn't was because a fireball had completely incinerated her arm, earning another pained wail.

Lavender sank into the ground again, his shadow rapidly swimming through the floor and behind the source of the blast, the Houndoom, Lucas.

Oh, great, now the Mega is here, too?! Star grunted, swinging her tail irritably. The flower on her tail was still glowing bright, but she was starting to get outnumbered. She just wasn't used to this body, and she had to get to Eon, not these ones! She could deal with Lavender later; she had to get to Eon.

On the opposite end of the hall, behind Gahi, a few other mutants rounded the corner, having taken the long way around. These kids were more coordinated than she gave them credit for.

Lucas lowered his body, ready to pounce; flames licked at his fangs, and his molten claws dug into the marble. He stepped forward once, threateningly.

Star snarled back. "I don't have time for this!" She turned toward Gahi, crossing her arms to block another speedy strike. The Hands on his back lashed against her shield; Star pushed back, blasting Gahi with fire. He yelped and covered his snout; Star followed up with a slash of wind from her claws next, sending him toppling over some fallen vines.

Gahi stirred, looking like he was about to get up. He rolled onto his belly—and Star knew, just then, that she had no choice but to slow him down by force.

While she was just over the Flygon's back, she balled her fist together into a tight knot of vines. The fan of filaments behind her flashed; she punched Gahi's back with all the force that Owen's body could muster, combined with the enhanced power of her Hands, and felt something inside Gahi snap. Gahi wailed, his lower half completely limp. The Hands on his back writhed aimlessly.

Star hopped over Gahi and flew further; the Flygon, meanwhile, tried to send an eruption of earth from below Star, rupturing the floor in the process. The Charizard flew over it effortlessly, clogging the halls with more vines to entangle the mutants in her way.

Still, no matter how quickly she flew, the mutants kept her outnumbered. Their fearless onslaught from ahead and behind was almost irrational… But they weren't in their battle modes. Eon hadn't converted them into that. She didn't know the signature to put them to sleep, either. But they were still reasonable. Lavender was already too afraid to attack her, too startled by the mere threat of harm. He was a child. All of these mutants were like children, yet they weren't afraid to die… because they could just come back.

Star realized how she could stop them. She just needed an example.

A Seviper-Tyranitar fusion was a few doorways ahead of her, the most prominent of them all. She remembered these two; vague recollections from Owen's memories suggested that these two had almost killed him before. How funny that now they wanted to defend him by killing him all over again.

"Let Owen go!" the rocky serpent said.

"You'll do." Star shifted the hand that had paralyzed Gahi into a two-pronged grabber. She swung it forward, taking the poisoned tail-stab from the fusion with just a wince, even when it went straight through her extended arm. Her grabbers wrapped around the serpent near the middle of its flailing body.

Star raised her other arm; then, a few of the lights on her back drifted back into her, through her body, and emerged along her wrists, intertwining with her vines in a green-white spiral.

The fusion stared at the strange arm with a new fear. Star knew he had no idea what to expect—and for good reason, or he would be struggling a lot more.

Fire!

Star heard that one. They were already inside the Core room?! And they were about to strike it, too! No, no, that wasn't going to do. Not in the middle of this mess. Where was Lucas? There was no telling how close behind her he was.

With a bit of quick thinking, she plunged even more of her tendrils into her own back, screaming in pain as more of her spirit was torn up, just to find Owen somewhere within the Core. There. He was there. Away!

She pushed Owen out as a shield. That would distract them for a while—it even deflected some of their blasts from inside. She had a second to recover, but then realized that she was still trying to restrain a—

The Seviper-Tyranitar fusion opened its maw wide. Considering the species, Star thought that it was about to try to bite her, but the glow in the back of its throat told a different story.

The next thing Star knew, her face was being burned away by a point-blank Hyper Beam; Her scales went first, and then the flesh beneath, completely incinerated at such close proximity to the blast, right at the source. She didn't even have time to scream. The Hyper Beam went past her body and into the ceiling, sending huge cracks through the rocks both there and on the nearby walls. Part of it melted and fell onto the ground, burning several of her vines, while Star herself stood, everything from her shoulders and above completely missing.

The Seviper-Tyranitar struggled to break loose, but Star's grip was still locked onto him. "H-help!" he cried. "S-someone help me out! He's—s-still holding me!" Tears flowed off of his eyes. "I d-didn't meant to k-kill h-him! Th-that's not s-supposed to happen! M-my Hyper Beam doesn't—do—that!"

It was true; Owen's body was a lot more fragile than they had anticipated. Even now, it seemed like it was a lot weaker than usual, or perhaps not weak, but malleable, easily giving way to external forces. Just like Anam, a body so stuffed with divine power that it no longer kept its natural shape. Perhaps that was just from the struggle of Owen trying to take control over Star. And yet, that simply meant…

"Owen… I'm sorry…!" The fusion sniffled, even while some of the other mutants stepped over the globs of molten ceiling and burning vines. Smoke floated at the top of the room while little embers flitted about.

The filaments of light abruptly burst to life again, white light briefly blinding all of the mutants in the room. Lucas yelped in surprise and fired a reflexive plume of fire, but a set of vines blocked the way.

Star's body surged toward the fusion again, squeezing him tight. A voice sounded from somewhere near her chest. Even without a head, the divine power within the Charizard body kept it alive and functioning, controlling it with its Mystic core.

"Did you really think… that would stop me?!"

Leaves, vines, thorns, branches—they all sprouted from her torso and filled in the missing parts of her shoulders. They replaced her head and neck in a tapestry of plant life and filaments of light. Her eyes were nothing but blazing white embers; the back of her throat glowed with divine power.

"You aren't afraid to die because you'll just be reincarnated!"

Her arm brightened. The fusion in her grasp seized up, his struggles briefly stopping. "A—ah—ungh—!"

Star turned her blazing eyes to the horrified mutants behind her, countless vines ensnaring their forms with newfound ferocity.

"I CAN STOP THAT."

The whites of her arm overtook everything else. The fusion screamed and flailed, trying to fire another Hyper Beam, but nothing came out. A second later, the fusion stopped struggling completely, going limp. Two pulses of light went from the fusion's chest and into Star's arm; it channeled from the branches into her chest, where they faded into her.

The Charizard with the ethereal head addressed the others, who were now completely frozen in place, not even bothering to fight against the vines. Their eyes were locked on the soulless body that had been cast aside behind her.

"Any questions?!"

They were too stunned to reply. Star took a few steps back, stretched her wings, and gave one last, decisive beat, blowing smoke and embers into a blinding whirlwind.

Her heart—if she had one anymore, considering how much Owen's body had been chock full of Mystic energy—felt like it was racing, or perhaps that was just her divine flame. But this was the choice she made when she took Owen's body from him. She had to kill Eon. She had to get the Orbs back. Even if it meant betraying Owen's trust, this was the one time that she could put a decisive end to the nightmare that she had started. She had to. And even if she didn't have to—she'd come too far to stop. She had to follow through.

Without a care, she slammed her body against the end of the hall. "EIGHT!"






74. Out of Control


Chapter 67 – Out of Control

On the eighth sublevel of Quartz HQ, all Nate could feel were the distant rumblings from above. It was such a strange feeling to have all this activity going on. It was exciting, in a way! But then again, he was starting to wonder why Eon wanted him here in the first place. He was so full of hope and promise when they talked. That's one reason why he was so drawn to him—not that Owen and the others weren't, either. But they seemed to be afraid of him. Perhaps being the Dark Guardian was more frightening than he had anticipated. But he couldn't help that. He couldn't help much of his appearance, either… but at least he had darkness to cover that up.

Still, their spirits were bright with hope and kindness toward one another. That was impossible to ignore. But so was Eon's. Not to mention all of the strange new Pokémon that lived here. There were so many that he could make little images of, little variations that didn't excite him ever since he discovered what southern Pokémon were!

The fact that Eon was a Ditto made coming to the lab all the more appealing. If Nate could just ask, maybe he could transform into something exotic. Something that he'd never seen in a long time. Dialga! Oh, to be able to draw a Dialga again. He missed that Embodiment. What ever happened to him?

"N-Nate! Nate!"

Oh? Someone was calling for him. He had to get used to that; it had been so long since anybody wanted to speak with him, aside from his fellow voices. That voice sounded like Eon, though there wasn't a lot of joy from his heart this time around. His light felt very faint.

How was he supposed to talk again? Eon taught him how. Ohh, how frustrating! He couldn't remember. He had to form a body, and then make some vibrations, just like their throats. Something like that.

Ohh, but he sounds so frantic. He'd just talk the old fashioned way.

Getting his voices together, Nate asked, Is something wrong?

"Gah—" Eon stumbled over himself, taking the form of a Mew. He seemed to have a lot of trouble floating through the air. Wait. A Mew! That's wonderful! And he seemed so tiny! Or was it she? Eon sounded very feminine. If it wasn't for how panicked he or she looked, he'd ask to make sure. "I thought I told you not to talk with all those voices?!"

Sorry, I forgot how to talk again.

"Oh, for the love of—not important." Eon held his tiny, adorable hands up. "How good are you at fighting? Because the person who looks like me right now is possessing Owen, and in his body, is trying to kill me."

After a pause, Nate's presence shuddered. Darkness poured out of the large room that he housed himself in, more like a stadium, really, before he recollected himself. That would be rude, after all, invading in the space of the others. It was still a bit cramped, though, compared to how open the crater felt.

What was Eon talking about again? Kill! Yes, kill. Why?

"It's a long story, Nate, but—I just need you to help me. C-can you? Anything? You're some kind of—I don't know what you are, but you certainly have some sort of way to stop her, right? I'm at the end of my rope here!"

Nate's darkness fizzled uncertainly. I don't know how to fight.

"H-how?! You have—a thousand limbs in there! I saw them! And aren't you a Mimikyu? At least Shadow Claw or something? Star's terrified of Ghost attacks!"

But I'm the Dark Guardian.

Eon slapped his paws to his face. "Ohh, come on! Mimikyu! Shadow Claw! I've seen it before, when you—gah!"

Eon suddenly plopped on the ground, his form shifting to a strange, black mass. A shoddy imitation of a Pikachu coated him seconds later.

"This! You can do this, can't you?!" Eon said, waving his newfound, ghostly claws out of his disguise.

Well, he could certainly try. Nate brought one of his tendrils out into the halls, swinging it haphazardly. It slapped against the walls and dug into the stone, leaving cracks and chips in the marble.

"Th-that's perfect! Exactly that, do that!"

Oh, dear, what was he supposed to do with that? That looked like it could really hurt somebody. I hit Owen?

"Y-yes? No! Yes! It's Owen's body, but Star's in there instead. He'll be fine—we just have to weaken her until Owen can take over ag—"

"FOUND YOU!"

That voice didn't sound normal at all! Who was that? It sounded like Owen, but it was distorted, like he was talking from beyond a great inferno.

Oh, that's why! His head was on fire!

"H-how did she find me so quickly—?" Eon squeaked. "Ah—Owen's Perception—it must be…" Eon spun around.

The Charizard was completely green, covered in leaves, except for his head. There, it was made from branches and vines twisted together in the vague shape of a head; white fire—oh, those are the holy flames of Mystic energy!—erupted from the back of the Charizard's throat, and made up the entirety of its 'eyes,' if they could be called those. And from what he could tell, the Charizard's body in general seemed very unstable; the sheer magnitude of all that Mystic energy was tearing it apart. Poor Owen! That was going to hurt in the morning, assuming he'd be able to see another rising sun.

"Uhh—I mean—I, uh—" Eon looked back, turning into a Charizard while the Pikachu disguise that covered him tragically melted away. He staggered back, crossing his arms. A shield of light protected him from Star's first blast—white fire that curled around and—Ouch!

Nate's tendril dissolved away at the burning light, leaving a black mass that evaporated in the air. He recoiled, pulling the rest of it back. If that's how Star was going to be, he didn't want to fight!

But Eon wasn't giving him much of a choice. Eon ran back and into—him! Oh, that felt strange; he was lodged somewhere between the arms. The voices were getting agitated; they pushed against Eon, trying to send him out of the darkness, but he was persistent—and surprisingly strong.

Also surprisingly strong, Star. "Get out of there!" Star hissed. "Nate! Let him out! He's evil, don't you get it?! Eon is killing people!"

He is? How could he? Someone with so much light in his spirit couldn't possibly be killing people. Star, meanwhile… Nate felt very little light coming from her at the moment. That could only mean her heart was filled with malice and hate, given how she was behaving, trying to kill a spirit of light.

No, that was too presumptuous. There was still light in her, but it wasn't at all directed at Eon. It felt… what was that feeling? What was her light toward? It felt like hope. Like she was close to something, close to…

"Nate, please," Star begged. "I don't want to hurt you to get to Eon. This is between us!"

He had to know. Star might have been telling the truth, if there was at least a little light there. What did Eon do?

"Don't listen to her!" Eon said hastily, but Eon's light felt weaker just then.

"All those Pokémon you see that live here? They were made to be weapons to kill Guardians! Guardians like YOU, Nate!"

That was silly! In fact, that cute Zygarde said the same thing, and he couldn't feel any light from him. He couldn't be trusted that easily. But then again, he wasn't able to feel much from Eon, either. Of course, that was until Eon approached him in the Chasm and offered himself; oh, he felt so full of light then! How odd that it had been so hidden away before, but then again, Eon had such a strange soul to begin with.

But Star? He knew Star. She had light already, but it was weak. Could they both be telling the truth? Was that possible? Eon?

"I—it's not like that at all," Eon said, his light even weaker. Suspiciously weaker.

Suddenly, Star jerked her head up. "You're kidding me—" she said, as if she'd heard something that nobody else could. Countless Hands sprouted from her back again, curving back into her; Nate had never felt such a turbulent aura before. It wasn't just on the outside; the very spirits within Owen's body were rebelling against Star from within!

"Aaaagh!" Star suddenly clutched at her stomach, leaning forward in some strange pain. "I don't—have time for this—! Sorry, Nate, I need to—"

Star made a move to leap into Nate's darkness, but she didn't even have the chance. Another tiny, adorable creature appeared right behind the divine Charizard—an Espurr, grabbing onto her thigh.

"What—?" Star looked down in a snarl.

Nate felt Psychic energy deep within her Mystic aura flow out. From it was the power of Teleport—and in a flash of light, the Espurr and Charizard disappeared.

Eon sprang from the darkness, shaking off some of the odd, black material that covered some of his scales. He screamed for Rim, but they were long gone.


"Owen, Owen, talk to us again! What do we do?!" Manny shook the delirious Charizard; he had been falling in and out of consciousness ever since his first warning, yet they didn't know what to do with that information. Star was trying to kill Eon—but wasn't that a good thing?! Wasn't this what they had been planning from the start?

Step had blasted it with a tentative strike of ice after Owen had fallen, but when he had cried out in pain from it, she stopped herself from doing a follow-up, just in case. "Perhaps we should allow Star to summon us to assist," she suggested, staring at the Core with a glare.

Manny, Amia, and Zena all gave Step an uneasy glance. Owen's eyelids fluttered open. "H-huh? H-help Star? Why would you want to do that right now?" the Charizard said.

Zena cupped his head in her ribbon-eyebrows, but said nothing.

"I was joking," Step replied. "That was a joke."

"It… it was?" Amia said.

"Well, it ain't funny," Manny said.

Step grumbled under her breath. "Ra would find it perfect," she muttered. "Tend to Owen. I will disrupt Star's—"

A flurry of green beams of light shot out of the Core and into Step, chipping away at her icy body. She roared in surprise, blocking the rest with her arms that extended into shields of ice. She dared to peek through when the blast finished.

A Zygarde stood before them, but not of the sort that they were familiar with. Rather than a canine, it was a great serpent of black and green, staring at Step with the same expressionless look of his canid form. Yet without ears, it was even more difficult to tell what the Embodiment of Balance was thinking.

"I warned you not to come here," Hecto said, his voice much deeper than before.

Connecting Hecto to the Core were several filaments of light—several of Star's Hands. Step had planned on boasting to Hecto that she knew of his weaknesses—and that she was one of his greatest threats. Yet with those Hands in the way…

"What are you doing to Owen?" Step said.

"Whatever it is, you could have asked, first!" Amia said. "Look at him! Owen's hurt!"

"Owen will be fine. Star is borrowing his body and using it as a vessel in order to combat Eon when he is most vulnerable. Owen was not capable of the same thing. He was unwilling to fight Eon."

"That's the point!" Zena said. "Owen—he said that he could have ended this without fighting. Without any of us having to risk our lives for your war!"

Owen struggled to sit up; with some help from Zena, he was able to at least get upright, though not without a heavy slouch. "My head's killing me…"

"Eon is too unpredictable to trust, even with a Divine Promise, and especially with one as easily exploitable as the one he made with Owen." Hecto's eyes brightened. "Now, please, leave Star to do as she must. It won't be long now."

That icy, sinking feeling returned to Zena's stomach. She gave a single look to Amia; she was thinking the same thing. Not this time.

Step spoke for them. "No. You will return Owen his body and leave this place. Now is not the time to simply betray us."

"Betray," Hecto repeated. "We are fighting Eon. This is the exact opposite of betrayal."

"You betrayed our trust. We came here ready to help you fight Eon, and yet look at what you have done to the naïve Guardian." She motioned to Owen, who could only give a halfhearted, irritated glare at Step.

"Were you not ready to rescue Owen from Eon?" Hecto said. "I recall observing that Owen had been compromised by his own emotions."

"I do not trust anybody who wrests control of another's autonomy." Frosty air filled the room, making Amia shiver. "If we are being refused entry to Owen's spirit, that is suspicion enough. If I must fight Star and Eon, I shall."

Uneasy silence followed, Owen rising to his feet. He leaned heavily against Zena, shaking off the last of his dizziness. "Hecto, please, tell Star to hold off. This isn't helping anyone. Eon—he was really listening to me. I could feel it." Owen shook his head furiously, spreading his wings. He held his arms out, clasping his claws together. "It's not too late!"


"There, you should be better, now," Lavender said, stepping away from Gahi. He was taking the form of a Blissey, tossing golden, glowing eggs toward everyone in the room who needed it; The fused Seviper-Tyranitar body, intact yet lifeless, was placed in one of the rooms near the mess hall. Some of them nudged at his cheek helplessly, asking him to wake up, but there was nothing inside to wake.

Lavender sniffled. "What happened to them…?"

The Flygon grunted, rubbing his head. The shine of his scales were smudged by deposited smoke, embers, and plant matter. Everything ached. But what felt worse than all of that was the fact that Owen was still under Star's control… and he couldn't stop her.

He should have known that Star would pull something like this. Sure, maybe Eon was completely twisted, but Owen almost had him! Why couldn't Star just trust Owen the same way everyone else did?

All of these mutants would be devastated if they lost their father. It just didn't feel right to kill him, not anymore. Maybe it would stop the Hunters… but it still didn't feel right, in his gut. He didn't care if those were his instincts; his gut was all he had! He wasn't smart like Owen, and he knew it. He knew it the moment he fused with him.

"Owen…" Gahi slammed his fist against the wall, wincing when the pain shot through his wrists. Lavender hastily threw a tiny golden egg at him. "That freaking pink god… I'm gonna…"

Lavender transitioned back to his Scolipede form next, sniffling again. "Daddy… wh-what do we do? Where did he go?"

Gahi stood up. "I dunno. We gotta just check all the floors. Yer pops ain't gonna die that easy, y'got it? Even if some crazy god is after 'im, he feels like Owen. Gives off the same kinda energy, y'know? And he ain't someone that'll back down."

Lavender looked down at Gahi, yellow eyes wide with hope. "You mean it? Owen… is like that?"

Suddenly, countless mutants crowded around Gahi in the mess hall, a cacophony of questions filling the air. They all asked about Owen and Eon, how similar the two were, and what Owen was like, as if they could extrapolate from what Gahi knew of the Charizard to what that meant for their father. If Owen could really fight back from within.

"Oy, oy, stop with the questions!" Gahi shouted, waving his arms above his head. "We can chat after. I'm all energized. Thanks fer all the help, Lav."

The Scolipede perked up, hopping on all fours.

Lucas skipped to Gahi next, nudging him with his snout. He tilted his head and gave a small growl-snort of concern.

"Bah, I'm fine," Gahi said, scratching Lucas between the eyes. "You feral er something?"

The Mega Houndoom barked, nudging Gahi again, but then winced, stumbling to the side. Lavender rose up quickly. "Lucas? Is it too much?"

Lucas growled defiantly, crouching down to hide beneath his paws as well as the giant skull-chest plate would allow.

"Dispel it, Lucas. The stress of the fight was too much!"

Lucas whined again; Gahi, meanwhile, said, "What's up with him? He's a mutant, too? How d'you even make a feral mutant?"

"No, he's—"

"RRAGH!"

In a flash of light, a Charizard appeared a few corridors ahead of them. It was made of glowing vines from the chest up, with white, flaming eye sockets. Rim was in Star's claws by now, her tiny form grasped easily. "Stop teleporting me!"

The mutants were too stunned to react—except for Gahi, who disappeared from the middle of the crowd.

Star raised Rim in the air, squeezing her claws into her body. "Drop your Orb." Star growled. "I may not be able to take it, but I'll at least make you lose it!" She squeezed harder; Rim's huge eyes bulged wide.

Hands spiraled out of Star's back, each one taking aim for Rim's body. Star knew this method well—the same thing that Barky had tried on Owen. But now it was for the right reason; even more convenient, with it happening in the living world, she could relocate the Orb at the same time.

Rim's mouth was open, but she couldn't find a way to scream. But at the same time, she had glanced at the other mutants; a small smile formed.

Star squeezed harder while the Hands behind her got into their positions. The fire in her eyes glowed even brighter, drawing out whatever she could. They plunged down—

Gahi slapped into Star with a full-body tackle. What surprised Gahi was how much give Owen's body now had; it felt like a cross between Anam and Emily. He wasn't quite solid anymore. Gahi flipped his body with a wingbeat and kicked at Star next, catching a glance at the damage he'd done. Whole portions of Star's belly spewed white fire, covered up by a tapestry of vines immediately after.

"Get out of my—"

Gahi rushed for Star again, slamming a dragon fire-coated fist in her face, tearing apart some of the vines. Furious eyes stared back at him, but Gahi returned with a smirk. He beat his wings and flew further back.

Star realized that something felt like it was missing. She turned and saw that it was her hand—Gahi had ripped it clean off her destabilized body. Now all that was left were writhing vines and holy fire.

"Take care o' her," Gahi muttered to Lavender, but then a mutant Meganium pushed Lavender aside.

"I'll do it," she said, giving Gahi a nod. She tore away at Star's hand that still held onto Rim; it fell to the floor, writhing mindlessly.

"M-Mispy?" Gahi blinked. No, it didn't act like her—and not like Ani, either.

"Try again," the different Meganium giggled, wrapping her vines around Rim. "Tell Big Sis I said hi."


The Core suddenly let out a shockwave of Mystic pressure that made all of the Guardians in the room—even Step—wince and shudder in pain. Their bodies bled aura embers and golden light, but it stabilized seconds later. Those were the same shockwaves that had nearly dissolved their weaker spirits when they had first entered the Grass Dungeon. The distortions were getting stronger; whatever Star was doing, it was intensifying.

Amia gasped for air, her whole aura fizzling dangerously, but then stabilized.

Hecto spoke with his typical, neutral tone. "Eon has been performing his original mission for longer than you have been alive, Owen, and for much longer than you can possibly remember in your current state. Eon is impulsive; his feelings, while genuine in the moment, are fleeting and fickle. No matter how good your Perception is for how someone feels in the present, Owen, you simply do not know how someone will feel in the future. We know Eon. It is far too late."

Owen had no words, but he still wanted to refuse. His desperate eyes said all he wanted for Zena and Amia, who finally stood a bit taller in front of Hecto. Owen tried to step with them. "Wait…"

"Stay back, Owen," Zena said softly. "We'll take care of this. Just get ready to return to your body."

Step slammed her tail onto the ground. "What will it be, Embodiment of Balance?" She held her hand toward Hecto, frost surrounding her palm in a brighter and brighter sphere. "Will you move aside… or will I have to destroy you?"

Hecto didn't reply at first, hexagon eyes staring at Step a bit more intensely than usual. Then, they flickered, and the serpentine Zygarde shook his head, as if he had been briefly dazed.

Owen raised his voice again, just a bit louder. "I said… wait…"

This whole time, Owen was watching all of their actions, feeling the subtleties of what he could from their strange bodies. Hecto was as difficult to read as ever, especially in his much larger form. Step, with her icy, solid body, didn't make things any easier for him. Amia and Zena were a lot easier to read, along with Manny, all bodies that he had grown accustomed to. Amia was tense and ready to fight, all to defend him. What mother wouldn't? Zena just wanted to keep Owen safe, refusing to leave his side. And Manny… he felt odd. He didn't seem to want to fight, yet he stood by anyway and let Hecto and Step work things out for themselves.

Manny spared a glance at Owen. "Oy, just rest up. We'll take care o' yeh."

"This is beyond your scope, Grass Guardian," Step said without even sparing him a glance. "You've fallen to Eon and you've fallen to Star. I have fallen to neither, and I have no plans to now."

"But I don't want this," Owen said quietly, even while Step and Hecto continued to stare one another down, both of them looking for an opening. Green energy pulsed through Hecto's body; if Step fired, he would, too. Step had the advantage of her element, yet Hecto had Star's divinity behind him.

And neither even gave him a second thought. Hecto didn't acknowledge Owen; Step had made it clear with her last words. But that's how it always was, wasn't it?

"Can't you just… stop?" Owen said dumbly, the words falling from his mouth.

Because even from the beginning, that's what it was always like. He was created to be used by Eon to usurp Arceus. He was born to be obedient and loyal to some divine leader. And then he was put under the care of Amia and Alex, raised anew to be docile and as far away from his life as possible.

He had been ignorant of it all. And then, memories returned, they did all that they could to keep him under their eyes. Star telling him only what she wanted to; Rhys keeping him away from the rest of Team Alloy, the first friends he'd ever had. His kind. His family.

Not once did they ask him what he wanted. And he just let it happen, because that was his nature. It was in his nature to obey.

"I… You guys need to listen to me," Owen said. "You're both just staring each other down. I can tell that even with all that you're saying, Step, you know you can't beat Hecto, not with Star's—"

"Bite your tongue," Step spat, flashing a glare toward him.

"But you aren't even thinking," Owen said. "You want to take down Eon! Star does, too! And I don't!"

"Owen, please," Amia said softly, "Don't—don't let Eon fool you like—"

"No, he's not fooling me," Owen interrupted, voice rising in volume. "You know who's been fooling me? You! Rhys! Star! Eon's been the only one who has been trying to tell me the truth!"

"Owen—you know why we couldn't have told—"

"Oh, because maybe I would've learned too quickly?" Owen wobbled forward. "S-Step, that's enough. Hecto, get Star, just… tell her to stop. She can't take us both on, so just have her stop, and we can talk this all out."

"I'm afraid I won't be doing that," Hecto said. "But I do agree that a battle here would be disadvantageous for all of us. With the Core nearby, any disruption could harm not only Star, but Owen's body, his spirits, and perhaps the entire Grass Realm."

"Then you'll know to back down?" Step said, making a gesture to feign her icy blast.

Hecto responded with an abrupt blast of green energy—an arrow that struck the center of Step's blast. The Aggron's eyes widened in surprise, firing her own blast at the same time. That earned an even more powerful retaliation from Hecto, countless spears of green energy buffeting Step's thick hide and armor on all sides. Step opened her mouth and fired a thick beam of ice at Hecto next, but the Zygarde retaliated with a second volley of Thousand Arrows.

Step roared, flicking her head toward the incoming attack; some of the ice nicked against the Core, making the whole thing flicker.

Owen wailed, clutching at his chest; he sank to the ground, his whole spirit fizzling for a split-second.

"O-Owen!" Zena breathed, wrapping her ribbons around his shoulders.

"You should be careful, Step," Hecto said tersely. "You don't want to harm Owen."

"Tch, then neither do you." Step struggled to stand, countless parts of her body missing in tiny pieces all over her, like she had been chipped away by a spiteful sculptor. Subtle plumes of aura embers and spiritual light leaked from those missing pieces.

Manny raised his paw, Amia mirroring the gesture. "Well, if yer gonna be like that," the Lucario said lowly. He gave Owen a quick glance and a reassuring smirk. "Guess we'll have ter protect Owen, too."

"You aren't going to control my son." Amia's hair flashed to fiery life. "Not Star, not Eon."

Zena let go of Owen and slithered in front of him; all Owen could see were their backs, all four of them acting in his stead. Hecto, meanwhile, looked between all of them with that same expressionless gaze.

Owen wanted to say something—anything—but once again, he felt too small. He felt like a Charmander again, everybody around him making the moves in his place. Nothing had changed at all, had it?

He was still someone that had to fall in line.


Star examined her empty paws; that Flygon, using his intense speed, had stolen Rim from her at the last moment. "GAHI!" she roared, pointing her reformed hand at him.

Before she could say anything, Gahi spat back. "Save it! Everyone!" He raised his wings, channeling what he knew about Owen to give the command. He was the leader, after all. And what would a leader do? "FIRE!"

That was all they needed. A flood of attacks of all elements—ghostly orbs, flaming beams, icy blasts, electric bolts—trailed along the walls and through the air, all toward Star. She crossed her arms, forming a shield of light, but Gahi shouted to fire again. "Keep at it!"

Through the smoke, he saw the shield of light fading. Vines writhed to protect Star from the rest, but their onslaught was too much, even for her. She had been worn down too much, and perhaps, finally, their wills were performing a Backlash against her own power. No matter how desperate she was, she was not going to keep Owen's body. He was family. She was not.

Star screamed; Gahi saw that the blasts were missing, flying straight through the smoke. "Stop!" Gahi shouted; embers, smoke, and debris obscured his view, but the Meganium next to him had her eyes closed. "See anything?"

"She's still there."

Gahi grunted, flexing his wings, feeling that tension in his back. One by one, the filaments of light returned. "I'll finish 'er off. Force Star out."

"W-will that work? What if—what if you kill Owen instead?"

"Feh, he's survived worse." Gahi didn't actually know, but anything was better than letting Star have free reign.

Gahi disappeared in a flash; his green blur trailed through the halls, straight to the core. He spotted a heap of vines in the center of the corridor, a bright, glowing ball in the middle. That was Star, no doubt about it. He leaned forward—

A huge pillar of wood slammed into Gahi's chest, knocking the wind out of him. He spat blood when that same pillar slammed him into the ceiling.


"I s-said… that's enough. Please, it's… just going to hurt me." Owen took a step forward, nearly losing his balance, but his exasperation fueled him. The flame on his tail got just a bit brighter. For some reason, seeing all of their backs toward him made it all worse. "Just listen to me."

Step snorted. "Stay down, child," she said. "Save your strength for when you can take back your Core."

"Be ready, Owen," Zena said, not sparing him a glance; she was too focused on Hecto, like all the others.

Hecto's eyes flashed as if he was giving off a warning signal. "Then you choose to defy Star? This is a fight that you all wished to assist. The fight against Eon."

Amia's hair matched Hecto's brightness. "I never agreed for anybody to take Owen away from me."

"Has Star been able ter do this all the time?" Manny said. "Just take us over? Fat chance I'll let 'er inter my realm again!"

"That's likely why she never did so until now," Step said, her eyes gleaming with malice. "She was waiting for the perfect opportunity to take the power all at once. To gather us together, so she can have Owen kill us all in one fell swoop. Because he's the easiest to control. Isn't that right?"

"Completely incorrect," Hecto replied. "Star intended to end Eon and the Hunters and nothing more."

"Your words are meaningless!" Step shouted back, and with that, she fired her icy blast. Manny, Zena, and Amia all fired their respective elements toward Hecto at the same time in a four-way onslaught.

Hecto retaliated with another Thousand Arrow volley, hundreds of beams of light knocking away at the individual blasts. The many Hands that connected Hecto to the Core brightened with every arrow sent out, channeling more and more of Star's divine energy into the fight.

Some of the fire and ice got to him, stinging his scales. Hecto winced, shrinking back from the four-on-one. Manny's Aura Sphere exploded on Hecto, the blast partly hitting the Core again.

"N—gh—!" Owen gasped, falling to one knee.

"Bah! Sorry, Owen!" Manny shouted, taking a more careful aim with his next one, but a volley of arrows struck him through the arm. He yelped and clutched at his shoulder, blue embers pouring out of the wound. The Aura Sphere that he had been forming fired at Hecto, but he brushed it away and to the wall. Step snarled and flicked her wrist, summoning a pillar of ice to bounce the Sphere back; it struck true, hitting Hecto on the head.

His eyes flickered; more energy channeled through and into his body, even as Zena prepared another Hydro Pump.

The Core glowed brighter.


The heap of vines in the middle of the ruined corridors of Quartz HQ twisted themselves into something vaguely Charizard-shaped. Beyond words, Star looked at all the other mutants next; without warning, countless vines tore open the walls and the floor, entangling the mutants all at once. Some of them shrieked, struggling against them, flailing and biting and spinning. But even if they destroyed a few, more vines took over, thorns prodding into their bodies.

It started glowing. They screamed even louder, recognizing this feeling from before. The same thing that happened to Seviper and Tyranitar.

Lucas whined, his power uncontrolled and too weak to fight.

Lavender was not; he flailed one last time and curled into a ball. His whole body spun, knocking any vines from wrapping around him, and he rolled forward. The Scolipede bounced over even more lumps, screaming quiet apologies when he accidentally ran over some of his mutant brethren. He slammed into the pillar keeping Gahi in place next; at first, the gesture further crushed the Flygon, but then he was freed, both the pillar and Flygon falling to the ground.

Star's body exploded into even more plant matter, the bright, white core protected by a solid layer of wood, leaves, and brambles. The rest crowded around Lavender, slowing down his spin until he, too, became lodged in the mass.

He squeaked, shifting back to a Silvally. The strange bolts in his cheeks turned red and his body erupted in flames. "L-let go!" he screamed, but the more he burned, the more came to take their place. He turned cyan next, frosty air cracking and smashing it, but more came. He bit down with his jaws next, tearing away at the vines that tried to choke him, a Bug-infused aura further eating away at the plants. When that didn't work, he shifted to a clear white, compressed slashes of air ripping them apart. But no matter how much he struggled, the vines were faster to replenish.

Lavender screamed, as did the spirits inside him.


Through it all—this battle between Guardians and gods—Owen gasped as residual damage struck his Core, and as he felt the very power within his body drain into Hecto, all for the sake of fending off the ones that fought in his place.

"Please…" But nobody heard him.

They were all fighting their own war, and he was just being dragged along for it.

"St… stop…" But nobody heard him.

Hot, burning energy bubbled in the back of his throat, but it didn't feel like fire. It felt like the sun. Why? Why did he have to be born into this position? Was he just designed to be this way? Trina had said that he wasn't born from the reckless hand of nature. He was designed with the careful hand of a creator.

"I'm… I'm so tired…" But nobody heard him.

What if he didn't like what the creator came up with? Eon turned him into something that he could raise as some underling forever. All of the mutants were like kids to him. He was like a kid to him. He wasn't some equal.

"I'm so… s-sick… of…" But nobody heard him.


Star stared at Lavender, moving closer. Her movements were slower, almost a struggle. Her flames flickered. "You shouldn't exist," she said, her hand narrowing into a single point. "None of this should have happened. The Hunters, the mutants, the wars… Every single spirit here… none of you deserved this."

Lavender struggled even more, whimpering. "Th-these spirits are my friends! I promise! P-please! D-don't kill us!"

"Everybody here has already died once." Star pointed at Lavender. "I'm ending this… NOW!"

Star slammed her spear toward Lavender; a Psychic barrier blocked it, the spear clanging against the ethereal wall.

Star snarled. "WHAT NOW?!"

Lavender dared to glance behind him.

It was Rim, glowing again, with a fierce look right at Star, fearless against the god that had nearly killed her moments earlier. "No."

She held her paws forward, closing her eyes. Small embers flew from them, materializing into strange, black creatures in the shape of letters, each one with a single eye somewhere on their bodies.

"Unown?" Star hissed. "Why are they on YOUR side?!"

"Go."

The living runes swarmed Star without fear, blasting spheres of energy of all attributes toward her. Every attack was weak, yet built up, Star had to release Lavender to Protect against them.

"Don't think this is enough!" Star raised her hands, taking several Hidden Power strikes. A wave of vines took out half of the Unown spirits. Another wave took out most of the rest. Rim just summoned more. But that's what Star wanted; she let the smoke build up and let her blazing aura obscure even more of Rim's aura vision. Slowly, Star brought as many Hands as she could out without inhibiting Hecto's defense.

Rim squinted, eyes shining to see where Star's aura was. With all the smoke, normal vision was useless. But when she tried to see anything, all she could see was a blur of white fire in all directions—Lavender's spirit alone was blinding, and she could see the bright spot that was his spirit cluster. But Star was everywhere. In the walls, in the vines all around. Her core would be too hard to see, let alone strike, with all the chaos.

Rim realized too late that Star was in front of her. Intense pressure—vines constricted all around the Espurr. The last thing Rim saw was the white eye sockets of Owen's possessed body, and then a piercing pain in her back. Not vines, but Hands, sprouted from Star and into Rim. It didn't pierce her body; it pierced her aura, and further, into her spirit.

Rim blacked out when Star tugged. It came ripping out of Espurr's body, bloodless, yet with a flood of golden embers.

In that brief moment, Star could feel the Orb within Rim struggling to resist her hold. At first, she wasn't sure what to make of that. The Unown were easily influenced, from her past experiences with them. Impressionable and easily swayed, especially if they were attached to Rim's spirit. Perhaps they were working for her because of that reason alone—so well-synced to her mind.

That was just another reason to put an end to it so the Unown could think for themselves. She got Rim. All that was left was Eon. If she could get him to forfeit his Orbs—they could be done with all of this. No more hunting. No more wars. The Mystics can get out of Hot Spot and live normally. Maybe they can find a place to live in Kilo Village? Maybe when she was done apologizing to Owen, maybe when they forgave her in a few decades, they could laugh about it…

A sphere of pink clouds fell to the ground and Rim's limp body dangled in Star's clutches, eyes half-open and vacant. The few Unown that remained outside screamed, dissolving into the Orb again.

Star pulled her Hands from Rim and glanced at the Meganium nearby. She feigned a toss; her vines lurched forward reflexively. They locked eyes, and Star gave a quick nod, tossing the motionless Espurr to the Meganium, who caught her in a clump of vines.

Star squinted; two of her vines seemed to have been severed… A rush of wind blew past Star; she looked down. The Psychic Orb was gone.

Gahi, using the severed vines like gloves to keep the Orb from touching his body directly, flew straight for the warping wall. He muttered a number Star couldn't hear and vanished.


The Core's radiance blinded them all. Owen closed his eyes, but his Perception let him see the whole field and all of its flurries. Amia was doing the most damage to the Core, her Shadow Ball strikes disrupting Star's control. But at the same time, it made Owen feel like throwing up, like he was going to rip apart at any second. But if he could just outlast it, then maybe—

Amia shrieked, but the cry was cut off just as quickly. The Core had blasted the Fire Guardian with a Psychic blast, followed by Hecto's follow-up Thousand Arrows when her guard was down. Owen felt the holes running through Amia's aura, and then felt her entire body burst in a flurry of blue embers. And then she was gone.

"M-Mom—!" Owen opened his eyes, blinding himself.

"Amia!" Zena shouted.

"Amia's down!" Manny announced.

"W-wait—where—where did she—" Owen frantically searched for her, but she was gone. Just gone. "St—stop! STOP!" Owen cried. "Where'd Mom go?! What happened?!"

"Aura sea! Precisely where we will send these traitors!" Step hurled an explosive chunk of ice toward Hecto, who dispelled it with another volley of arrows and divine light.

More energy; more blasts; more injuries. Owen didn't bother to keep track of it anymore. His mind was replaying the moment that Amia had vanished in his head over and over; the way her ember hadn't even gone anywhere. It just disappeared.

They were all bleeding their auras all over the ground; his Core was shining from something happening to his body. They fought over him, just so they could be the ones to control him.

That's how it always had been.

"I said to stop—I said to stop…!" Owen begged, but once again, nobody heard him. Those that did, simply ignored him. Zena, on the opposite end of the fight, was too focused on trying to free him. Manny was too busy dodging attacks from the god and her disciple. And of course, then there was Step, who was not only closest to him, but also the least likely to ever give him a chance to speak his mind.

"You aren't stopping—why aren't you stopping? I said enough! E-enough!"

Step snorted; her reply was a flick of her tail and another flurry of ice crystals toward Hecto.

For a brief, brief moment, that hot, boiling feeling his Owen's chest became unbearable, and he wanted to do nothing more than pass out and push it away. He wanted to curl up and cry to himself, to just forget that it was there. But now, with all of these spirits here, invading his realm, assuming what was best for him… He took that energy instead. A handful of filaments of light exploded from his back.

"I SAID ENOUGH!"

The ground heaved, a massive shockwave centralized around the Core sending the three remaining Guardians into the wall and Hecto flat on the ground. The Hands that had connected him to the Core separated, retracting inside. But Owen wouldn't allow that. Completely unaffected by the shockwave, Owen beat his wings and, in a single leap, slapped his body into the Core. Hitting it hurt him a lot more than he thought—it was like he'd stabbed himself in the heart.

He slammed his fist against the core, screaming. "GET OUT!" He ran his fist against it again. "I SAID GET OUT!"


"I'LL KILL YOU!" Star roared, speeding through the halls right after Gahi fled. She only got through a few corridors, ignoring the flyby strikes of the mutants she'd passed, before her entire body seized up. "W-wait—no, that's—Owen! S-stop!"

The vines that had been holding the mutants all in place slackened. Most of them were able to break free in that brief lapse of focus; the rest were freed by the stronger mutants. All eyes turned to Star, but none of them attacked. It seemed like something was attacking from within.

"Owen!" one of them cried.

"Owen! Fight it!"

"Kick her out!"

"Owen! Wait! I'm so close! I'll give your body back in a second! Just—let—me—FIX—THIS—STOOOOP!"


Hecto tried to get up, but another shockwave blasted him further into the floor; the other Guardians suffered a similar fate.

Owen brought his arm back one last time, one of the Hands spiraling around his arm until it enveloped his fist. He swung forward; it pierced the Core, the sphere glowing so brightly that the entire room looked white. Inside, he felt the presence of countless spirits, but he wasn't looking to take any of them out. In fact, he felt many of them helping, wriggling, shifting to press the one that he was looking for toward him, no matter how much she struggled.

Found her.

With a roar to drown out the pain, Owen tugged as hard as he could at the spirit he felt deep in the Core. He pulled out Star, and all of her Hands, where she struggled, startled, in his scaly grip.

"Urgh—what—what happened?" Star gasped, locking eyes with the huge Charizard that was holding her.

The typical, soft look that Owen always had was gone, replaced by a snarl that showed all of his teeth, and pupils that had become nothing but lines against his blue irises.

Star's many filaments twitched weakly; in Owen's domain, she could no longer do anything. With wide eyes, Star forced a cheerful, disarming smile. "H-heya… Owen… h-how's it goin—hrgnk!"

Owen squeezed. "Get out of my realm."

A sphere of fire formed in front of Star; for the briefest of seconds, the embers reflected in her eyes. Then, in the explosive inferno, she burned away.






75. Quiet


Chapter 68 - Quiet

"Big Brother? What happened to Mom?"

Klent wasn't really sure how he wound up in this situation. In some twisted sense of irony, he was the Grass Guardian again, at least temporarily. And not only that, he was taking the form of the very person who had killed him.

He had to admit—he was envious of actually having fingers and claws. But being in such a heavy body was new—not to mention the splitting headache he had, or how strange everything felt. His body was tougher; tough, yet leafy feathers covered every part of his body. Running his foreign claws over his face, he felt that with Star's divine energy fading rapidly, his head was returning to normal. He had eyes again, and proper flesh and blood, and the vines that had once made up his warped form slowly transitioned into something at least vaguely resembling a Charizard's natural insides.

It felt like his entire head had been squished and pressed many times over, and all the other parts of him that had been damaged in the fight—from his arms to his gut—felt like they had been crushed under a thousand Emilys.

Klent only realized a bit later that the reason he was conscious at all was because of the healing waves of a mutant Meganium, in addition to other healer mutants.

"You're… you're Big Brother, right?"

Klent figured that, for now, it would be best to tell a little white lie. "I am," he said. "I'm… sorry, though. I need to rest." Oh, how did Owen talk? He was polite, but informal. He was from a different time. He had no idea how to emulate it. Hopefully the kids wouldn't catch on. "I don't feel like myself. Sorry if I sound strange… I think my body is trying to… go back to normal."

"You do sound funny," Meganium said, frowning. "Are you sure the scary god is gone?"

"She's gone," Klent assured her, raising a claw. "I made sure of that. Star can't fight me in my domain… She just caught me, and all my spirits, by surprise. We didn't think she'd ever do something like that… but now we know better."

The Charizard finally found the energy to sit up. Rim was lying on the ground with countless mutants many times her size huddled around her unresponsive form. Her eyes were half-open, yet empty and unfocused. Her mouth was similarly neutral.

Klent approached and ran the back of his claw along Rim's chin, earning barely a response. "Do you know what happened?" he asked. "Right before she became… like this?"

Klent felt the presence of someone behind him. Owen's Perception was such a strange thing to comprehend. He had flashes of it when he was part of Owen's consciousness, but to experience it firsthand…

The sensations were almost overwhelming, but he could at least discern that it was someone large. Looking back, he confirmed that it was another Charizard—Eon. Klent instantly tensed, but then remembered—yes, Eon couldn't possibly hurt him. Not without risking his Orbs next.

He seemed a bit preoccupied anyway.

"Rim…!" Eon ran past everyone—who instantly parted ways—and scooped the Espurr in his arms. But the gesture couldn't last; his body shifted and shrank until he was just another Espurr, barely able to hold her with his new, tiny arms. "Rim, what—"

"The scary ghost controlling Owen…" One of the mutants sniffled. "These big… scary… white tentacle things… they stabbed Mom, and…!"

"The Hands…?" Eon stared at Rim, wide-eyed. "Rim. Rim, answer me. Rim?"

No response. Her eyes stared at Eon—she focused on him, but she said nothing. But it was a sign that something of her remained.

Eon's huge eyes welled up with tears; he pulled her close, wrapping around her limp body. "Please… Rim, what…"

"What happened to her?" Lavender said, squeezing past a few of them, though he didn't dare move closer. He winced, looking like he was about to retch. Several mutants huddled around him, urging him to change into something other than a Silvally. He nodded; his eyes glowed and the bolts in his cheeks spun rapidly. He shifted to his other preferred, Scolipede form. He collapsed soon after, but he shrugged off any assistance, giving a little smile. Still, Lavender said nothing afterward, focused on his breathing.

Lavender wasn't the only one having similar issues; some mutants, too stressed to cope, were being shuffled out by the more sane ones, like it was some sort of procedure. Murmurings of 'Get his Poké Ball' and 'Put her to sleep' filled the rapidly thinning crowd. As much as they wanted to see Rim, they couldn't do anything if their minds were slipping.

A loud, deep whine shook the walls. Eon recognized that one. Lucas was on the ground, pressing his paws over his eyes, but flames gushed from his mouth and claws. Any attempts to touch him made the Mega Houndoom lurch and snap, and then immediately recoil into a frightened, curled up position.

"He's going berserk, Dad!"

Eon finally found enough sense in him to bring a tiny paw forward. A ball of rainbow light formed on his paw pad, shot into Lucas' chest. His entire body glowed white; when it dissipated, a normal Houndoom remained, collapsed and unconscious. A few mutants got closer, deflating when his breathing steadied.

Eon, after making sure he was okay, looked back at Rim, whose only reaction had been a weak, empty glance to the sound of Lucas whining.

"A pink orb fell on the ground," another mutant reported. "But then Gahi stole it. He ran away."

"Star… tore the Psychic Orb out of her. She ripped her spirit apart…" Eon pulled Rim away, looking at her vacant eyes again. She finally blinked. Eon held her a bit tighter. "She didn't take all of her power. I still feel… a little bit of Mystic power in her—maybe the one Hand she has as a Hunter. She's… she can… I can help her. I have to. There… there has to be a way. I…" His eyes grew more and more desperate the longer some imaginary idea, some awaited miracle, eluded him.

Klent, watching from the side, had intended to say a million things to Eon for what he'd done to Owen. All of the sins he'd committed for hunting down Guardians, playing Creator by designing the mutants, all of these strange experiments that he'd been running. The terror that he had put them through. The trauma he'd caused Amelia. The horrors that bubbled into the surface, killing innocents of Kilo every time a mutant went berserk.

Yet now, seeing Eon desperately holding onto Rim's faded husk… He couldn't find those words anymore.

"It's not the first time someone's been shattered," Klent said gently. While he could tell that his own eyes were cold, what he said at least had some truth. "Team Alloy had been shattered by Hands in the same way, right? And Owen—er, I had been threatened by Arceus by the same thing. There must be a way to reverse it… even if the only cure is time."

Slowly, Klent's words calmed the trembling Espurr.

"…What about Tox and Soli?" another one squeaked.

"What?" Klent asked.

"Tox and Soli… th-the scary god… she said she… stopped their reincarnation… d-does… does that mean…?" Her voice cracked. "What happened to them?! You can't… you can't d-destroy a…"

Klent's heart sank, but then said, "N-no, that's… Star wouldn't…"

But then he felt something in his core. He looked down, touching his chest. Two spirits, desperate to come out.

Before Eon could ask, Klent made a gentle motion with his claws. Two little embers emerged, expanding and solidifying into a familiar, yet confused, Seviper and Tyranitar.

After a second of disbelieving shock, the mutants erupted in subdued shouts, crowding around the pair to see if it was really them. Mutants near the back wept with relief, while more boisterous ones tried to pinch or squeeze them to make sure they were real. The dazed spirits tried to shake them off, since they seemed just as confused.

The Tyranitar spoke up first. "I thought… we died," he said. "She stabbed us and… and then everything went dark. I thought we'd go into one of the spirit chambers, but… but then there were all these voices…"

"That was the Grass Core," Klent said. "Were they okay to you?"

"They were telling me to… just stay put. That Owen would make things right." Tyranitar looked around. "I guess he did, huh?"

"I… I certainly hope he at least made things better," Klent admitted. "I'm sorry for what happened to you, Soli."

Tyranitar gave him a confused look. "I'm Tox."

"I—I'm sorry?" Klent said.

"I'm Soli," Seviper said, raising his tail.

"But… Tox means…"

"We traded names when we were really young. We thought it'd be cooler that way!"

Klent looked between the two mutants—who were back to grinning dumbly, as if they had never been killed. Choose your battles, Klent, the former Guardian thought to himself. "Well—regardless, I… I don't know if there's a way for me to reverse this. Star certainly stopped you two from being Reincarnated. She severed your ties to whatever machine Eon has and linked your spirits to Owen instead."

"I don't know if it's something I can do right now, either," Eon admitted, finally letting Rim go. "They'd have to cross Aether Forest and into any of my realms."

"That might not be a good idea," Klent said. "Apparently wraiths are showing up there."

Eon jolted, glancing at Klent. "What do you…?"

"I—it's okay!" Tox said, raising his arms. "M-maybe Owen can take care of us for a while! Right?"

Eon winced, but it seemed that he knew it was the best option. He turned his attention back to the vegetative Espurr. "I… I need to take care of Rim right now. Whoever you are, just… take care of Owen for me." He looked down. "I assume he doesn't want to be with me right now."

That… was true. But Klent wasn't sure if it was Owen's natural kindness or how pitiful Eon looked that made him instead say, "I'm sure he'll want to visit again later."

Eon laughed sadly, glancing at a nearby Rapidash with an extra set of arms that resembled a Scyther's. He hesitated at first, but then looked to the Breloom with a Parasect's' mushroom cap next to her. He handed Rim to Breloom, then turned around to Klent.

"Just tell him that… that I'm sorry."

"He hears you," Klent said. "He's waiting for me to… get further away. He needs to think for himself right now. I think you understand."

Eon, a Charizard again, drooped his wings and nodded. "Just make sure he's careful. You're… you're his guardian just as much as he's yours. I—I need to start repairing the damage here." He looked at all of the mutants, then at Rim, and it was only then that Klent realized that Eon was the last of the Hunters in Quartz HQ. Rim, if she could be considered present, wouldn't be of much use for the cause. Everybody else left him.

"Take care of yourself, Eon," Klent said without quite registering his own statement. "If you can promise not to control Owen again, perhaps he'll be willing to visit."

"I never wanted to—" Eon started, but something stopped him from finishing. His wide eyes, protesting, contrasted the dim flame of his tail. Looking even smaller than before, he lowered his head and nodded in silence; he didn't watch when the mutants parted ways to allow Klent to leave. A Tauros, Ninetales, and Roserade shuffled past Klent, helping to carry Rim to one of the many rooms in the labyrinth.

Realizing they didn't have much of a choice but to follow, Tox and Soli hastily said their goodbyes to the other mutants, saying that they'd be able to visit later with Owen again. Despite their optimism, the shock of what had happened was keeping the gravity of what had happened to them from truly sinking in.

Klent imagined that this would be true for everyone.


Everything became quiet after Star's aura disappeared. The glow of the Core softened back to normal; Owen let go, landing heavily on his feet. His wings draped over his sides, but he didn't collapse. He refused to collapse. His eyes met Hecto's next; his body had dissolved into five canid Zygarde instead, all crumpled over one another. It seemed that he was no longer able to sustain his form without Star's assistance. They wobbled to their feet, all staring at Owen.

"Well?" Owen said lowly. "Aren't you going to get her in the aura sea?"

The five all stared at Owen; despite their expressionless faces, Owen could tell by their flat ears and lowered tails that Hecto was in complete shock.

"Leave."

After a bit of delay, the five scampered out of the Core.

Owen looked back at the others, finally getting to their feet. "Heh." Manny rubbed his snout, still bleeding aura from his shoulder. "That wasn't so bad. Good job, Owen, heheh… eh…" Manny realized that Owen was glaring at him, too.

"I need to think." Owen pointed toward the Core's entrance. "Just… go."

Step growled. "Do you really think that's—"

The Core blasted Step with a green wad of energy; she reached out and blocked it, only for it to knock her hard against the wall again.

"I am done," Owen said, still pointing at the entrance. "I'm done with you assuming I can't handle myself. That I'm compromised because maybe you're wrong. I'm sick of you fighting everyone when maybe we could have talked."

Step's glare didn't lower, but she stood up anyway. She gave a wordless snort and walked toward the exit. The Ice Guardian looked at her paws, inspecting the way that his blast had melted them. "Hmph… then I trust you to not fall to Eon."

Owen looked to the remaining two next. "I need to… I need to sort out my thoughts. I—I'm sorry." Owen lowered his head. He felt that subservient nature kicking in again; defiant, he intensified his glare. "Please, go. And find Mom. She might be in the aura sea, too, and… I don't want Hecto to do anything to her. They… they can't. They still need me anyway."

They both stared, still stunned and recovering; Manny held his shoulder again and left first. "Just make sure that Eon guy doesn't go off and—" Manny accelerated his pace when the Core brightened.

That just left Zena.

She had stared for quite a while, with Owen not returning her gaze. Instead, he was staring at the ground—it wasn't her fault. None of this was. But he couldn't give in to that instinct again.

Eventually, Zena followed Manny, glancing back at Owen while his head was still facing the floor. Owen clenched his fist, digging his claws into his scales. He wanted to call out to her—maybe she could stay? But it would be dangerous to keep her away for long; as much as Star had betrayed him, he had a sinking feeling that she wasn't lying when she implied that straying from one's realm in the spirit world would be bad for the body. He didn't want to tell her as much; he couldn't speak. He felt that if he made a single sound, he'd break down in front of them. He couldn't have that.

And so, even when Zena stopped at the entryway, staring back at him, Owen remained frozen. He prayed—to whom, he didn't know—that Zena wouldn't notice how dim and conflicted his flame was.

"Owen…" The Milotic sniffled. "Please… look at me."

"P-please go," Owen squeaked. "It's dangerous."

Zena stared for a little while longer, but Owen just wished she would understand. Who was commanding him now? Who was he supposed to follow? No—those weren't the thoughts he was supposed to have! He was… who was he? Star, Eon, Rhys, Amia, Anam—they all kept him in the dark for so long, all for his own good, but was it really?

Despite all the Perception in the world, Owen didn't realize that Zena was in front of him again. He only noticed when he saw her prismatic scales and felt her ribbons wrap around his back. Her cheek rested against his. She felt cold, so cold. Her body was so familiar, now. He was starting to understand the subtleties of her limbless form and what all those powerful muscles meant. His eyelids lowered halfway, finally bringing his arms around her. Maybe this was all too much. He should just…

He felt it again. That feeling. Like he was going to lose himself—was that the feeling? He didn't know what it was, but it was toward Zena. Just like how he felt toward Rhys, and Amia, and even Eon. His heart pounded against his chest; he grabbed Zena and pushed back, making her yelp.

"P-please, go," Owen finally said, eyes wide. "I—I need to be alone. Please…"

Zena's eyes were wide, stunned, even when Owen let her go and stepped away. "B-but…"

Owen shook his head and focused on the ground again. This time, Zena didn't approach, but he could still feel her presence. He shut his eyes tight and reached for his horns, plucking them out.

He couldn't see anything, now. It was all gone. His flame was burning the grass beneath it into a little black scorch. He grasped each detached horn firmly; his legs felt weak and every breath he made was shallow at best.

After so long in darkness, Owen wondered if he should at least tell Zena that it was going to be fine. She deserved it. It wasn't like she was trying to coerce him into anything, right? If anything, it dawned on Owen—now that he had time to actually think rationally—that perhaps Zena was the only one who had been consistently on his side, not lying.

Well, aside from when she played along with Star and the others when his memory had been reset again… but… that was different, right? But wasn't that the same for all the others? What if it really was for his own good?

He felt it again and shook his head violently. He wasn't going to listen to that feeling. That's what he was designed to do. He refused to let it control him again.

Owen finally opened his eyes. "Ze—"

Nobody was there.

Owen's flame slowly shrank until it almost disappeared completely. He lowered his wings and shoulders the more the silence ate at him, the dying light fading to the overwhelming glow of the Core behind him. But even that was fading now that the battle was over, the Grass spirits finally settled.

The fatigue finally caught up to him. His legs wobbled and shook, and then, finally, he fell back and onto his rear with a light grunt. Just that one little noise reminded him that he had a throat, something to breathe with. A lingering, distracting thought ran through his mind—did spirits need to breathe? He was so used to being alive that he didn't know what it was like to be a spirit. The thought passed, replaced by images of the Guardians' backs toward him, Hecto in front of him… that feeling of their attacks striking his Core. That uselessness of just sitting back. Of Star stealing his body. Of Zena slithering away.

Owen covered his eyes, taking in a long, deep breath. In, out. Meditate. Calm. He took in another long, deep breath. In, out. His exhale was shaky this time.

Something shuffled nearby; remembering that he still had his horns off, he jumped and looked for them.

"Here."

Owen blinked, looking at the leaves that held his horns. Then at the Lilligant before him.

"Amelia," Owen greeted with a sniffle. He took his horns, staring at them, yet not putting them on. "Hey, I—sorry. I'll get back to my body soon, and—"

"It's okay. Daddy has it covered for now. He's giving Eon a firm talking to."

"Wh—what?" Owen said, about to stand up.

"Shh, it's okay. Eon can't hurt you, remember?"

Owen was stuck in the motion of standing up, but he eventually relented, returning to the floor. He glanced at Amelia; her leaves shifted uncomfortably. His wings drooped further. "You're still scared of me, huh?"

"N-no," Amelia lied.

Owen smiled slightly, looking down. "So you mean if I put my horns on, your body language will feel just fine to my Perceive?"

Amelia didn't answer, but the flower on the top of her head lowered subtly. But then it went up, Amelia puffed her cheeks, and she defiantly approached Owen, sitting right next to him. She bumped her hip against his and crossed her leaf-arms. "I'm not," she said. "You're my Guardian, so of course I'm not afraid. Besides, you're just a big hatchling."

"H-hatchling?!"

"Yeah." Amelia turned her head up. "So I'm not scared of you at all. You're too nice."

Owen stared, mouth agape between insult and shock, but then it melted into a relieved smile. "Right…"

They sat in silence for a while after that. Owen flipped his horns over, inspecting the little rivets at the edges. He traced his claws along the edge, feeling for how it must have snapped into his head when he needed to. As much as he hated the fact that his powers could be taken apart like some kind of build-it toy, he couldn't deny Nevren's ingenuity when designing him.

"A lot of the spirits really like your Grassmander body," Amelia said, giggling. "I think it's cute. Even though they're so old, they're like kids again. It's nice to see."

"I saw." Owen grinned, returning Amelia's giggle with one of his own. "I had no idea. I really need to visit you guys more often. Maybe if Zena did, she wouldn't have felt as lonely…"

"It's not the same," Amelia replied sadly. "Talking to your spirits… doesn't give the same sort of need that the body does for having company. It's weird, in a way. Besides… in a lot of ways, it can start feeling the same." Amelia motioned to the Core. "See… spirits take on a lot of traits from their host. Because we're part of you, kinda. For now, at least. And everyone else used to be part of my Dad, when he was Guardian."

Owen frowned, looking away. "I don't really like that."

"Huh?"

"That you guys start acting like me after a while."

"I mean, I don't feel that much like you," Amelia quickly amended, raising her leaves. "It's more like—we feel what you feel, sometimes. We just know how you are and what you think, because, well…" She motioned to the Core. "That's you, right there. We're all connected to it. So, what do you expect, right?"

"I guess…"

Amelia frowned, placing a leafy hand on Owen's side. "Come on, what's up with you? You fought off Star! That's gotta count for something, right? And there's no way Zena's mad at you. She understands!"

Owen winced, wrapping his wings around himself. "I don't want to talk about that right now. Sorry."

"O-okay." Amelia shrank away, fidgeting with her leaves. They made a soft, fabric-like sound with each stroke. She sat back down next to him, making little motions on the ground. Out of curiosity, Owen watched what she was doing. A little vine popped out of the ground, no larger than his fingers. A flower sprouted from it; the little vine swayed left and right before sinking back underground.

Owen tilted his head. He turned his hand green and made a similar motion toward the ground, forming a similarly sized vine with a daffodil, just like his Grassy form's tail. He and Amelia exchanged a glance, a smile, and then looked back at the ground.

With a small smile, Owen finally found the courage to put his horns back on. He felt a bit of nervousness from Amelia right when it came on… but it didn't seem to be because of his presence. She was just worried, perhaps, of what he'd see. A self-fulfilling prophecy. An amused smile formed on his mouth, but not on the side that Amelia could see.

Finally, while making another small, intertwining set of vines, he spoke again. "All this time, I just wanted to be myself. I wanted to… I don't know. Maybe make decisions for the way I want things to go for once."

While Owen spoke, Amelia made smaller vines form around the large vine that Owen made, growing in a small, protective circle.

"Not have… my parents, or my mentors, or our freaking gods decide what I'm going to do. And now, look. I have you guys, and you're falling to my will, just like I fall for theirs. I don't… I don't like that."

"Oh." Amelia halted the vines that were guarding the larger one. They shrank back into the dirt.

"I know that you guys think that it doesn't really matter," he said. "That maybe it was your choice to follow me, or whatever. I get it. Because that's exactly how I had been. It's what that Bug Guardian, Trina, told me. What she told Demitri and Mispy—you know, that whole thing about choosing who to follow."

Amelia listened obediently, and that just dug away at Owen further.

"I want you guys to think for yourselves," he said firmly. "If there's… if there's any way that I can have you guys do that, that'd be great."

"W-well—if that's the case, I choose…" Amelia brought a leaf to her chin, orange eyes focused on Owen's arm. "…I can't think of a good reason to go away, Owen. Sorry."

"I can think of a few," Owen said reflexively.

"Oh, what?"

"Well, I killed you, for one."

Owen had been expecting Amelia to flinch and shrink away at that, but instead he felt a strange anger from her body.

Her eyes narrowed, "I blame Eon for that, not you. The Owen that I'm looking at right now would never kill me. That's just some beast that Eon tried to make you become. That kill's on him, got it? I'm sick of feeling you get all self-pitying about that like it's somehow your fault. Just… get over it."

"Get… get over it." Owen took off his horns, flipping them in his hands. Did he put them on in reverse? He swapped hands and replaced the horns They didn't quite fit properly, so he switched them back. Still felt the same.

Amelia tapped one of her vine-feet on the ground. "Yes, get over it," she said. "Look, I know I took a few centuries to get over it, but now that I see who you are, and the kind of Pokémon that you want to be, and just… just everything about you, Owen, no. That wasn't you, and you can't convince me otherwise."

Owen opened his mouth to speak, but Amelia brought up her leaf.

"And I know you're about to say something like—" she comically deepened her voice "—Oh, but Amelia, it was me, that was my body and my movements." She huffed. "No, Owen. That wasn't what I mean, and you know it. I didn't read enough books or whatever like you did to know what the right word is for it, but I know that the you back then and the you now aren't enough the same for me to call you now… the same one that killed me. Alright?"

They locked eyes again, blue and orange. This time, Owen shrank away; he had no idea Amelia could feel so imposing. Morbidly, he missed when she was timid. But one thing was true: either he couldn't feel it, or Amelia was displaying no fear.

So, the synthetic Charizard breathed a small stream of fire that went no more than a head's length away from him. "Alright."

"Good." Amelia said, finally relaxing. "I know that you still don't know who you want to follow, or… if you want to follow anybody at all, but…" Amelia struggled to reach up to pat his shoulder. "Just know that you have us with you, okay? And it's not just because you have us under some kind of control. We can leave whenever we want; you never forced us to stay or anything. This is our choice. And you know, Owen—here's a little taste of your own medicine. You have your Perceive to feel what others feel, right? Well, I'm part of you. I know what you feel, too." Her eyes softened again. "Besides, I'm dead. I'm not ready to pass on while all this is happening, so I choose to fight for you."

"Choose to fight for me, huh?" Owen's smile was wider, but mixed with perplexed amusement. "I… I think I know who I want to talk to, actually."

"You do?" Amelia paused, squinting at him. Then, her eyes widened. "Ohh!"

Owen stood up, facing the Core. He reached up, pressing his hand gently on its surface. "Hey, Klent? I'm ready to come back."

Golden light leaked from Owen's form, siphoning into the Core. Amelia giggled, giving him a little wave, and he was gone.


The aura sea flowed with its usual, tranquil rhythm. Dots of cyan embers, barely containing the golden spirits within, went past Hecto above and below him, to his sides, and around him. The Dusknoir's single, red eye scanned the void, and the large antennae on his head tuned in to the various thoughts of death that emanated from each one. He was used to listening to so many voices at once; it was easy, really. At the same time, he reserved part of his mind to keeping up with Star's endeavor in striking Eon down.

He couldn't deny the recklessness of what Star was doing, and he'd warned her as much. This was going to betray all the trust that she had tried to build up with Owen. More worrisome, there wasn't even a guarantee that she'd be able to get to Eon in time. Hecto wasn't sure what exactly that device of his did, but it seemed to let Eon do countless things in an instant. Did it pause time? That was his running theory. If only he knew how he'd gained Dialga's blessing… Particularly when they didn't know what happened to Dialga at all, body or spirit.

But based on how well Star was doing against Eon, it seemed that either that power was not as effective now, or he simply didn't have the device with him. He had been in the middle of dinner with Owen, after all. A bit rude, but certainly advantageous if she wanted Eon dead. She took care of Rim already… but Star became quite incomprehensible after that. Clearly what happened next didn't go as planned.

And then, inevitably, her time ran out. Hecto was surprised she lasted this long. Then again, Owen had a tendency to not rebel. The trend broke, it seemed. It wouldn't be long now until Star wound up in the—

She appeared moments later. Hecto let out a small grunt, the sound echoing in his body, and watched the dejected, pink Pokémon float toward him. It was listless, like she was still coming to her senses—understandable. According to what his copies were telling him, Star had been incinerated by Owen. Witnessing that had been apparently more shocking than Ra's Thunder.

She wasn't drifting toward him. It seemed that the currents of the aura sea were running oddly—that was concerning, but there were more pressing matters. He made a gentle gesture with his hands, drawing Star toward him. The Mew drifted a bit closer, eyes barely open.

Then, suddenly, she shot up with a gasp. She looked at her paws, then at Hecto, and the realization hit her.

Hecto took a breath that he did not need and braced himself.

Star screamed. She flailed her body in the air, creating Psychic bubbles in front of her just so she could punch them out of existence. Solid blocks of purple energy formed in their place; she slammed her whole weight in it, biting, tearing, clawing at all she could. The blocks flickered away; she couldn't maintain enough concentration to keep it stable. She squeezed the air, glaring into space. Various auras nervously drifted away from Star along the current, accelerating toward the great light on the other side of the sea.

Star shot herself to Hecto next, slamming into his ghostly body with a wail. With how tiny Star was, Hecto could only wrap one of his hands around her, gently using one of his fingers to stroke behind her ears. She sobbed, pressing harder against Hecto. He watched her body curl up, tighter and tighter, until she was just a pink ball in his palm. He brought his other hand over her, protecting her in a little dome.

They remained this way for a while in silence. Quiet sniffles crawled out through his fingers, punctuated by hiccups and sobs. But, eventually, Star uncurled herself, migrating to his wrist, and then she graduated to his shoulder. Her eyes were red, but Hecto didn't have any words to help. He knew that this could have happened—and so did she. But she had just hoped that, for once, it would have worked out in her favor. Yet Fortune did not favor this god. He wondered if Star would have had better luck if she actually tried to create a sense of fate for the world. But that went against her philosophy; she never liked trying to predetermine anybody's actions… even if, ultimately, it would have made this ordeal much easier.

Even in a deterministic world, she could only predict so much before she interfered with the system directly. Hecto brought one of his hands—massive compared to Star—to her again, rubbing her back. Her sobs were getting quieter, but she still trembled, pawing at her eyes.

The aura sea returned to its quiet peace. She and Hecto watched it for a while. Countless lives coming and going with no idea about the divine battle that took place for centuries. The ideal outcome, in a way, though Hecto wondered, morbidly, how many of those lives had been ended, one way or another, by mutants.

Finally, Star took in a breath, and Hecto knew she was finally going to speak. "It's over… isn't it?"

"Hm."

"Eon's gonna win Owen over. He's gonna get all the Guardians rounded up. H-he's gonna k-kill me… kill us…"

"You're already dead, Star."

"Y-you know what I mean!" Star sniffled again, her voice cracking. She settled back down, mumbling a quiet apology, though Hecto hadn't felt offended. He had expected as much of a response. If anything, he was frustrated—there was nothing he could say or do to help. With all his copies and all his knowledge, all of his experience, he didn't know what he could say to help. Perhaps there was a situation in the deep past that he could recall, but now, seeing Star like this, his mind was a blank.

His single, red eye flickered. No matter how useless, he had to say something. "I'm sorry I couldn't help you more."

"Oh, please," Star said, bumping her head against his shoulder. "It's not your fault at all. I messed this all up. You warned me! You… you warned me that this could backfire! A-and you were right! As—as always, maybe I should've just listened instead of getting impatient! B-but… but Eon! What if… what if he just controlled Owen right then? That Promise wasn't gonna do anything for him if he was under Eon's control, right? I—I had to, I… there was nothing else I could've…"

Through Star's rambling justifications, Hecto nudged her until she was resting in one of his arms, nestled against his chest. He knew the phase. Trying to justify every action she took, making sure that, had she done it again, it would have made perfect sense. Even when, ultimately, it failed. Covering up her regrets with a patchwork of reasons and excuses.

"Owen's never gonna let me in again," Star said. "And then he's gonna tell all the other Guardians. Zena, Manny, Amia, Step… oh, God, Step. She's gonna make sure everyone never lets me in again. I'm… I'm gonna be stuck here. Aether Forest is filled with wraiths. Where are they even coming from?! No way Barky'll let me in the Hall of Origin after all the stupid stunts I've pulled. Once he finds out, I'm done. I may as well just cross the sea and never come back. I…"

Hecto switched arms, letting Star toss and turn to get more of her energy out. "Give it time," Hecto said. "There's nothing you can do with Owen right now. He'll just kick you out again if you try to reenter, and I do not think it would be safe to go to Aether Forest yet."

"Right…" Star hesitated. "Wait—Barky. Is he okay?!"

"He is fine. Arceus, the Trinity, and Rhys are recovering in the Hall of Origin. Ghrelle was able to dispatch of the wraith army with Perish Psalm, but there's no telling when another horde may return. So far, none have appeared, but do remember that the last time they came, they had first appeared when trying to get you."

Star nodded, shuddering. She rubbed at her shoulder where the wraith had first struck her. "Are they okay?"

"Rhys was badly hurt."

Star shrank again.

"But he is recovering. There is no need to worry about them."

Star nodded, relaxing slightly. She then turned over, using one of Hecto's fingers like a pillow. "Eon's making so many horrible experiments. He's making a Pokémon stay in a Mega form, Hecto. That poor feral's aura is tearing itself apart. A-and speaking of that. Did you see that… thing?"

"I had thought nothing of it at the time," Hecto said, "but I believe you are talking about Lavender."

"Yes!" Star shuddered. "I—I never felt so sick in my life. All of those spirits are just trapped inside him, and for what?"

"Based on his performance, it's an effort to mimic the power of Hands without any need for them. Concentrate enough spirits into a single aura and you can achieve similar, albeit unstable, effects." Hecto blanketed his other hand over Star; she curled up, hiding in his palm's shadow. "But, Star, you have to acknowledge that none of them seem to be suffering."

Star didn't reply.

"The mutants are happy together. Lavender and Lucas are among them; while they are all experiments, I have observed Eon doing nothing but good things for them… aside from their creation, at least."

"Yeah, and that's the problem," Star said flatly. "None of them deserved to be born that way. Just look at all the grief it caused Team Alloy. Look at their doubles with Trina. Aside from Har, they were so upset that they sealed their memories. Lucas' aura is practically melting from the inside-out. Lavender's could explode at any second if he's not careful."

"Then what did you plan to do with them?" Hecto said.

"Just… undo it."

"Undo it."

"Just think about it, Hecto. If I took Eon's Orbs out, and then Rim's, and then maybe did a thousand apologies to Owen, I'd be able to convince them to lend me some power to fix them up. Normalize the mutants, or something. There's gotta be a way, right? And then free the spirits in Lavender. He's usually a Scolipede, right? Just let him be that all the time. Or maybe he can keep that Silvally body! I think it looks awesome! Just not the soul eating part. And Lucas… Just stop him from Mega Evolving so long. Maybe smooth out his aura a little."

All the while, Star's voice calmed down. The entire hypothetical, perhaps now completely out of reach, at least gave her something to focus on.

"You could have potentially talked to Eon instead," Hecto stated.

Star poked her head out from between Hecto's fingers. "You've tried that a thousand times. What makes you think he'll listen to me?"

He didn't have a counter for that.

Star shrank down again. "I know. I should've. But when I saw that flash of… of Owen and Eon making that Promise… that was a worst-case scenario, Hecto. The guy knows Owen more than anyone; of course he'd get into his head. They were partners forever."

"Then perhaps trying to interfere with that bond was your first mistake," Hecto said.

"Go tell that to Rhys," Star muttered, rolling over. "He's the one who stole him away with Team Alloy."

"Mm." And they settled into silence again. Hecto watched the currents with her until a new thought crossed his mind. "What happened to the Psychic Orb?"

Star snorted, rubbing her eyes again. "I was about to give it to Owen, but then Gahi snatched it. Stupid Flygon… he's way too fast. I should make that illegal or something. If I could…" Star curled up again, grabbing the end of her tail. "I think I overdid it on Rim… m-messed her up pretty bad… But—but she's strong. She'll push through it; I know her. But I had to get it out. What were the Unown doing on her side, though? I thought for sure the spirits would've abandoned her the second she took it. You don't link minds that fast."

"Hm. It is likely that Gahi now has the Orb, one way or the other."

"Well, either way, no way I want to go to the Psychic Realm for this one. Ugh… I used to love going to that place, too. The Unown were really fun."

"You certainly enjoyed the Unown visitors." Hecto briefly admired the auras flowing along the sea. "Something still doesn't feel correct."

"Yeah, Eon's about to steal Owen's mind or something."

Hecto looked down at Star. "You do realize that Owen is perhaps the last Pokémon that he would want to control in that way… don't you?"

Star curled up. "Maybe long ago, but I dunno anymore. He wants Owen back so much that he tried making another one. I wouldn't put anything past him anymore."

"Some bonds may be too sacred to forsake, even for Eon in his state."

Star didn't reply. Instead, after a silence, she rose out of Hecto's arms. "I'm… I'm gonna try again. I need to at least warn the others about what happened before—before Step gives the wrong idea. I, uh… I know. Manny's spirits. They know me. You think Elbee and Doll are still there?"

"I don't see why they wouldn't," Hecto remarked. "Are you sure you want to go there, though? Manny will be quite displeased."

"I'm—I won't do anything crazy. Once I sense he's coming, I'll just slip away." Star glanced around. "Actually, speaking of that, did you send Amia back to the Fire Realm already? I, er, you know what happened back there. I felt her aura get destroyed, so…"

Hecto hesitated in his reply.

"What? Did she tell you off or something?" Star smiled. "Sorry. I know you don't like getting yelled at. But I guess she fits her Orb Type, huh?"

And still, Hecto said nothing. His fingers briefly twitched, earning a confused blink from the Mew.

"…Uh, so, where'd you send her instead? I'll—I'll get her and apologize and bring her back. She needs to protect her Realm anyway."

Hecto didn't want to admit it—it didn't make sense to him to begin with. Amia's aura was distinct. It glowed with Mystic power. She was likely strong enough to retain her body's appearance, even here. And yet, despite this…

"I can't find her."


Guest review replies:

Flygon: As you can see, Rim is still there... kinda. I'm not sure if that can be considered better or worse.

"Heartbreaking" guest: Yes, last chapter was definitely on the heavy side, though because of how shocking it all was, the real fallout didn't really happen until this one. Now it's time to pick up the pieces...






76. Cosmic


Chapter 69 – Cosmic

"A thousand hands

A single heart

Working and beating as one.

Unite the lands

From worlds apart

Until our battles are done"

Anam rubbed his forehead, humming. He paced back and forth in his office, glancing outside at the setting sun. Then he looked to the entryway, where it showed a few Pokémon shuffling through the Hundred Hearts HQ to get some evening missions complete. He grinned and giggled.

"I like those lines. I think I'm gonna keep those for the Hearts motto. But what should I do with the way to finish it off? We need, um, we need a good rallying cry! Maybe… Oh! Maybe… maybe, maybe, maybe…"

An excited gasp filled the office.

"The darkness will fall to spirits of light!

We'll protect our world and keep up the fight!"

He grinned, looking up. "I think that's great!"

"I do not."

Anam frowned at the voice in his head, rubbing his chin. "Aw, how come?"

"I find it offensive."

The Goodra puffed his cheeks. "I guess so. Well, what did you have in mind, Mr. Matter?"

Anam gasped the moment he woke up, suppressing a shudder right after. Green eyes darted left and right until he remembered where he was—Hot Spot Cave.

"Ah, you're awake. Wonderful."

Nevren sat in the corner of his little cavern, reading a book titled The Whimsey and Wonder of Forest Ferals.

Tears immediately welled up in Anam's eyes, stinging his face. "I—I want to go for a w-walk."

"Hmm, are you sure that's a good idea?" Nevren asked, rising from his seat. He made a gentle flick, and the book set itself down on the table. Psychic energy swirled around his claws. "Now, I recommend you—"

Anam felt something prodding at his mind again; overwhelming fear took over. He was going to do it again—Nevren was going to strip away his sense of will. Just like before; he'd be helpless to do anything but watch as he 'behaved' normally. No. He had to be himself—truly himself—he couldn't let Nevren get away with this! But it was already too late; Nevren was inside the core of his mind. The thought to resist was already washing away; smiling sounded a lot better. In fact, resting in general felt a lot better than a silly walk. Why did he even bother with that, anyway? He didn't remember why he was crying.

But then a new power took over, pushing Nevren's influence away. A new, cold force, like Anam was falling into a dark pit. Anam's mouth moved on its own and his vision went dark. "If Anam wants to walk, he will walk."

The pink energy sustained itself, Nevren and Anam locking eyes. That coldness swirled along his body, black ink permeating his lavender slime. Please… stop, Anam begged. Don't hurt him…

He doesn't deserve your mercy.

Please…

Nevren dispelled his influence. "Very well." He gave a short bow. "But I request that the walk be within the confines of Hot Spot. It is a bit late for an afternoon walk, and we should all remain here in case Eon attacks. I would rather that not happen while Owen is with him. This situation is… not expected for any of us, yes?"

More silence followed. The darkness faded from Anam's body, and with it went the cold. Anam wobbled outside, sniffling and wiping his eyes. Were the others at least enjoying themselves?

Demitri and Mispy were the first that Anam saw; the pair lounged near Rhys' home, neighbors to Anam.

"Hmm?" Mispy lazily turned her head. Demitri, somewhere inside her vines, wiggled until his head poked out.

"Oh, Anam. Are you doing alright? That whole blessing thing didn't take out too much of you, did it?" The Haxorus was missing his axes. They were lying nearby; he must have taken them off so he didn't cut Mispy while they relaxed together.

"I'm okay," Anam lied, smiling. "Where's everyone else?"

Mispy shrugged, resting her head near Demitri again. "Where?"

Demitri tilted his head back, using a few vines as pillows. "Uh, last we remember, ADAM's making Hyper Beam traps near the entrance in case Eon or someone else shows up. Willow's keeping him company and trying to figure out a way to make some of her shrink mist a trap, too. It's kinda similar to when Owen puts his Fire Traps in the ground. I guess you could dig through them, but not if they don't expect any of this! Right? Pretty cool, right?"

"It is!"

They're sick of you. They want you to go. You're bothering them.

"Thanks! I think I'll go and see how they're doing next."

Mispy and Demitri waved politely. Demitri sank back down and leaned his head against a twirl of Mispy, looking up at her chin. She leaned forward, nuzzling him, while they mumbled to each other.

Anam glanced at Valle next, but decided that he would only irritate him with his constant movement. The Shiftry statue was where he always was, and while he was tempted to chat with him, he didn't really know how to talk to a statue. He continued down the caves until he spotted Jerry's abode.

Why bother? He blames you for every wrong in his life.

Anam frowned, continuing past the building. But then he stopped, squeezing his fist tight. No, he said. I… I still want to try.

He is perhaps even worse than all the others. You won't convince him.

Maybe I will! Y-you just have to help me! Okay?

Anam turned around and stepped into Jerry's home, knocking on the side. "Mister Jerry?" His soft knuckles made little plaps against the wall.

"Yeah, what?"

The Aerodactyl was perched on a small nest made of leaves from a spare bed that he borrowed from Rhys' hoard some time ago. Since their attempt at getting a bed from Kilo Village hadn't worked out as planned, Jerry just had to deal with a leafy nest.

He doesn't like his bed. 

"Um, are you feeling okay?" Anam asked. "I'm sorry you couldn't get a good bed. Maybe after this is over, I can get you a better one?"

He hates that you're trying to help him. He doesn't want your pity.

"Why do you care?" Jerry asked, looking away.

He wished he could just disappear. He is plagued with thoughts to tear away that scarf that keeps him alive.

"I care because you're my friend!" This earned an incredulous look from Jerry, followed by an eyeroll. Anam persisted, "I can see that there's a lot of good in you."

He thinks you're a fool.

"Um, can I come inside?" Anam asked.

Jerry stared for a while, narrowing his eyes. His eyes trailed to the glimmering Provisionary Badge in the corner of the room; it looked like it had been tossed there.

He wants you to leave. He's ashamed.

Right before Anam thought to turn back, Jerry snorted. "If you want."

He's scared.

Anam made careful, slow movements, not doing anything sudden. First, he walked to the Badge, picking it up.

He wished you hadn't noticed.

Anam smiled, looking it over. "Is it pretty?" he asked. "Sorry if it's just a Provisionary one, but it's really hard for me to maintain too many of the really strong Badges, and a thousand is a nice number, you know?"

Jerry stared for a while, eventually settling down on his nest of leaves. He grunted, trying to get in a better position. "Yeah, well, maybe I'm not good Heart material."

Anam approached, step after wet step.

Fool! Don't ruin his bed!

He quickly stopped, sitting when he was a few paces away. Jerry deflated subtly with relief. And then they sat in silence, Anam looking at the Badge to think of what to say. Jerry, too, stared at it, but Anam didn't hear any advice on what Jerry was thinking.

Was it really true? Did he ruin Jerry's life by rejecting him? How badly was he impacted when he rejected him off of only the darkness in his heart? He was desperate; he wanted safety and power; he had been wanted for so much before, so many crimes before he had even become a candidate. Yet, was it wrong to reject him? Could he have… become a better person by becoming a Heart?

He is feeling awkward and confused.

Anam blurted his next statement without thinking. "I'm sorry."

"Eh?" Jerry blinked several times, looking Anam over, and then at the Badge that the Goodra was now squeezing tight.

"I… I ruined your life. You were looking up to me, and… and I let you down. I'm s-supposed to be the person who saves this whole world and makes it a better place. I b-bless the Dungeons and make powerful berries and seeds and scarves all to make the world a better p-place. A-and I still failed you. I f-failed so many people, and… and you're right. You're r-right to be angry at me." Anam couldn't see.

Everything was blurry; the world was on his shoulders, and Jerry was a reminder that even if he could make the Hearts sweep that world, and make Kilo Village a place of peace for all Pokémon, there were still others like Jerry who fell through. Those that he didn't help.

"Oh," was all Jerry said. He shifted in his nest, looking outside.

He's still confused.

Anam didn't know what to get from that. Why would Jerry feel confused after that? He was just apologizing, right? There wasn't any hidden meaning behind it. It just meant that he had to work harder to make the world better.

He misses his mother. 

But there was nothing Anam could do about that. "If—if there's… if there's anything I can do?"

"Forget it." Jerry squeezed his eyes shut. "It's already too late for me anyway. This—this Badge you gave me. What's the point of it, huh?"

Hopelessness.

The Aerodactyl tucked himself under his wings, but he peeked out if only to address Anam. "When this is all over. Let's assume you find some way to fix my… whatever this is." He motioned with a wing-claw to the scarf. "What then? I take the exam and become a Heart? After everything I've done?"

"It's—never too late! Definitely not. You can still make things better."

"Yeah, and for who?" Jerry said with a defeated laugh. "Myself? Because that's what it boils down to. For myself. For the pay. So I can live easy. Oh, sure, it's not easy, because I have to do dangerous things every day. But so what? I always lived that way back in Pyrock. This is a step up. At least here we have blessed items."

Hatred. Lost opportunities. Regrets. A longing to try again.

"I'll wipe your record clean," Anam said automatically. "E-everything. You can start new. After that, you can… you'll be able to find something new to do, right? As a Heart… you can start a family, maybe?" Anam waited for the voice to say something, but he never did. "I just… I just want to make things right. I broke everything, and I just… please… just…"

Pity.

Anam sniffled, wiping his eyes. Gooey tears slapped the ground.

"That's really all you want, huh?" Jerry was no longer looking at Anam or the Badge, but instead the gentle glow of a nearby mushroom. Its blue radiance was the only thing that gave any light to the cave. "I don't get it. For someone who has total control over the world, I don't get it. I can't get it, can I? Ha… everything is under you. You can do it all. Nobody can stop you. And all you want to do is help everyone."

He doesn't understand you.

"I know it doesn't… I know it seems weird," Anam said, "but it's true! I… I just want people to be happy. That's all I want. That's all I've ever wanted!"

"One person can't do everything. Guess that's why you have a thousand others, huh?" Now, he gazed at the rocks at the edge of his nest. He squeezed his talons. "I just want to know why."

"Why?"

"Why was I rejected? After that… it all fell apart. My whole life fell apart. I had it all going for me up until that moment. I just want to know why. What made you look at me, my top scores, and say… no."

He's scared. More than ever.

And so was Anam. He couldn't just tell Jerry why—he wasn't allowed to talk about the voice. But he also couldn't just tell him that he saw all his darkness, all his misdeeds, all his selfish thoughts. Jerry knew it was coming, but he didn't want to hear it. If Anam spoke about it now… what would keep Jerry from losing that scarf? He could do it right then. He could walk away and do it in private. They'd see nothing left of him.

The voice was right. He shouldn't have come here. He should have let Jerry relax alone.

"W-well? What is it?" Jerry asked, his wing-claws squeezing next. "Is it because I—" It looked like Jerry had been about to go on a tirade, but his voice caught in his throat. "Oh—forget it. What's it matter?" He slacked his wings, a claw tentatively brushing at the scarf, but he ultimately pulled away before he could tug.

"I was wrong," Anam said. "I… I knew about your history, but I should've known that you were just… desperate to make things better for your family. I should've… I should've given you a chance. But I didn't. And I…" Anam squeezed his eyes shut again. "I'm—I'm sorry. I've done so much to—"

"YAGH!" Jerry abruptly jumped out of his nest, swatting at his side. Anam jumped next; the voice in his head apparently felt no need to acknowledge the obvious emotions. Instead, a Zoroark appeared in thin air, sitting next to Jerry's nest with her head cocked innocently.

"Hi, Enet," Anam said, sniffling.

"H-how long were you there?! Stop doing that!"

Enet tilted her head in the opposite direction. Then, she held out a bowl.

"Eh?" Jerry inspected its contents; it looked like leftovers from the cooking competition that the Alloys had with one another.

Jerry is dissatisfied with the offering.

"Thanks," Jerry said with a sigh, taking the bowl. "I guess since all the good cooks are out, I should just be thankful for what I have." He took a tentative nibble, but then looked back at Anam. The Goodra had finally calmed down enough to look at Jerry directly.

Enet crawled a bit closer to Jerry, tilting her head. He didn't react, so Enet went a bit closer, mere inches away. Jerry squinted, but didn't move. Finally, the Zoroark curled up next to him, making a point to drape her hair over his lap with a protective growl.

Jerry took a deep breath, then let it out, unconsciously running his claws through her fur. "Look," Jerry said. "I get it. You just want to make the world a better place. But y'know, I just… fell through the cracks. You can't save everyone."

"I—I can!" Anam said. "I just need to try harder. Then I can save everyone."

He doesn't believe you.

Jerry snorted, looking at the Badge. "I guess that's the attitude that keeps your organization going, huh? Feh…"

Bitterness.

"Maybe one day—when all of this stuff is over—maybe you can tell me more about why?" Anam asked hastily. "I—I think I can learn a lot from you! Maybe that way, what happened to you won't happen to anybody else."

He's annoyed. You aren't getting through to him.

"I don't get how you can be so hopeful all the time, you know that?" Jerry snapped, his calm eyes suddenly shifting into a spiteful glare. His wing-claws held the bowl of leftovers a bit tightly. Enet's fur bristled, making her appear nearly twice her size. Electricity coursed beneath her, making Jerry flinch. He didn't try to push her away; instead, "Just—why? What's with that look you always have? I see it in that kid, too. I just don't get it." He stared at Anam expectantly. "Just answer me this. Why? All of this. Why do you want total control of—the whole world? Is it really just so you can make everyone happy?"

He doesn't want you to say yes. But he doesn't want you to say no.

Anam had no idea what to make of it, so he defaulted to the truth. "I do. That's my… my purpose. As a Divine Dragon, and as a Guardian, and as a Heart, that's my purpose." Anam closed his eyes.

"A Thousand hands

A single heart

Working and beating as—"

"Oh, stop with that," Jerry said, waving his free wing in protest, even while he took another bite of soup. Enet watched Anam curiously, her ears flicking at the Thousand Hearts' motto. It was clear that she had no idea what the words were, but perhaps the rhythm intrigued her.

"…as one," Anam finished, looking at Jerry more thoroughly now.

"Unite the lands

From worlds apart

Until our battles are done."

Anam them looked at Jerry, frowning. "You used to want to be a Heart… right?"

He hates that you are correct.

Jerry sighed, looking at the rest of his soup. He had barely taken a few bites. Resigned to his fate, he recited the final couplet.

"We serve Kilo and all its parts

Under one name: The Thousand Hearts."

Anam beamed. "You still remember!" He clapped his hands, but then listened to the voice.

Shame.

So Anam beamed even harder. "Jerry! Even after all this time, you remember! You know—I think that means you still have a lot of good in you. Don't be so down on yourself, okay?"

"I wasn't down on myself," Jerry said defiantly. "I just don't understand it. That's all. I had a different upbringing, okay? You can't just shake away habits like that."

"Well, you can always try. You should try going on missions again, the ones open to Provisionaries like you."

"I'm not a—"

"Nu-uh, you totally are!" Anam pointed at the Badge.

"I—that—you…" Jerry finally sighed. This time, he was completely defeated. "…You still don't understand. But it's your world. I'll just play by your rules and… be glad that you really are just… trying to help."

He leaned forward to get one last bite of soup, but something finally occurred to him. "Enet, can you stop making the place so dark? I can barely see a thing."

It was true—it was indeed very dark. Gradually, ever since Anam had come in, or perhaps even a bit before that, it was becoming harder and harder to see even the walls. Yet, despite this, Enet tilted her head. "Dark?"

"I don't think that's Enet," Anam mumbled, looking back. "The mushrooms…"

Slowly, yet certainly, the Mystic glow of Amia's Hot Spot mushrooms faded away.


Gahi's wings sang a wonderful tune through the afternoon air. He banked right, turning his head back just to see how far he'd gone. The Sceptile and Ampharos that had been guarding the entrance seemed too surprised to try to stop him. Did they even know what had happened?

Despite everything that had happened, the world still turned, the sun still set, and the world at large had no idea that Mew herself had tried to take down a Hunter. Something in Gahi's gut made him try to stop her. Like Owen had the right idea—that perhaps they could have talked their way out of it all. Yet Star didn't do that. "Feh…"

Gahi looked down; his hands felt sticky from being lodged in the severed ends of the mutant Meganium's vines, but he knew from before that touching the pink, swirling Orb in his claws would kill him.

Gahi dove forward once he felt he was far enough away. Star couldn't get him here, right? But what was he supposed to do now? Owen—no, he'd fight her off. Some dumb, pink furball wasn't going to beat him for long. She just got the jump on him—if anything, Star would be begging Owen for mercy when this was over! Gahi smirked, looking down at the Psychic Orb.

Hopefully Rim was alright. But he probably couldn't give it back to her, either. She was still a Hunter, and maybe this was the best way to get it back, right? But who was supposed to control the Orb now?

He landed in a small clearing where the ocean's salty air was faint, yet the ocean itself wasn't visible. The trees here were few and far between—it seemed to be more of a grassland than anything. He had landed on top of a small hill without a Pokémon in sight. He'd stand out, but the area was the best he could think of.

If he stayed in the shade, maybe his shiny body wouldn't give him away.

Settling down, the Flygon placed the Orb in front of him and threw off the vines. It was in the back of his mind, but it crawled to the front, now. Star might still be inside Owen; if that happened, and she found him, he might not be able to run away as easily again. None of the others could take an Orb—from Owen's memories, Gahi knew that all of them had Promised in one way or another to not claim another Orb.

Gahi didn't see many other options. He also didn't make any Promises. "Heh. Well, this'll be stupid." He shrugged and reached forward, grasping the Orb. Yet, strangely, it disappeared from his grip in an instant. "E-eh?!" Frantically, Gahi brought his second hand forward, as if it had somehow gone from his vision. And then, another second later, he realized that he had gone blind—no, that wasn't quite right. He could still see himself, yet the afterimage of the shaded field he had been sitting in quickly disappeared.

"Wah—ah."

That must have been how Owen felt when he first became the Grass Guardian. Gahi grunted and stood up, taking in his new surroundings. From above to below, Gahi only saw a black void speckled with white lights, much like a cloudless night. Though, it was a bit unnerving that this darkness was not only above him, but all around.

His eyes adjusted to the darkness—and, briefly, Gahi wondered why his eyes had to adjust at all, if he was technically dead—and a few new colors swirled in the black void. Red and blue hues mixed like nebulae, accompanied by an odd, disc-shaped, swirling aurora that faded in and out.

Gahi had never seen anything like it, but fragments of what memories he had of Owen's life told him that this was a lot like a galaxy. Where did Owen get that memory from? Their sky looked nothing like this. He wasn't even sure what a galaxy was, yet that knowledge was there. He only wished he had a bit more of Owen's knowledge to figure out what it meant.

"Eh… anybody home?" Gahi called out; his voice had no echo. He took a tentative step forward; his green feet made a pulse of the same color on the flat, transparent ground. Soon, the pulse moved vertically several paces away from him, giving the outline of a wall. The pulse went higher and higher until it reached a tall ceiling; he'd be able to fly in a place like this without a problem.

With an intrigued hum, Gahi swept his tail across the ground next. A more rapid pulse of his green tail and red-and-green fan covered the room in a thin, murky outline of colors. He saw where it became a corridor.

He also noticed that some of those white specks in the air had black dots in the middle… and they were moving.

"Eh?" Gahi tilted his head upward, squinting at them. His eyes were good enough to spot things several seconds away from him at top speed, but in this strange place, it all felt distorted. Besides, how were they even doing that? That was past the wall. Which was also see-through. Was it just a barrier? Was this all a barrier?

Maybe his lenses were smudged. Gahi popped them off and inspected the red tint on the other side, making sure that they were clear on one side, but red on the other. It all seemed fine. He popped his lenses back on again and looked up; they were still floating around, though now they seemed a bit bigger.

And now he was starting to hear strange voices. They spoke in little squeaks and peeps and whistles, incomprehensible. But they were definitely voices—or at least, sounds? He had no idea what they were. "Eh—hello?"

Bah, c'mon, Owen, where's this knowledge, eh? Gahi struggled to think back to his foreign memories, hoping that something—anything—from Owen would help him with this. But he couldn't find anything. But now that they were closer, he realized what those things actually were.

Letters? They looked a lot like letters. Strange letters with—those were eyes.

The white things were eyes, attached to letters. Eon had called them something… Were they called Unknown? No! Unown! From the Book of Arceus! He knew that one. He didn't even need Owen's help for that.

"Oy, so, eh, figure I'm gonna get yer Core now," Gahi said. "Rim's sorta outta commission, so I'm gonna take over. D'you mind showin' me the way ter that?"

The Unown swirled around in a great circle, each one glowing in the cosmic darkness. Gahi took an uneasy step back, another green ripple trailing through the invisible room. He glanced to the right and saw an opening to flee. If anything, he could probably find the core if he just ran along there.

The Unown flashed, each one a slightly different color. Gahi's instincts warned him of the presence of Ice energy coming for him, followed by Fairy and Dragon energy, among the swarm. His muscles kicked into action; in a burst of speed, he evaded the convergent blasts and flew into the invisible hallway. Gahi brushed his tail on the walls again, revealing several corridors to follow. Behind him, the mix of Hidden Powers had turned the room he had stood into a swirling mess of chaotic, multicolored energy that sustained itself for several seconds.

He probably shouldn't get caught up in something like that.

"Bah!" Gahi weaved through the halls again, thankful that the velocity that he swept on the ground translated directly to how quickly the ripples rushed through the invisible halls. He kept his wings outstretched, only using his feet to turn quickly.

The Unown were singing above him—at least, if he could call it singing. But then Gahi realized that part of the singing was because of his wings through the air; could that be drawing them to him? Well, didn't matter—he couldn't help that, and they were going to find him in the void anyway. Even in the weak light, he noticed that his shiny body still glimmered against what little it provided.

Gahi brushed his tail against the walls for the umpteenth time for another turn, but when he tried, his tail hit clear air. But why? He had been in a hall the last time he checked! Gahi banked left, swiping his tail on a wall that could have been further away, but nothing came, and the Unown were closing in as a sea of letters.

Something caught the corner of Gahi's vision. A bright, glowing orb of golden light, far, far away. That must've been it—the Core! The Unown screamed again. Gahi decided to land; he descended to the ground, waiting for his feet to touch something—yet nothing did. The invisible ground that he had once used had evaporated.

It was a good thing he could fly. With a few powerful wingbeats, he raced for the Core. It would only take a few seconds for him to get to it, and the Unown had no hope of keeping up with him. This was a lot easier than—

Suddenly, Gahi's wings stopped generating lift. There was no friction against the air, and therefore nothing to push off of—because the air was suddenly gone. Gahi tried to gasp, but instead, air escaped him. He clutched his throat and spun around, floating. Gravity was gone, too, and the Unown were right behind him, all glowing with another volley of Hidden Powers.

These Unown were controlling this Psychic realm. How was he supposed to go against that? No—Rim found a way. She had taken over this place the first time. But how was he supposed to rewrite a reality that these Unown had control over?

Gahi paused in his own thinking, even while the Unown had gathered in a circle around him. Rewrite reality. He'd just done that a little while ago, the same power Rim must have used.

Hopefully Owen wouldn't call him an idiot for taking so long to realize it.

Filaments of light sprouted from Gahi's back. Alright, how'm I gonna… bah, whatever. Gimme air!

Gahi swiped his claws forward; the Hands on his back brightened, and suddenly he could breathe again. "Hah!" He beat his wings, flying through the Unown swarm, knocking against a few of their bodies—they were a lot harder than he had expected—and then flew back to the swarm.

The Unown screeched; air disappeared again. "Nice try!" Gahi twirled his body, returning the atmosphere for his local area, and then kept flying until the Core was right in front of him.

The Unown stared, stunned, but Gahi wasn't sure why. Maybe they didn't expect another host to be so strong. Not that it mattered.

"Hah! I win!" Gahi didn't know what to expect, but he slammed into the Core shoulder-first, grunting at the smooth, hard impact it returned to him. He adjusted until he had his arms wrapped around it, using his tail and wings as further leverage. What's it supposed ter do now? Gahi said. The Core was supposed to just accept him, right? "Eh…"

The Unown floated toward him again, and Gahi was now frozen without an idea of where to go, a Flygon wrapped around a sphere in the middle of nowhere. Stars chaotically swirled around in a slow circle in the far distance.

"H-hey, oy, oy!" Gahi raised one of his arms. "Don't think ter attack me! I got yer Core! What're you even bein' hostile fer?!" After all, he was on their side. They had a pretty basic choice—either let Gahi take him, or they'd be without a host and some other random person could take him instead. Most likely, Star! And they didn't seem to care for her very much, either. Was that Rim's influence on them?

Gahi squeezed his claws on the Core. C'mon, just let me in! he said. I promise, I ain't that big an idiot!

If only because bits of Owen helped him make up for the fact.

The Unown collected in a small clump behind Gahi, strange shockwaves of clear energy radiating from them the closer they collected together. "What're you doin'?"

The light distorted so much that new colors formed within, and soon, after white swirls faded to greens and reds, a second Flygon floated behind Gahi. It was an exact replica of him.

"Oh, eh… hey. Who's the new guy?"

The Flygon, with several Unown floating around him like a storm cloud, squinted interrogatively at him.

"…Look, I dunno what yer deal is, you weird… letter-eyes, but I just wanna help. I'm Owen's bro, an' Rim's… son, I guess. This is the Psychic Orb, right? Go read my mind er whatever. That's a thing with you guys, yeah? Er what, is that Typist o' me ter say?" Gahi briefly wondered if Owen could ever have privacy if Amia was his mother.

This Unown-doppelganger placed a claw on Gahi's back, then his whole palm.

"E-eh? What're yeh doing?" Gahi tried to pull back, but realized that he was stuck to the Core. "W-wait, eh—hang on, gimme a sec!"

Flygon pressed harder; it was starting to feel hot—scalding. Energy like electricity ran through Gahi's spirit—being Ground all his life, he didn't really know what that felt like until just then, the jolt of electricity that ran down his spine and to his chest. He gritted his teeth, even when his head fell in next. "C'mon, that all ya got?! I can take it!"

Flygon tilted his head curiously, then looked up at the Unown. Despite having no features to do so, it seemed that they shrugged with Flygon, and then pushed Gahi all the way in.

For a few seconds, all Gahi saw was golden light. He didn't care for it; too bright, too hot. And then, he blacked out; and then, he was staring at the cosmic sky, several Unown floating around him, with a smooth, yet bumpy floor beneath him. "Urgh… so I take it yeh read my mind after all?"

The Unown bobbed.

"Well, good. Do that first next time, instead o' that whole stunt."

It seemed that the Unown were sorry.

"…Where's the rest o' you? Figure there were way more." The swarm was a lot smaller. He followed the Unown's bodies, tilting their gaze to something below Gahi. He tilted his head and realized that the smooth, bumpy ground was… more Unown.

The Unown greeted Gahi.

It wasn't quite a thought sent to him, yet it was the impression he had in their cheerful gazes. A thought below his conscious thoughts, subtly telling him what they were saying. "Hey," Gahi replied back, squinting. "…Alright. So, not very talkative, eh?"

It didn't seem that they were, though he could hear their thoughts very easily.

"Whatever. Look, how long do I gotta wait?"

He wouldn't have to wait long; like what happened with Rim, once they decided she was worthy to hold the Orb—well, more that she was too strong for them to fight off—she woke up. At least Gahi seemed fun.

"Fun, eh?" Gahi smirked. "Good. I'll be fun. Just… help me out with how ter use this power when I wake up. I'm gonna fly back t' Hot Spot, tell everyone what happened."

The Unown didn't know about Hot Spot. What was it like? Was it a friendly place?

"I think you'll like it," Gahi said, shrugging. When he shrugged, he noticed that little, golden lights were leaking from his body. "Eh? What's that?"

The essence of the Core was linking itself to Gahi, and how that it was done, their spirits—the base of what manifested them within the realm—were leaving his body. Spirts were golden, after all. And more importantly, Gahi's spirit was about to leave for the world of matter again.

"Oh, alright." Gahi nodded. "Cool. I'll figure out how ter visit you guys later." He blinked a few times, shaking his head. "I gotta stop talking to myself. I'm becoming Owen."

And then, Gahi was staring at a clear, blue sky. "Eh?" He sat up, rubbing his head. His scales felt a bit different, not quite like scales. In fact, he felt very smooth, or perhaps less smooth and more… He wasn't sure what. Glassy. That was the word. Like his claws were running over a smooth statue, but then, when he went a bit deeper, it also felt like he was running them through his body, too. He squinted, finally looking down.

"Eh?!"

His body was completely black, save for some white, glowing specks beneath his body. "Huh. I kinda look like nighttime," Gahi remarked, wondering if Rim had a similar form, or if it wasn't as dramatic due to her Typing already being Psychic. He shrugged, briefly wondering if she was okay—but it wasn't going to be a good idea to go back there. Star might still be rampaging… "You guys in there?" Gahi murmured, closing his eyes.

The Unown were there, and they were trying to figure out how he was feeling. He seemed worried, and they were worried about Rim, too. But they didn't know what they could do. Did they have anybody to warn?

"Well, yeah, we've got someone," Gahi said. "That's right, yeah. We'll go and fly back—"

Telepathy was a lot more useful to talk to them.

Gahi blinked, rubbing his head. Eh… I'm gonna go to Hot Spot. Warn 'em there.

Gahi stretched his wings, flinching when he realized that they were transparent and filled with stars. He made a tentative wingbeat, feeling some lift, and then nodded. He hopped in the air, flying into the sky, but then the whole ground left him a lot faster than he expected. He fumbled through the air with a yelp, hovering in place. He had only beat his wings a few times, yet it was like he had suddenly jumped several tens of feet higher than usual—he didn't feel that much stronger. What happened?

It wasn't that hard to figure out; it was just a bit of Psychic teleportation.

"Eh? Teleportation? Hang on, lemme try that again…"

Gahi stared ahead; in what felt like a blink, he was suddenly over a different patch of forest. "Okay, I can get used ter this…"

Gahi flew over the forest, blinking ahead with every wingbeat.

"Eh?"

Far ahead, in the darkening sky, clouds formed a vortex directly above Hot Spot Cave.






77. Aftershocks


Chapter 70 – Aftershocks

The idea that she could have trusted Star at all was one of the worst thoughts Zena had ever entertained.

For tens, perhaps hundreds, of years, she had sat, holed up in the middle of some quiet cave, fearing for her life that she had long overstayed. Wasting it away doing nothing but meditating and sleeping the generations away. Yet that in itself was a torture that still frightened her in the back of her mind.

In hindsight, she didn't know how she dealt with it. She had slipped into that eternal cycle without realizing it. Sleep, wake up, see nothing. Sleep, wake up, see nothing. Was it really sleeping? No, because she never felt rested when she did. She didn't need to rest. It was more some strange, twisted form of thoughtless brumation. The only thing that kept her from closing herself forever was the possibility that a Hunter would come to disturb her slumber.

And then the times someone did trespass. A curious little feral, or a bothersome treasure hunter. Star told her that it would be a bad idea to get them involved. The caves didn't have a lot of life in it—it was meant for spirits and, being within a Dungeon's stable pocket, didn't have much for the ferals. And the treasure hunters, well, they would be meddlesome at best and dangerous at worst. In a morbid sense, Hunters counted as spelunkers of the violent variety.

She said it all so convincingly. So earnestly. Yet if Zena could go back and tell that young, frightened, confused, new Water Guardian what would happen if she listened… perhaps she could have found a better approach.

Anything to avoid that torment that she had to endure. She hadn't realized it at first—Star told her that it would be like nothing. That she would be able to rest and be dormant for a while until it all blew over. When would it blow over, and for what? What exactly was there to blow over? Zena didn't know, even now; Star simply didn't want the Orbs to meet.

What Star didn't tell her was that it wouldn't be true dormancy. No. Every visitor, every trespasser to her old abode, every feral and every explorer, woke her up. Every new visitor brought her a new sense of fear, or annoyance, that she couldn't waste her eternity away. Every time she awoke, she'd wonder how much time had passed, how far away her old life had become, how many revolutions the world had taken without her. How trapped she had become, and how much further trapped she was.

Even though they were all false alarms, aside from when Elder had appeared, but in hindsight, Zena learned something else. Every time they visited, and every time she had to will herself to go back into that eternal darkness, she sometimes wondered if those feral Pokémon could have visited her. Or the explorers, selfish as they may have been in search of treasure, could have been good for conversation.

But Star was a convincing one. She told her that it wouldn't be a good idea to be discovered; to keep her glow as weak as possible, to be dormant so she wouldn't be discovered at all. So her spirits frightened them away. The last set of explorers that she had scared off was Team Alloy themselves. It was the first time that explorers had been so determined to go inside, like they were aware of her presence. Their aura were unlike the others—though now she knew why—and Star said that she'd have to scare him off quickly. Yet that was what brought Owen right back to her later. Yelled at her sprits, even!

She didn't really know what to do after that. She'd stayed in the lake, like she always had, until inevitably the explorer would get bored and leave after seeing no treasure there, only the empty lake. Yet Owen didn't leave. He knew she was there, and he started… talking.

Zena shook her head. Without him even realizing it, he'd been the one to finally break that cycle of darkness for her. All that lashing about, all that self-imposed isolation, so easily broken because he had said a few sad words. How when they'd moved her into Hot Spot, he had offered to rest near her lake on that first night. Their games of marbles, the books he had read—even if most of them had been a bit boring—it had all been something that she had needed.

Yet she didn't comfort him when he needed it.

"Oy."

Zena jolted up. "I—I'm sorry." She looked down and to her right, spotting Manny on their way through the Grass Realm.

Step was ahead of them, looking for Ra, Cent, Kana, and the other weaker spirits that were waiting for them.

"Yer distracted."

"I—of course I'm distracted. We just witnessed Star try to kill Eon by controlling one of our own. I'm… I'm just getting over that shock."

"Yeah, guess I am, too," Manny said. "Was real unlike Star. We go way back, y'know. And I guess I figure she'd've done somethin' like this if it was Eon, but… I dunno. Something must really've been bugging her."

"What, you understand her?" Zena scoffed. "As far as I'm concerned, that god is dead to me. To do what she did…"

Manny held up his arms noncombatively. "I get it. But I'm gonna keep an ear out fer her anyway."

"How are you suddenly so forgiving?" Zena narrowed her eyes, her tail flicking behind her. "You were quite content with fighting against her."

Manny grumbled. "Look, it didn't sit right with me, either. Hecto and Star went too far there. She was off terrorizing those mutants, fer one, and then went off killing Eon… what happens after, if we didn't go and help Owen?" He rubbed his forehead, like he was trying to sort through his own foolish, misguided thoughts. "Something ain't right. She's been shady fer too long, and I guess her doing this behind our backs is what sealed it fer me. But I wanna hear her out, too."

"What exactly did she do to help you? You two barely speak."

Manny shifted his stance, even while he walked. Zena analyzed this, tilting her head. She'd never seen Manny so uncomfortable before. "Manny?"

"Star believes in second chances. I guess I'm just returning the favor."

"I've already given Star my second chance," Zena said, visions of that eternal, dark cave flashing through her mind again. "Do what you want, Manny. Don't expect me to follow."

"Yeah, I get it." Manny bowed his head.

Zena bristled, feeling a sudden urge to soak Manny in icy water. She restrained herself, turning that energy into a question. "Can you at least explain why you think Star would still want anything that isn't just for herself? After what she just did? How can you trust her if she doesn't tell us what she wants?"

Manny glanced at Zena then, and for the briefest moment, his face contorted into a scowl. But he washed it away seconds later. "Tch." His eyes focused ahead; Zena followed his gaze. The other spirits were waving at them, along with a recently-freed and shivering Hecto. "Star goes too far sometimes and you gotta reel her in. But the thing is, her heart's in the right place, and I dunno if she actually lied ter you when she said what she really wanted."

"Really, and what's that?" Zena said, skeptical. "As far as I can tell, Star wanted to kill Eon, then Rim, and then take Owen away from us. Why else would Hecto be so evasive? We come here to try to save Owen, and then Hecto tells us that we shouldn't come any closer. Star went out of her way to possess him instead… do you have any idea how badly that will end for Owen? How often people have already tried to control him?"

"All Star wants is the Hunters to stop," Manny said. "Figure… that's what she wanted to do, now that we're outta the thick of it."

"What, then you regret following us?" Zena said. "Step, Amia, and I—we all were here for Owen. What about you?"

Manny narrowed his eyes, looking at the ground. "I came ter make sure Owen was gonna make the right choice, and that Eon wasn't gonna try and control him, yeah. Maybe if Star let us through, I'd've helped her, instead of her being so evasive through Hecto. I figure you guys got spooked at Star suddenly making a move when she's just been watching the whole time."

"Hmph. Star was on thin ice to begin with." Step puffed out a plume of frost. "The moment she did something out of line with our expectations, I intended to contest her. This was more than enough, and I imagine Amia has the same to say. Considering your affinity for the pink demon, I am surprised you fought along with us. Then again, you didn't seem to be very enthusiastic during the fight…"

"Yeah, well, I wasn't about ter go against all you guys," Manny muttered. "I'm just gonna hear her out. Star gave me a second chance, so I'm giving one t' her. Return the favor."

"Pathetic to trust someone such as her," Step said with another scoff. "Someone with so much power, faltering even once? Unacceptable. She is unfit. She could have tried to gather the Orbs for herself in some way. We did not know she could take over a body until now; she was waiting. She knew she could, all this time, and feigned helplessness."

Manny had no counter; Zena, too, shrank a bit. That was the only way this could have been true; could that have been why Star was so interested in Owen? That he was easy to control? It was part of his design, after all. But… what if Manny was right, too? What if she intended to use Owen just to take the Hunters down?

She didn't know anymore. Both Manny and Step had good points… but she couldn't will herself to forgive Star anyway. Now after seeing Owen suffer—not after that defeated face of his.

"Where's Amia?"

Alex's trembling voice brought Zena out of her thoughts. The Fire spirit, still a Hydreigon, drifted toward them, searching for some sign of his mate with wide eyes; even his smaller, brainless hand-heads looked fearful.

Manny was the one to answer. "During the fight, she got beat up too badly and embered out."

Alex's three mouths opened simultaneously in muted shock. Cent and Kana rushed to his aid, fearing that he'd collapse in midair. "A-Amia… she… the…"

"Then that means she went to the aura sea," Ra spoke up, and before the Zygarde could react, he grabbed him by the nape of his neck and tugged upward. Even while Hecto grunted and twitched his legs in a futile attempt to touch the ground, Ra said to him, "Where is she now, Hecto?"

"Ngh… give me a moment to verify," Hecto said. "A lot is happening at the moment."

"Oh? And what is happening?" Step asked, crossing her arms. "Speak. Where have you put Amia, or did you so carelessly force her across the aura sea?"

Hecto stared at the ground, eyes dimming. It was the indicator that his eyes were 'closed,' and he was concentrating on something afar, Zena deduced. Likely speaking with his other copies and gathering information on all that they were observing.

"The wraiths in the middle of Aether Forest were destroyed, at least for now, but Rhys was seriously hurt. He is currently recovering in the Hall of Origin with the Trinity, though they have already departed. Arceus intends to deliver him back to his body when he is ready, but for now, he is not much for conversation. However, I do recommend navigating through Aether Forest with caution, in case the wraiths return. You should be fast."

"Not—not until you tell me what happened to Amia," Alex said frantically, floating right in front of Hecto. Ra raised Hecto a bit so the Hydreigon and Zygarde would be closer to eye-level. "Where is she? What did you do to her?"

Hecto was silent for a second too long.

Alex's breathing doubled in pace, floating back. "You… what did you…"

Zena saw it in those black eyes—a flash of rage that she thought wasn't possible from the meek spirit. It almost didn't look like him at all, some other Alex coming to the front.

"If you… do anything to her…" Alex drifted forward so menacingly, with his dark wings sparking with flaming energy so violently, that even Ra took a step back for Hecto's sake.

Hecto spoke quickly, "I—Star gave me the order that I relocate Amia to the Fire Orb. And while that is a bit difficult with Aether Forest the way it is, I am still able to do so."

The Hydreigon didn't stop his slow advance. "Then what did you do? You say Star gave the order, yet you never said you did. Where is Amia?" His voice suddenly twisted into an uncharacteristic snarl, crimson-colored embers dripping from all three mouths. "Or will I have to rip that out of you?!"

"A-Alex?!"

"Whoa, whoa!"

"Grab 'im!"

It took the efforts of Azu, Roh, Verd, Manny, and Step to keep Alex from tearing Hecto apart. Ra took a few more steps back, and even Hecto, with his ears pinned to the back of his head, winced. Zena slithered between Alex and Hecto as a physical barrier between them, too stunned by Alex's complete shift in personality to say anything. Even his voice sounded different. He had been that way against Barky, too. Just for a moment.

"Alex, calm down. Owen wouldn't want to see you like this." The words fell from Zena's mouth, but she knew they would be true. And almost as quickly as she'd said it, Alex's flames died down about halfway. Then, when she imaged her words had fully processed, the Alex she was familiar with returned to his eyes.

"A-Amia," Alex said weakly. "Hecto, p-please…"

"It is as I said. I have no intention of harming Amia; I will bring her to the Fire Orb. Ra, you know better than anyone that Star is prone to giving second chances to those who have wronged her."

Ra flinched, nearly losing his hold on Hecto. But that didn't matter; he lowered Hecto to the ground anyway, albeit with a defiant huff. "He's not wrong. I can't imagine Hecto sending Amia anywhere except the Fire Orb."

Even Step grudgingly agreed. "She's forgiven worse."

And now Alex was sniffling, and that was enough for the others to let him go. He rubbed the top of his hand-heads under his eyes.

"I am in the process of locating her," Hecto said. "Until then, it may not be wise to return to the Fire Orb on your own. Step, would you and your Ice spirits escort Alex to the Fire Orb? Then return to your own. Manny, perhaps you can escort Zena to hers."

"Finally, you're speaking with reason," Step said.

"I am always reasonable."

Step ignored him and faced Alex. "Shall we, then?"

"O-oh, of—of course. Yes. Thank you."

Manny smiled, but then gave a little flourishing bow to Zena. "And are yeh ready ter go?" he asked.

"Of course." Zena nodded. "Er, and thank you, Manny. I… I'm a bit beside myself at the moment with what happened."

"Do not worry." Step interjected. Her typical glare briefly subsided, replaced with a small, encouraging shine. "You were strong with us."


It was good to be in the sun again, even if it was well past noon by now, perhaps even approaching early evening. Feeling in a Grassy mood for once, Owen was in his Florizard form—title courtesy of Amelia—during his glide over the ocean.

Unfortunately, he still had a bit of a headache. So, you're saying that you blew my head off?

Yeah, um, I'm sorry about that, Tox said. I mean, we are. We panicked and were trying to get you off of us. We didn't think it'd actually…!

Owen sighed. It's okay. I guess when Star possessed me, all that power made me, like, break down, kinda like what happened to Anam. Sure, I'm more durable, but my body got all… undefined. Like an aura or a spirit. He twitched his arms and rubbed at his belly. Never got to finish dinner…

Where are you going, anyway? Tox asked. It looks like… you're flying over the water? 

Dad went there once to see you. Are you gonna go back there to think?

I, uh, I don't think I want to see Emily right now, Owen said, wincing. She's nice 'n all, but… A-anyway, no. I actually wanted to see someone else. See, Amelia and I were thinking, and… and I just don't really know who to talk to anymore. And I… I need to talk to someone who knows about… Pokémon like me, I guess. Someone who isn't Da—er, Eon. Or Star, or Mom, or… all the people who just… lied to me. 

Pokémon like you?

Just… ones meant to follow orders, I guess. That's what I am, right? I just want some more answers, and from someone who probably won't… try to control me for it.

Amelia spoke up next. He wants to see Brandon, that person who called himself a Pokémon trainer. He even has six Pokémon with him that were, like, part of his team, or something.

Owen shook his head, getting distracted by the expanse of nothingness around him. He reached up and plucked out his horns, sighing with relief when that sense left him.

Ahead, the factory stood with its black sand and slightly murky waters. The building, an eyesore on the ocean, housed the Poké Ball factory. With a few careful wingbeats, Owen descended to the black sand, sinking a bit now that he was so much heavier than his naïve, Charmeleon self. He grimaced at the thought; he almost missed when he had been so proud of himself just to prove that he could keep himself from evolving.

With a discontent churr, Owen continued through the factory until he was in the main bay, claws clacking against the concrete. He swished his tail behind him, brushing against the strange material, so different from the concrete they had in Kilo, perhaps for how old it was. He wondered if these walls were even reinforced with Protect barriers or not. Sure, they weren't as strong as a real Protect, but… Owen almost worried that it would come crashing around him with how old it was.

Nobody was there. "Brandon?" His voice echoed back to him, but that was the only reply he received. He never got to go much further than this last time; he was almost curious what he'd find. Squeezing the horns in his hand reminded him that he had a much easier way to find Brandon.

He snapped them back on and focused. Countless Poké Balls were on the production line, and even more were stored away in rooms just beyond the main one, through passageways that had the doors pulled out of them. Perhaps they used to be mechanical like the ones in Quartz HQ, but due to energy running out, Brandon just knocked them open.

No Brandon, though. He couldn't tell what was inside a Poké Ball, so he just had to hope he didn't hide by capturing himself. Continuing through, he spotted another ruined doorway. He slipped through and entered a hallway that felt just a bit cramped, made with more concrete. It looked like there used to be something on top of this stone, but time had long since worn it away.

He still couldn't find Brandon, but it felt like there was still a lot more of the factory to explore. This hallway led to other rooms that had strange desks too small for Owen; they were made of some odd material that Owen couldn't place at first, but then realized it was like some sort of solid rubber, though it didn't stick the same way rubber did. It was oddly familiar.

Owen blinked several times, walking toward one of the desks. There was an object on top of it, some kind of oblong cube with a black square on one of the sides. It reminded him of an older version of some of the devices used in Kilo for data tracking, especially at the hospital for getting aura readings.

Owen shook his head—he couldn't let himself get so distracted. The hall went on for a while, despite how small it seemed from the outside. Perhaps it was just the largeness of the first room that made these cramped quarters seem so much more twisted and labyrinthine. It felt like another Dungeon, though he didn't see any distortion to suggest as much. It wasn't like it was bigger on the inside. If anything, Emily was the one who seemed a bit too big inside.

The Charizard shuddered at the stray thought. If I keep thinking back to that, I'm gonna have to go back to therapy… Flashes of sitting, cross-legged during one of his old, old lives came to mind, a Hypno helping him practice some mental exercises to suppress his need for battle. Just another fragment of his forgotten lives. He'd always associated that meditation with Rhys and his parents' reinforcement of the same methods. But perhaps they learned it from his therapy?

Every day, he was remembering new things about himself. Yet it still all felt empty.

His parents… his family. They had still gone through that trouble to try to keep his aura in check—and his mind. All that effort and time, and what did he do to repay them? Went off and fled back to Eon. The reason for returning to Eon was unknown to him; thinking rationally, why would he have? Yet it felt so right to return.

"Nnngh!" Owen shook his head violently, trying to literally hurl the invasive ideas from his head. No! He didn't owe them anything. He wasn't about to go crawling back to them just because he felt lost, and confused, and scared, and—

With a loud clank, Owen's snout slammed into a wall. "UGH!" He rubbed his nose, looking at his paws to make sure he didn't wind up drawing blood. Nothing. Still, he could smell cut grass. "Who put this wall here?"

Don't you have Perceive? Amelia chimed in. How do you run into anything?

I—I got distracted, okay?! He rubbed the back of his neck, focusing on his surroundings. Where am I, anyway? I feel like I've been walking for a while and I still can't find Brandon. I kinda feel like I'm snooping around his home…

Isn't… that exactly what—

I know, I know, realized it the second I thought it.

But this time, he could actually feel Brandon's body. He went backward, opening a door that he had missed by a few paces, one of the few doors that actually remained in this facility. There, within one of the old rooms, was a metallic Machoke, slouched over in the corner. Arms crossed and posture unguarded, it seemed like he was asleep.

A low, curious growl escaped Owen's throat, and he lowered his stance as if to mirror Brandon's. In the ambient light of the factory, likely powered by Brandon's Mystic power in the same way Amia powered the Hot Spot mushrooms and lava, Brandon's metal form shined. Owen tilted his head left and right to watch the light's reflection dance on his muscles, and then focused on his closed eyelids. Left, right, the light followed him with the reflection.

Brandon's eyes opened. Instantly, the Machoke yelped and rolled to the side. "GAH!"

Owen squeaked, uncharacteristically high-pitched for his size, and fell on his rear. "S-sorry!"

"C'mon, man, this is my room!" Brandon rubbed his eyes. "Can't a guy save his boss in peace?"

"Sorry, sorry!" Owen repeated. "I just—the light looked really cool on your body."

"Oh, really, well take a good look." Brandon spun around, sticking a thumb back at Owen. "In fact, why don't you bite my shiny—"

"Wow, that's actually really smooth," Owen remarked, tapping his chin with an almost analytical gaze.

Brandon stiffened and turned back around. "Wh—you—that—" He squeezed the air in frustration. Then, he pressed his fingers against his temple, making another loud clang. After a long silence, or at least, it felt long, he breathed out. "Nope. Let's reset. Why are you here?"

"Er, right, uh…" Owen had completely forgotten. "…I'm here… because…" It was really shiny, practically like Gahi. "Oh! Right. Um, so, how filled in are you with what just… happened?"

"What, you mean the wraiths?"

"Wraiths? What? No, about Star."

"I mean, Star was attacked by the wraiths, too. But after that, she headed to your realm to warn you guys about it. Probably also to check up on you—I mean, you know how she worries."

Every word Brandon said made the little pit in his stomach just a bit heavier. "Yeah, er, I don't know a whole lot about those wraith things, but… when Star showed up in the Grass Realm, she actually sort of… tried to kill Eon."

"Eh? She tried to kill Eon? Well, how'd that go?"

"She got Rim and took out her Orb, but not Eon. But then there was this fight in my realm with Zena, Mom, Step, and Manny, and, er, they were fighting Hecto, and—"

"Waaait, wait, wait, wait," Brandon held his arms up. "This sounds like it's gonna be a long conversation. Follow me." He turned around, walking through the halls. "Just try to explain it to me from the beginning. You don't mind if I tell the man upstairs about this?"

"The what?"

"Arceus."

"Oh, uh… I mean, I guess you have to, since, you know, you're under him."

"Yeah. Well, anyway, come on. Start at the very beginning."

Owen nodded, squeezing past the doorway again. "So, a while ago, Eon came to Hot Spot. . ."


No matter how careful the plan, and no matter how many times he had to try again and again, it seemed that a moment was not enough to truly get what he needed.

Nevren spun his silver communicator badge over in his palms, useless now that nobody was talking through them, and returned to inspecting his Revisor next. His spoons floated above him idly for a trivial mental exercise to keep his Psychic abilities sharp.

A moment: ninety seconds. That was the amount of time he could try, over and over—and how far back the humble Revisor allowed him to go back at a time. And then, for ninety seconds, it would have to recharge. Of course, there were imperfections; from the time it took for him to notice the glow, to the time when it was actually pressed, he perhaps lost a few precious fractions of a second, forever out of his reach. It felt tragic, even if the tedium of retrying for the ideal time was occasionally grating. Even his patience had its limits.

And yet, a moment was not enough. A shame, really. Five hundred years washed away by a strange demon of spectral rot. The Ghost Orb housed truly powerful and mysterious spirits for them to go undetected for so long. Had Anam been burdened by it for so long? Yet, something about it felt strange. Spirits did not normally behave that way, especially for them to be tied to one of the friendliest hosts possible. The Ghost Orb should have been a wonderful, whimsical world of hugs and hearts and revolting slime.

Nevren squeezed his eyes shut, briefly recalling the countless times Anam had tried showing some sign of affection toward him. A tackle here, a hug there—each one required a reset, or a long bath if it was unavoidable.

Yet that demon… What happened to James? And Madeline—she had been within Anam the whole time, yet was largely unknown to the others. Surely Anam would have told them… if he could.

Nevren flipped the badge over his palm again, finally slipping it into his bag.

If only he had Dialga by his side. He missed him terribly; he had vague memories of being partners with him almost like Rhys, yet now the only trace of him remaining was the Revisor, a blessed gemstone akin to the one within the Timekeeper's chest.

Time was such a strange thing. He remembered fragments of Dialga's speech about it. The different kinds of travel, all of them troublesome.

Nevren was tempted to click on the Revisor, just because he could, but refrained.

Even after all that persuasion, Dialga only gave him this weak little badge. But he supposed, all things considered, it was justified. Going into the past wouldn't change their present; either it was already set in stone, or they would be modifying a new, split-off world… leaving behind the old one. How did Dialga phrase it?

"I am not going to manage multiple universes, thank you."

Yes, that was it. So instead, he gave a much more controlled form… one that took a lot more divine energy, and therefore couldn't go nearly as far back, but it was a compromise. It was this or nothing; a Badge that wound the universe backwards. Of course, that didn't say anything as far as memories were concerned; for the physical mind, they were wiped. But to the spirit, memories were eternal.

It seemed that those who were created by Mystic power, or those who were Mystic themselves, ran the risk of remembering erased moments. He had to be very careful not to trigger those with Anam. Countless retries had been done just to tiptoe around mistakes done in revisions mere seconds earlier. Technically later, since it had been revised. And then, of course, there was Team Alloy…

There were so many times that he had wished he could have gone back more. And of course, there was the inkling desire to go all the way back to the beginning to stop it all… but that was impossible. He could already hear Dialga's lecture.

"Going back to fix this mess at its inception won't work. Would you cease upon altering the future to the ideal? Yet then, how would you have gone back at all, if there was never a need? Or would it simply make another world, foreign to your home reality? Or would the worlds be somehow linked? Not even I know! I refuse to entertain the notion. Such mechanics are unexplored. I maintain time first, and manipulate it second. And short of time itself stopping, I have no plans to look into the matter. Next topic!"

He always was a fussy one. Celebi would have been better, but with Dialga in the way, her powers, too, were limited. Perhaps it was for the best; the more he theorized, the more he was grateful that he had something much more manageable. With a sigh, Nevren lamented that the stern Timekeeper and the shy Timerider were both gone, just like all the others. He suspected Star had something to do with it, but she had played dumb just like Barky.

Why was it so dark?

Nevren blinked, putting his hand down to realize that he had gone blind. That would be very troublesome. No, that didn't seem right, either; the lights had gone out! He knew he should have installed Luminous Orbs in the caves. Why did Amia turn them all off? She was likely still in the Grass Realm… unless she had been defeated. Where would she have gone from there? Aura sea. That wouldn't have been enough to sever her influence.

This was likely worth investigating.

Nevren got to his feet and carefully navigated around Anam's slimy resting place. Even with the Goodra gone, his essence never quite left. He had a remarkable presence wherever he visited.

Nevren was glad to see a single light source to make the rest of it visible. Why Valle was suddenly as bright as the sun was another question, but perhaps he could ask another time. Nevren cleared his throat. "Has something happened?"

"It has become dark," Valle said.

"I observed as much."

"Where'd the sun go?" Willow said.

"No solar energy source is present: we are in a cave," ADAM reported.

"You know what I mean! Shut up! How come the mushrooms stopped?"

Jerry stammered in his room. "H-hey, whoa, whoa, big guy—"

Of all the alarmed noises, Jerry's caught his attention the most. Anam had gone on a fit and went conversing with the others. Hadn't he stopped in Jerry's home?

And then Anam came shambling out of the building, every step labored and uneven. Shadows swirled deep beneath the surface of his slimy body, visible only occasionally. He clutched his head, staggering down the road and toward the entrance.

Willow hopped several times and sparked with pink mist. "Umm—wait! Be careful about the traps!"

"Traps disabled," ADAM stated.

Anam sniffled, fingers digging into and through his head. "No… no… Amia… n-no…"

So he knew. Nevren quickened his pace, but not before realizing that a few were following him—namely, Demitri and Mispy.

"What's wrong with Anam?" Demitri asked.

"His aura…" Mispy winced, shaking her head. "Horrible…"

"Horrible?" That was a new descriptor. Though, he had to agree; as underdeveloped as his aura sight was with Mystic power alone, any sort of feeling that he got from Anam was… horrible. That was really the only word he had for it. He didn't want to look much longer.

"We're coming with you," Demitri said to Nevren.

Nevren supposed a bit of backup would be useful in case Anam went berserk again; he seemed to generally be calmer when it wasn't just the two of them—and whatever demonic occupant he was harboring.

"Then let's hurry. For someone so labored, he's moving quite fast."

Anam was already halfway to the exit; nobody else followed him, too unnerved by the black radiance that moved through the caverns in waves. Even Nevren wanted to stop, but his concern over Amia and the wellbeing of the others trumped his primal need to stay away.

Anam pushed weakly against the boulder that blocked the exit, digging his fingers against bumps and ridges along the edge. "Stop… stop…"

"Anam?" Nevren asked.

"St-stay away!" Anam begged, turning a single, void-black eye toward them.

Mispy flinched, swatting at the air in front of her as if Anam's very stare had assaulted her. Demitri hid behind Mispy, but then pointed worriedly at the ground. "L-look!"

The ground beneath Anam, where his slime touched, was melting. The very rocks were melting into a black dust, which in turn mixed with his slime to form a thick mud. It reminded Nevren of Rotwood Fen…

"I need to get out… I need to get out…"

Nevren stepped forward. "Anam, do you need me to help you?" He held his hand forward, though he had another hand on his Revisor. "Anam, please, can you tell me what's wrong? Are you… having trouble controlling your spirits? Your Ghostly powers have been—"

"Please… go away… I can't…"

Nevren didn't need a Revisor to know that it would be unwise to approach Anam in his current state. But there were a number of things he could try, right? Perhaps he could try mending Anam's mind a bit. Perhaps the sudden stress of instability caused his sprits to rebel against him? But then, Anam could turn around and kill him… No, Anam wouldn't do that.

His spirits might, though, particularly—ah.

"Anam, where's James?"

Anam shuddered, pressing his gooey form against the boulder. Darkness seeped into the rocks; it fell away instantly, becoming a pile of blackened dust. Evening light streamed through the hole left behind, which Anam walked through. Mispy tentatively prodded at some of the dust; her vines rotted slightly upon contact.

"Evening already," Nevren commented, but then used a Psychic blast to get rid of some of the black dust. When that wasn't enough, he held his hand forward and created a small, glowing bridge over the disintegrated boulders. "Come, let's go," he said. "Anam!"

The Goodra kept shambling, aimless, until he suddenly clutched at his head and moaned, falling to the ground. His head spattered against the dirt, blackness killing all grass within two steps of him, and steadily spread like a puddle of death. His arms and legs twitched weakly; he curled and uncurled his horns in pain.

"Anam…" Nevren said carefully. "Is there anything I can—"

Demitri gasped, pointing at the sky. "What—what's—"

Above Hot Spot's rocky hill, the evening sky was gone. In its place was a swirling vortex of purple clouds and nothing but empty darkness in the center.






78. Leaders and Followers


Chapter 71 – Leaders and Followers

The Fighting Realm always amused Star. It was comprised of several, gigantic rooms, each one big enough to fly in for even the largest Pokémon. Luminous Orbs dotted the ceiling to keep things bright and several strange machines lined the room. Similar strange devices filled Kilo Village in certain areas to help Pokémon train—extra-durable sandbags, treadmills, heavy weights, metal bars, even stairways that seemed to go on forever.

Manny called it his personal fitness center.

With Manny, Azu, Verd, Roh, and Yen out, though, Star had to look for another familiar face instead. The only ones that she could think of were Doll or Elbee. Where did they usually work out?

Countless Pokémon utilized the machines, all of them muscular, lithe, or fit as any Pokémon that Star could ever see. Mutant spirits and normal spirits alike exercised together, and for just a moment, Star smiled slightly. If there was one thing she could appreciate, it was their attention to fitness.

…Even if, as spirits, it hardly mattered. The most it would have was an effect on their perseverance, Star figured; somehow, this helped them, though she never asked Manny how, or why. Perhaps it was just one of those odd things he liked to do.

Rectangular screens hung from the ceiling near the corners for easy viewing, depicting another part of the Fighting Realm—an arena, where two Pokémon sparred with one another.

A wistful sigh was all that accompanied her vacant expression for a moment, lasting long enough for one of the nearby Pokémon to tap her on the shoulder. "Are you alright?"

"A-ah! Oh! Hi! Sorry." Star shook her head, turning around. "I'm actually looking for—oh! I was looking for you!"

Standing behind Star was a Cacturne, frowning with concern. "Is something going on? Where's Manny?"

"He should be fine. But I've come here to warn the others. I went over to try to see Owen, first, but some things came up, and—look, I just need to take over Manny's body for a second. That alright? He can pull me out when he's back, but I need to take over the way Yen usually does."

"Hrmm… well, alright." She still didn't seem convinced, but Star couldn't blame her. Their Guardian was gone for longer than he should have been. A pang of anger surged through her—she told them not to leave their realms. Not only did it weaken their bodies, but Hecto might have had trouble bringing them back. Just like Amia… whatever happened to her.

Star, getting distracted again, earned a worried prod from Doll.

"H-huh? Oh, sorry. I think I'll head to his Core now, so—"

"Doll!" a Samurott called, marching over. "What's Star doing over?" A flash of concern, and then she drew from her foreleg one of her blades. "Is Manny okay? Who do I have to fight?"

"No, no, nothing like that," Star quickly said, raising her paws.

She reluctantly sheathed her blade.

"Good to see you. Yeah, I just need to go to Manny's Core for a second and take over. I gotta relay a message to the others, and fast."

By now, various other fitness enthusiasts of the realm had taken a break on their exercise regimen to listen in on the conversation. Star, realizing that if she took any longer, there'd be a danger of Step and the others getting to them first, flew past both of them. "Core's in the same spot, right?"

"W-wait, hang on!" Doll shouted; the Cacturne and Samurott ran after, and then beside Star. "What exactly is happening? Manny said for us to guard the place, so what for?"

"Probably from the wraiths," Star said.

"The—w-wait, those things are back?" Doll's thorns glowed. "But I thought Anam sealed them off from appearing in Dungeons again?"

"They're appearing in Aether Forest, now."

Elbee looked ready to draw her blades again as if one could be right around the corner. "But Aether Forest can go right to here."

"Exactly. That's why I need to warn the others, and I kinda want to minimize my connections or time. I knew you guys would let me through quick, alright? The others are kinda flakey."

"Yeah, a little, but to be fair…"

"I know, I know, look, I'm trying to fix things, alright? Didn't think Eon would go nuts like this and actually make this move to take Owen."

Even more turns, Star passing by mutant after mutant. She shuddered slightly at the sight—at least they were behaving normally here. "How has the adjustment to having a bunch of Synthetics here gone?"

"Oh, they're wonderful. Most of them are like kids." Doll sighed. "If I wasn't so prickly, I'd hug them."

"You could always try a different body," Elbee said.

"Well, maybe I like my original body. I don't see you changing, hmm?"

"Hmph!"

The next room was devoid of exercise equipment; instead, amid the wooden floor and concrete walls, there was a glowing ball of light floating in the middle.

"Thanks, guys. If this goes well, I'll just be in and out, alright?"

Star flew toward the Core, its radiance bright enough that she had to squint. But before she could enter it, she sensed a new presence behind her. Curiosity got the better of her and she glanced back, only to see a blue ember fly past her and into the Core.

"Eh?"

"Must have been the loser of one of the arena matches," Elbee said, raising her blade. "I have one of the best win-lose ratios out of all the spirits here! …Second to Yen."

"I thought Roh, Azu, and Verd were the strongest spirits?" Star said.

"They're the strongest to summon at full power, but in here, the three of us are way better, if you want my opinion."

"Right, forgot…" But something still troubled Star—and her worries were confirmed when a second ember came flying by her, and then a third. "Is… is that normal?"

Elbee and Doll both shook their heads. "We'll check it out."

"Be careful," Star said. She desperately hoped it wasn't the wraiths—cold terror gripped her heart—but that just meant she had to warn the others even faster. Star dove into the Core.

Manny's body's eyes shot open. It took its first breath in quite a while, moved stiff muscles, and finally struggled to its feet.

"Wh-whoa, whoa—!"

Star fell on her back, glad that her tail at least turned sideways to keep from bending badly. "Ugh—tall body, not used to that. Can't I just float?"

The Mew, possessing Manny's empty body, wobbled forward, taking a few seconds to get used to it. Oh, come on, I know Transform! This shouldn't be a problem! Then again, being alive was also something she wasn't used to, even if this was just some ghostly imitation of it. To suddenly have to worry about gravity instead of allowing it to affect her in the spirit realm, let alone how big and bulky Manny's body was… If she hadn't been busy trying to take down the Hunters, she would have appreciated it more while she had inhabited Owen's body.

Thankfully, her Lucario instincts took over, and walking settled into a basic routine. She took a few tentative steps through Manny's room and into the main caverns. Now, she was trying to get used to the feeling of her new set of teeth, her differently-shaped mouth, her fur, her spikes… It was one thing to transform, but it was another to wake up in a different body.

A small smirk curled at the corner of her muzzle at that thought and she looked at her paws. That was ironic.

Star shook her head—she had to focus. Where were the others? And why was it so dark? The answer immediately crossed her mind—if Manny was meditating in Hot Spot, and Amia was missing, and the mushrooms glowed…

The pit in her stomach grew. Hopefully Hecto just missed her—she's probably waiting across the aura sea, right? That would've ended Amia's influence, too. They just had to be more careful.

"Hey!" Star shouted. "How's everything going?" She walked toward the only light left in Hot Spot. The golden glow in the center of town suggested it was usually where Valle stood, but since when could he glow? She supposed if he needed to see something in his old cave, he'd probably need that power, though; Valle didn't seem particularly skilled at aura sight.

It was indeed Valle, the Shiftry statue glowing brighter than the mushrooms that usually speckled the caverns. "Hey, uh, nice fashion statement."

"Why is it so surprising that I can glow? I can. It is not remarkable."

Star held up her paws noncombatively, then squinted to see that most of the others gathered when she had called for them. "Hey, so, what's going on?"

"Amia's influence over Hot Spot has faded. I fear the worst."

Willow hopped several feet into the air. "Everything went dark and then Anam started to freak out!"

Star's suspicions confirmed, she could only hope that Hecto would find Amia across the aura sea soon. But whether it was some sort of Psychic premonition or just a gut feeling, she had a feeling he wouldn't. "What? Anam? Is he afraid of the dark?"

"He kept saying, dark, dark, oooh." Willow growled, making her voice as deep as possible, which was just barely enough to match Anam's childish cheer.

The crowd of Hot Spot slowly gathered. Jerry and Enet left the former's building; Willow hopped onto Star's forehead, prodding her skull inquisitively.

"Manny, where did Rhys go? Will he be back soon?" Elder asked, resting his shell next to Valle.

"Eh—he'll be back soon. There was a real bad fight against… yeah."

"Manny's speech patterns are irregular," ADAM reported.

"Oh—no, no, sorry, I'm Star. Manny is still coming back. I wanted to get over here to warn you guys about something going on—listen. Keep a close eye on your spirit realms, alright? There are these weird, black creatures—kinda blob-shaped, but sometimes they take other forms—we call them wraiths. They used to show up a long time ago in Dungeons before Anam blessed them, but for some reason they're showing up again."

"Wraiths…" Elder shuddered, looking down. "That can't be."

"What are they?" Willow asked.

"I don't know," Star said. "They just… appear. I don't know how—"

"How can you not know?" Jerry spoke up, narrowing his eyes. "You literally created life. How can you not know something that lives in—"

"I don't know, okay?!" Star hissed, squeezing her paws. Her aura sensors sprang up; she closed her eyes and tried to breathe. "Sorry, sorry. I… I really don't know. I wish I did."

If she knew what these wraiths were, it would be a lot easier to take them down. Instead, they had to deal with the Hunters, these wraiths, and now Step!

Ah, Step! "R-right, um, about that. So, I found out that you guys decided to go on a little rescue mission for Owen through the spirit realm, right?"

"Yeah, we sent Step, Rhys, Manny—"

"Yeah, I know, I know. So, here's the—"

"Why is it so dark?!"

The thundering voice could only be the mate of the former Electric Guardian. And in an instant, that icy pit in Star's stomach became colder than the realm that Aggron now controlled. She ran out of time.

"Step! You're back!" Willow hopped off of Star's head and landed on Valle, waving her tiny arm to get her attention. "How about the others?"

The icy Aggron huffed irritably. "They will be back soon, but I need to warn you about the wraiths. They are invading our world. The Fire Realm is already overrun; I had to take Alex to ours instead." She pushed her hand forward, hurling a blue ember.

It coalesced into a Hydreigon, shivering and wrapping his arms around his body. "S-so… c-cold…"

"He is staying temporarily until we can sort this. Amia was defeated, and I doubt Star would be merciful toward her."

"W-wait, what?" Star spoke up. "I wouldn't—"

Star realized her mistake too late and wished she had the ability to turn back time. Step's eyes widened in silence. The air became cold, frost forming on the tips of Star's fur. A thin layer of ice masked Valle's face, making his glowing body glisten. Step held a palm out, cold energy concentrating at the center. "You possess Owen, and now you steal Manny's body next?!"

"W-wait! Wait, wait, no, that's not—"

The icy sphere flashed.

"HEY!"

Step blinked, glancing to the voice. Step's gathered energy faltered, just short of firing.

Jerry crossed his wings and tapped his foot on the ground. "Quit it. I thought you were supposed to be the sane one. And then you go off attacking everyone you see the second they don't behave the right way. First that Espurr, then Owen, and now the stupid god. And you know what? You keep making it more messed up! Let her talk. We can beat her up after."

Step glared icily at the Aerodactyl. The energy in her palm shifted; instead, she lobbed three more embers, forming her family of frozen Kommo-o. She puffed a bit of frost in the air, some of the resulting mist collecting on top of Willow. "When we arrived at the Grass realm, Hecto and Star were there. We had to battle them to free Owen from Star's control; she stole his body."

Star shook her head immediately. "Now, h-hang on, that's not what happened. When I showed up there, Owen and Eon were talking, yeah, but Eon could've brainwashed him at any second. Do you have any idea how susceptible he is to the guy?"

"We know," Step said. "But we never said that we would want Owen to be under the control of a suspicious god, either. We should have known that Star would take advantage of how easily his mind sways to command. Of course a mutant would want to take commands from a leader."

"I was literally just trying to end this Hunter war!" Star shouted, slamming her fist in the air. ADAM nervously twitched and hid behind Valle, muttering something about fear levels rising. "If you guys just let me control Owen, I would have taken Eon's Orbs, then Rim's Orb, and then we'd be done."

"You never considered telling us this plan?" Step said. "It's quite obvious that you kept it hidden because you knew we wouldn't be very happy with you controlling us."

"No, I never said anything because Owen is fiercely loyal to Eon and doesn't want to admit it!" Star rubbed her head. "Look—Owen was supposed to be the key to all of this. He's the one person on our side that Eon can't fight, even before that flimsy wishy-washy Promise. If we could just get him strong enough, it'd be a sure shot to beating him."

"Oh? And what of the rest of Team Alloy, hm?" Step said. "Why is Owen always the one guarded so specifically?"

Star hesitated. "Owen's—special to Eon. He was his first. If we could just use that to our advantage…"

Jerry snorted. "And yet Owen wants to do this peacefully, so that's why you tried to pull a fast one on him."

"Step!" Star clutched her forehead, ignoring Jerry. "I thought you of all people would've been fine with this. Isn't this what you always wanted?"

Step glared. "Secrecy only brings distrust, especially from you. What if you kept Owen's body after Eon was down? What if you stole all of their Hands?"

"If I wanted your Hands, and I could do that, I'd've done it already. Seriously? I've already been over this with you; we can't get the Orbs by design. I can't truly claim anything; it'd go to Owen, or something, and—"

"And then you'd control him."

"NO!" Star roared, paws crackling with an unstable mixture of blue aura and gold light. She took a deep breath, trying to keep calm.

Step didn't stop her glare, nor did the rest of her family. Alex meekly floated near Valle, drawn to the light, and mumbled. "Amia… where are you…?"

That snapped Star out of her fervor. She blinked for a moment, the crackling of her paws subsiding. "Alex… I—I'm sorry. I'm really sorry. Hecto's searching for her now, alright? In all the chaos, we must've lost her and she drifted across the aura sea. That'd explain why her influence here died out; she just left our plane completely. It's—er—it's fine! Cent, Kana, you know it's fine, right?"

The two Kommo-o sisters slackened their crossed arms. Kana nodded reluctantly. "I guess if she just wound up there, it's fine."

"I'll believe it when she actually follows through on her words." Step glanced at Ra. "What do you think?"

"As far as I'm concerned," the largest Kommo-o stated, "I don't want to feel even an iota of Star's presence until Amia is returned."

"O-okay, okay. I'll get her back." Hecto, did you find her yet? …Oh, right, he'd be across the aura sea…

She couldn't contact someone directly if they were beyond the sea—not without going there herself, and she couldn't afford to do that.

Another Hecto responded instead. I have not received word from my fragments across the sea, no. And I have not seen any sign of her in any other realms. Patience.

Okay, thanks.

Star shook her head. "Sorry. No word yet."

"Then we will not speak." Step glared at the others. "Are we in agreement?"

"Pff, like I care." Jerry shrugged, looking off. "If she wants to talk, fine. But I'm going back to my room."

"I'm going back to Rhys." Elder wobbled away, puffing a small plume of smoke. "When he wakes up, I want him to have some warm comfort."

"I'm going to inspect my realm and make sure we are ready for any strange wraith attacks," Step said. "I recommend you all do the same."

"You guys should probably lock your Orb realms if you haven't already," Star said. "It'll cut you off from Aether Forest, but at least nothing outside can force their way in if they don't have any Hands to try. In other words, wraiths."

"Hmph. Finally, something sensible."

"But—but—but it's terribly cold in there," Alex protested weakly. "I—I'd rather not go back there."

"You can temporarily become an Ice spirit, if you wish," Step offered. "Otherwise, remain summoned. It is no trouble to me." She looked to her family next.

"We're gonna scout the realm and make sure no wraiths sneaked in while we were away," Ra said. "Cent, Kana? Would you like to help, or would you like to return home?"

"Like I'm stepping across the sea after that?" Kana shook her head. "I'll wait until this clears up before I go back."

"Me, too. My mate'll understand. I already filled him in, so maybe he'll just think it's a big fight or something."

"I mean, it kinda is," Star said, but the Ice spirits and Guardian completely ignored her.

Slowly, the group departed, leaving Star in the middle of the cave with Valle and ADAM. She sighed, sitting down with her knees to her chest. The silence was uncomfortable, but what else could she do? What was she going to do? They never trusted her. She was just fooling herself into thinking they'd listen to—what did Eon call it—her silver tongue? As if. All they ever did was glare at her when she wasn't looking; she knew it. This only confirmed it.

"I guess I'll just wait for everyone to come back." She looked up. "Hey, Valle? Where's Nevren and Anam?"

"Anam wandered outside to get some air. Nevren followed."

"Oh, okay."

"I sense darkness in Anam."

Star nodded idly, playing with a bit of fur on her knees. Wait. "Uh, what?" She glanced at the glowing statue.

ADAM buzzed, twirling his head. "Walking patterns irregular: Anam demonstrated agitated behavior shortly after the lights of Hot Spot dimmed. Conclusion: he is afraid of the dark."

"No, no, Valle, what did you say? Darkness in Anam? What're you even talking about? I mean, he's a little weird, and he has the Ghost Orb and all their, uh, quirks, but—"

"I do not know. But his aura… of what I can feel when he walked past me. It was not normal."

Star watched the ground, eyeing her own shadow. "Anam…" She sighed, unsure what it meant, but… Hecto, can you send one of your copies to find Anam and Nevren? Tell them to come to me. I want to see something.

And with that, Star sat next to Valle again, looking up at the Shiftry statue. For being the weakest Guardian, Valle seemed very composed in all of this. She was surprised he could sense Anam's aura at all. Compared to everyone else, Valle's energy was incredibly weak. Yet… "You're… you come off as wiser than you let on, sometimes."

"There is a lot to learn when you stand still and observe."

Star suppressed a laugh. "That kinda sounds like Hecto. He's sort of an observer by nature, likes to oversee things."

"A fine philosophy for a god, or her disciple."

Star blinked, looking up. "What?"

"It is of my opinion that the divine need not interfere with mortals on a daily basis for grand miracles. We should be away and let them forge their own path. Do you not agree?"

"I—I don't, sorry," Star said automatically. "I've saved way too many people in the past with my power to say it isn't worth it."

"Mm. In the past."

Star tensed, squeezing her paw pads. Where was this talk coming from—Valle, of all people?! The guy didn't even move. Could he even move? Barely. And now she was getting a lecture from him about how to use divine power—like he knew. Star snorted, looking down.

"You're defiant."

Star growled, tucking her knees against her chest. "I just want to help."

"We all do. But you should not fill a bowl with a waterfall."

Nothing came from the possessed Lucario but a little grunt. "Just go into your Realm already, make sure the wraiths aren't coming your way."

"They are not."

To that, Star uncurled her legs and leaned back on a pillow of Psychic energy, wincing at the odd feeling it had against her Fighter body. She used her arms instead, but then accidentally jabbed one of her spikes into her other palm. "Gah—Why did I give these guys those spikes?"

"Your design choices are questionable."

"Oh, shove it." Star puffed out her cheeks, looking away.

Thunder boomed outside. Star furrowed her brow; it had been a while since this part of Kilo had a thunderstorm. As a god, it was silly for her to be superstitious… but by the time the second boom shook the cave, though, the sinking feeling in her chest became too powerful to ignore.


"Wow. We missed a lot." Brandon let out an amused snort.

Owen sat in the middle of the factory, finishing his recital of everything he knew about what had happened. He had started with Eon's promise, explaining his ability to stop time—something that Brandon had been very curious about.

So, a bit of Dialga's blessing had remained after all, did it? Brandon had wondered if anything had been left behind. Did Eon know what happened to him? What about Palkia and the others? Still, with how quickly Owen had gone over it, it didn't seem like he knew anything more.

Then, Owen went over his trip into Quartz HQ, his trip through the halls, dinner, and then Star abruptly taking over. Brandon's metallic brows raised at that one. It didn't sound like Star at all… Then again, getting so close to Eon when he was so vulnerable was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Owen would have a much easier time getting rid of Star the next time she tried that, if she was ever allowed back in the realm in the first place. Was she really that impatient and desperate to take Eon out that she didn't even want to risk Owen falling in line with him?

…No, that was reasonable. After all, Eon and Owen used to be partners. That was a bond that might not have been broken, even after all this time.

Finally, Owen went over her defeat, what happened afterward between himself and Amelia, and then what Klent had informed him of Eon and the aftermath of the mutants. When he was finally finished, Owen let out a slow sigh. His hands trembled and Brandon had a good idea why. It sounded like a lot to happen over only a few hours; no doubt, it had finally crashed down onto him the gravity of what had happened. They were working under Star, tenuous as their relationship was, and perhaps they thought that they'd be able to break things off with her later, rather than have Star get the jump on them.

"I just… I don't get it. Eon wasn't going to control me. The second he even hesitated to try, I saw it coming, and he immediately felt horrible for it. He wouldn't have… He made that Promise!"

Brandon rolled his eyes. "Yeah, that definitely seems like something Eon would do."

"What do you mean?" Owen raised his voice defensively.

"Hey, hey, calm down." Brandon raised a hand. "I'm saying that I think your call on Eon was right. Trust me, the last thing Eon would want to do in the long term is control you."

"Controls everyone else…"

"Does he, though?" Brandon asked, tilting his head. "Sounds to me more like he just has a bunch of mutant Pokémon that he raised as family. Sure, he doesn't control them, but they definitely, you know…"

"Obey his every command willingly. Yeah, I think that's worse." Owen crossed his arms, staring at Brandon with a steely glare.

Brandon locked eyes with him, but then finally broke it to rub his forehead. "Alright, kid. Lay it out for me. I know you didn't just come here to give me the full report on how Star destroyed every iota of your trust. Why did you come here, to me, of all people, instead of home where your folks are?"

Brandon continued to stare at the ceiling, waiting for some sentimental reason. After all, what else would there be? 'Oh, Brandon, I just don't know how Eon could have done this!' Or perhaps, 'Oh, Brandon, Star is such a jerk, I'm never inviting her again!' Another possibility, 'Oh, Brandon, I'm sorry for disobeying Arceus!' Brandon hummed, wondering if that really was the reason he was here. Boss definitely would want to hear about that.

You listening to all this, right? Brandon called.

I am.

By the way, how's Rhys?

I sent him on his way. Aramé is escorting him back to his tiny pocket in the spirit world. He should be fine; wraiths cannot reach him like they can with an Orb realm. 

All this time, Brandon listened for Owen to say something, but nothing came. With a mild burst of concern, Brandon tilted his head forward to get a look at Owen again.

"Uh—you alright?"

Owen's face was screwed up in a deep, terrified frown, tears streaming off of his leafy cheeks and onto the ground.

"H-hey, hey, c'mon, what's going on?" Brandon's trainer instincts flared up. It had been ages since he'd been one, yet they were front and center instantly; he sprang to his feet and knelt by Owen, holding his shoulder.

"Wh-who d-do I trust anymore?" Owen blubbered, sniffling loudly.

"What do you mean, who do you trust? C'mon, don't talk crazy. You've got a whole family at home." Frantically, Brandon rubbed at Owen's shoulders, taking slow, steady breaths so his anxiety didn't transfer into Owen.

"D-do I, though?" Owen squeaked. "Or is that just my instincts? M-my—my need to f-follow someone? Th-they never listen to me. They just t-tell me what to do, and they think they know what's best f-for me, and… a-and I thought they were right! But look where it got me! L-look at… look at all of this…!"

He hiccupped, swallowing spit. The Charizard sniffled again and rubbed his eyes, then his nose, and then hiccupped again.

This kid was a total mess, but Brandon couldn't blame him for a second. He shook Owen's shoulder. "Hey, hey, let it out." He went from a kneel to a sitting position beside him. Owen immediately took advantage of it, leaning against Brandon—the floral Charizard seemed a lot larger than he was with their current stances, but Brandon worked with what he could. He wrapped an arm around Owen's back, rubbing near the base of his wings.

Owen whimpered and moaned for a while, trembling.

From what he knew, Owen was usually talkative. To see him completely wordless and shaking… This one must have really pushed him over the edge. The Machoke squeezed his fists, trying to think of a way that he could help; did Charizard behavioral knowledge help here? He wasn't familiar enough with the species to find out anyway.

Brandon let Owen calm himself for a bit longer. "Hey, buddy, do you need anything?"

"N-no, I'm okay."

"Sure, sure." Brandon wound up rubbing Owen's nearest shoulder anyway. Despite everything, it seemed to calm him down, though Brandon was careful not to squeeze too hard thanks to his Steel body.

Oh, he should probably change that.

Like little metal flakes fluttering in the wind, Brandon's body lost its sheen and went to its normal, purple colors. Owen either didn't notice or didn't mind.

"It's like I'm just… supposed to be following somebody. It's in my gut. I can't get rid of that feeling. I—I hate it. I'm s-sick of people leading me somewhere, but I don't… I don't know where to go if they don't point me somewhere!"

Brandon said nothing, instead taking the time to pat his shoulder and press near the top of where Owen's wings met his back. It seemed to help calm the Charizard down enough to speak coherently again, so he kept going.

It sounds like he needs new leadership, Barky said to Brandon. Brandon's left eye twitched. Really, now? Was he really focused on trying to win Owen over, now? Sure, maybe it was opportune, but… This could be the perfect opportunity to get him on our side.

Hey, you know what? Lay off. Brandon glanced up, hoping Owen didn't notice, and then returned to massaging Owen's tense shoulders next. By now Brandon was on his feet to do so, thinking back to when his Salamence needed similar relaxation after a tough loss.

Excuse me? Barky growled. Are you forgetting who you're talking to?

No, because you just reminded me. Lay off. Owen doesn't need that right now when he's so vulnerable.

We can give him exactly the sort of direction that—

No. I don't think you get it. I'm doing what I know, and you aren't going to tell me otherwise. If you want to know why, go ask Star. At least she knows how her creations tick.

Brandon felt Barky's rage at that last remark, but he didn't apologize. Instead, he refocused on Owen, who was talking again.

"Even now, what's the first thing I did, even after all that? I started thinking about who to see again, or who to see instead. I went right to you, thinking you'd be able to tell me about how to pick a good leader, or something. And not if I could've just… done what I wanted." Owen rubbed his forehead, laughing. "I can't fight it, can I?"

Hey! Let me out!

Brandon blinked, looking up. Zeke? Still, he complied, holding his hand forward.

Owen gave Brandon a curious look through his tears, sniffling. "What're you doing?"

"One of my partners wants to talk to you. We go way back—his name's Zeke."

The ember coalesced from blue to red, standing above the two of them. "Hey," the Blaziken said. He took a single stride with his long legs before going to a squat, resting his two hands between them. He tilted his head, letting out a curious chirp.

Owen just sniffed, returning his chirp with a chirp of his own.

Zeke nodded, sitting down and crossing his legs. He paused—Brandon figured he was trying to remember how to speak, since Zeke wasn't a native speaker of their language. "I know how you feel, if you want any help. It's actually something that Pokémon like us can really relate to."

Brandon blinked, but then suddenly slapped his forehead. "Ohh, of course!" he shouted, but then suddenly lowered his hand. He should have known that Eon would… "Owen… you're… oh, why didn't I realize he'd've—yeah. Yeah, that makes sense, Zeke. Good call."

Zeke chirped again, puffing out his chest. "I did it!"

Owen laughed, breaking into a little smile, but Brandon wasn't sure why. All they did was say they knew what was wrong with him.

"So, it's normal? Or it's known? Is it something that you can treat?" Owen asked.

"Well, it's something you can understand, at least," Brandon said. He took a few seconds to decide what the best mode of delivery would be, but eventually settled on the direct route. Owen was probably sick of riddles. He deserved the truth, or at least as much as he could hear. "Owen… you have a feral brain."

He let that one sink in, first. Owen blinked several times at it, processing the concept. Brandon squeezed his arm, thinking about how to go about this.

Barky's voice echoed in a growl. Brandon… tread lightly. You know that this line of questioning is bumping up against a Decree.

Yeah, yeah, I know. I don't want him to just forget what I say. But he deserves to at least come to terms with it. Maybe he'll work it out better, get us some brownie points.

Are you sure this is the right thing to do?

Owen was mistreated. No matter how smart he is, he's still…

Just be careful. One day, he might remember; I don't know what happened when Star took over his body. She could have made him immune to the Decree.

Immune to the…? 

And, very briefly, Brandon's eyes widened. It was enough that Owen glanced at him, squinting. "Something wrong? Oh—you must be talking to Barky."

"Oh—yeah, sorry."

"What's he telling you?"

"Uh—" Curse that Perceive of his. "Nothing important."

Everything I say is importan—

"He's just blowing steam from his big head, is all." Brandon shrugged.

You are treading on thin ice.

Go have a candy bar.

"Are you guys… fighting?" Owen said. "But he's… Arceus."

Zeke chirped again. "Brandon and Arceus butt heads sometimes, but that's because Arceus still respects Brandon enough to understand when he doesn't agree."

Brandon clicked his tongue thoughtfully. "Yeah, which is sorta something you should think about, Owen."

The Charizard scratched his chin, letting out a confused growl. "I'm still trying to think about what you mean by calling me feral. I'm… not feral. I'm nothing like Enet. I—I mean, no offense to Enet, but… she and I don't act the same at all."

"Yeah, you don't. You were raised civilized for a long time. But at your core… the way Eon made you… you've got a feral mind. And there are some instincts that come with it."

"Not just feral," Zeke said, looking at Brandon. "Feral Charizard aren't the way he is. It's something else. He's like me."

"Yeah." Brandon sighed, rubbing the back of his head. "Owen, you're… domesticated."

"I'm… what?" Owen said, wings drooping already. "Domesticated… but that's… those are the things that you do to ferals in farms…"

"Not always," Brandon said. "But a domestic mind like you—you have a tendency to be docile, and you're happy to follow orders, and maybe you have trouble… doing things on your own. Like there's a nagging feeling that you might not be doing something right if you step out and do something you want. You looked up to Amia, or Eon, or even Anam. That's natural. But then… I dunno. Does that make sense? Maybe it was how you were raised, or maybe it's just an instinct, but… that's how you are."

Owen's eyes were glazed over, lost in his own head. Brandon hummed, hoping he didn't say too much all at once.

But then, Owen smiled, though there was a hint of bitterness in it. "So, Eon made me this way because he wanted me to be obedient."

There it was. Brandon knew that he could've easily said nothing here. And if he said nothing, there would be no chance that Owen would want to be with Eon again, ever. Eon made Owen domestic. Eon wanted a follower and a soldier. A living weapon, happy to do as Eon commanded. That was the narrative.

Brandon, don't do it.

He could say nothing. But that wasn't the truth. And seeing Owen there, sniffling, alone, confused, without any idea what he was supposed to do with himself—in over his head, way over his head. And he was supposed to lie?

…Screw off.

"No," Brandon said. "I don't think that's what Eon wanted."

Brandon. Do NOT.

This is the hill that I'm gonna die on, Boss. Don't push me, or I'll tell him even more.

Barky growled—no, he was seething, now—but his silence meant that Brandon had won. And he should at least hold up his own side of the bargain.

"Eon still cares deeply about you."

And to this, Owen looked up at Brandon with stunned, wide eyes.

The Steel Guardian continued. "If you just talked to him, maybe when things have calmed down, you might still be able to convince him to give this all up peacefully. We can end the Hunters, we can figure out what to do with the Orbs, and then we can just live in peace. It's not too late. Besides, you know what? We have bigger problems to look into right now. Do you know about the wraiths?"

Brandon figured the pause that came after was from Owen still trying to process the fact that a member of the Trinity just defended Eon. But eventually, the domesticated Charizard replied. "The wraiths… I know a little bit, kinda. I heard some of Star's thoughts while I was, uh, under her control, sorta. But it was all frantic and scrambled, so…"

"That's something we need to put our heads together for. The Trinity, Star's minions, and even the Hunters. I don't think any of us want to deal with that, so maybe if we cooperate, we'll be able to work out our differences along the way. Fair?"

Zeke chirped again. "Yeah! Let's make a little vow about it." The Blaziken spat an ember onto his talons and held it forward.

Owen tilted his head again. "What's this?"

"I dunno! It's something Brandon does! He calls it a fist-bump!"

"Oh, I know about those!" Owen perked up. "Sure!" He breathed a flame onto his fist. Then, the Blaziken and Charizard punched together, just a little knock, where the two flames intertwined and spun into a tiny tornado above their arms. Brandon saw the embers' lights reflect off of their eyes.

"Are you gonna do the vow, too?" Zeke asked Brandon.

"Uhh—" Brandon glanced worriedly at their fists. "Let's say I did but without the fire stuff. I think I've been Steel for too long to want to actually, you know, do that."

Owen smiled, but then looked down. "Yeah…"

Brandon tilted his head. "Something bothering you still, I take it."

The feral-minded Charizard winced. "Was it that obvious?"

"C'mon, Owen. I used to be a trainer. Being in tune with Pokémon is kinda my thing."

That earned a weak smile, but he looked down again, tapping his claws together in thought. Brandon couldn't hide his small grin. He was already trying to think for himself, in a way. Good.

"I… I just wanted to talk about one last thing, actually. But—But I don't know if you'd be any help or not, you know?"

Brandon puffed out his chest. "I bet I'll be a help. C'mon, tell me what you've got. I can take anything!"

"I just wanted to talk about Zena."

After a short, delayed reaction, Brandon's shouldered barely sagged. Despite everything, after all this philosophy, the existential crises, the various factions and truths and narratives, this was somehow the most difficult subject that kid could have thought of.

Relationships.






79. Water and Fire


Chapter 72 – Water and Fire

Zena's realm was entirely underwater, complete with bubbly sea beds and rich, colorful reefs of coral. An undersea cavern lined with red and pinkish polyps marked their entrance into the Water Realm, opening into a shimmering field of white sand and dark green seaweed. Few spirits lived here, though those that did peeked out and watched Zena's return.

Ever since she'd come to Hot Spot, things felt a lot more cheerful and much less gloomy in the Water Realm. Even the shimmer of the water's surface seemed brighter. Zena propelled herself out of the cavern first and looked back. "I want to thank you for escorting me, Man—er… Manny?"

Manny's eyes were wide, paws covering his mouth in shock.

"Ah. I forgot. You should be able to breathe here, Manny, if you… simply think to do so."

Manny gave Zena an incredulous look, a few bubbles escaping his snout. Behind him, Azu proudly beat his chest, smiling triumphantly at being in an environment that favored his Watery side. Verd, meanwhile, was rolling his eyes at Roh, who was flailing in dramatic, agonizing pain, the flames on his head and tail bubbling in the water. They eventually went out, and the Infernape turned belly-up, motionless and dead.

The Chesnaught jabbed Roh on the side. The fiery fighter puffed out a plume of hot air and flailed again, glaring at Verd. In response, he pointed at Zena; after following the claw, Roh shook his head and gave a polite bow.

She had to admit—it was odd to see an Infernape without their fire. He almost seemed… bald. "I suppose you're all a bit out of your elements."

Azu shook his head emphatically and opened his mouth. Huge air bubbles escaped him in a rhythm that could only suggest laughter.

Yen, behind them all, shook his head, eyes lowered.

"Well, I won't keep you," Zena said. "I can handle myself from here. Return to your realm; I have… a few things that I want to do."

Manny and the Fighters tilted their heads.

"Do you have an idea where Owen may have gone? I have my doubts about him returning to Hot Spot so soon, the way he was… but I also don't think he'd remain with Eon. Surely he'd…"

To this, they could only reply with pensive frowns.

Zena smiled sadly. "Well, I will figure it out. Thank you. Please, we can talk again in the living world."

They all nodded—Roh the most enthusiastic—and spun around to return into the cavern that they had entered from. Zena flew through the water, making little conversation with the shy spirits of the ocean, until she found a great dip in the sea floor.

A few other watery spirits floated about listlessly in the sea. They spared a glance at Zena and gave awkward waves; Zena did the same with her left eyebrow. She wondered how they were all doing. Admittedly, she hadn't spoken to them very much. They had grown lonely together, often spending most of their time sleeping or hibernating to waste the years of eternity away. It wasn't much of a waste if there was no end to it.

A Swampert stared at Zena from the bottom of the riverbed, right at the edge of the abyss. He waved a huge arm her way, and Zena waved back. She figured most of them were already caught up in everything, and, briefly, she wondered if she should stay back to talk to them more.

Owen spoke with his spirits now and then. They always had useful advice. She'd tried that with them, too, but perhaps she had been too depressing and lonely before. Who would want to hang around someone like that, if only out of obligation? Her tail twitched and her eyebrows curled up. No, that wasn't a healthy way to look at things.

She had a small bit of time. Perhaps she could spare a chat with them. She drifted toward the Swampert, whose eyes widened slightly. "Hello," Zena greeted.

"Hey," Swampert replied.

Zena wasn't sure what to do next. And neither did Swampert. They both stood there; he played with his massive hands. Zena curled one brow around the other. "Um… Have things been well here?"

"Yeah." Swampert rubbed the left fin on his head. "Well, actually, we've been a little anxious. Probably felt a bit of it from you. Are things… okay?"

Zena frowned.

"Is Owen alright?"

"I want to find out—but—but actually, if—could I ask you something about that?" The words fell like sand into the undersea valley. "I—does he want to be left alone, truly? I don't actually—"

"H-hang on, hang on. What actually happened? Did he tell you to faff off?"

"No, not quite, just—oh, I don't know," Zena admitted with a little, irritated sigh. "It's my fault, not his. I… oh, let me just touch the Core. I'll share my memories with you."

"Sure."

By now, quite a few spirits had gathered to the curious display with their host. Zena shrank at their eyes; she didn't expect so many to still be around. Why would they bother? They should have crossed the aura sea to someplace less…

In that endless darkness, she saw a tiny pinprick of golden light. Descending, the dot grew into a large sphere; she gently curled around the golden Core, resting her head on top of its tingling warmth.

Swampert closed his eyes, as did the many other aquatic Pokémon. Several of them were Milotic, though they were smaller than Zena, perhaps intentionally. A Skrelp and a kelp-themed Grovyle inched closer with concern as the memories flooded over. A transparent, crystalline Solrock rumbled sadly. "Poor Owen…"

"He's gone through so much," Zena agreed. "But I don't know how to comfort him at all. I just… left!"

"You had to. If you stayed, he'd just feel like you were trying to order him around."

"Are you sure?" Zena looked to a pensive Nidoking with a Vaporeon-like lower half.

"I'm sure," Nidoking said. "But maybe if he's not back yet, you an ask around for where he went. It's all about timing, you know. Why, with my mate…" He reached out and embraced a blue Marowak next to him, who giggled in reply. "It was all about the timing. Sometimes they'll be upset, but when they cool down, they want nothing more than to hear your voice. And knowing that Charizard, he'll want nothing more than that pretty soon. I feel it."

"I have to agree," Marowak said after Nidoking let her go. "From what memories you just showed us, there's no way Owen dislikes you. He's confused. The only one he's mad at is Star."

Almost instantly, everyone in the sphere of spirits darkened their expressions.

Swampert slammed his fist into a palm. "Unforgivable…"

The various Milotic mirrored Zena's similarly seething expression, but Nidoking raised an arm. "Let's focus on the positive for now. For Owen, right?"

That was enough to calm her down. She rested her head on her Orb. "I… I need to speak to you more often. I've neglected you all so much and drove so many of you away with my… tendencies."

"We were all in a bad place," Nidoking said. "We didn't want to leave you because of how lonely you were, but it just dragged us down, too."

A stiff silence suddenly followed. A dark thought crossed Zena's mind, and she wondered if the others thought it, too. Not wanting to let it fester—trying to take advantage of her newfound openness with her spirits—she said, "I wonder if Owen's the same way…"

"I'd like to think there's more to it than that," Marowak said curtly. "If you're so concerned, that's all the more reason to see him. Communicate. That's how relationships work, you understand?"

Nidoking harrumphed. "We're in this whole mess because nobody talked to each other. Nobody wanted to. People kept secrets and plans. Don't do that to your mate."

"M-mate. Right." Zena stared into the Core, blushing slightly. "Do you really think that's possible? Between us? I—I'd love to… oh, I won't tell this to Owen, not yet—timing, you said—but oh, to be able to settle down one day, perhaps an egg or two…"

A few of the spirits laughed. A twisting, crushing pressure that had plagued Zena loosened steadily.

"One step at a time, Zena," Marowak said. "You need to find Owen, first. I have faith that he'll love to see you."

The Water Guardian looked into the Core. "Thank you. I'll… do my best. Please, be there for me… even if it's, er, in spirit." She pressed harder into the Core. Everything faded to white.

Zena opened her eyes, now at the bottom of a new cave floor—her lake within Hot Spot. It was good to be home. Rising from the depths, she blinked away the darkness she presumed was because of being inactive for so long. But it didn't go away. Next, she feared that she had gone blind, somehow—but then her natural, Mystic glow contradicted the thought. She glanced at one of the mushrooms, realizing that they had gone completely dark.

"H-hello?" Zena called. Where did the light go? Hot Spot was typically very warm, yet now, it felt almost frigid. Perhaps it was all relative, but the darkness didn't bode well. Amia kept Hot Spot illuminated at all times.

She slithered out of her lake and turned to the first sign of light. "A-ah—" She didn't expect it to be so bright. Something was glowing brightly in the middle of Hot Spot. There were shadowy figures nearby in familiar shapes, silhouettes against the central light source. She saw two: Manny, based on the muscular Lucario frame compared to Rhys' lithe one, and ADAM's twitching form nearby.

She slithered silently, feeling guilty for eavesdropping, but she didn't want to interrupt their conversation at the same time.

Only… she didn't hear them talking. They were looking at the ground, playing some sort of board game; Valle must have generated it for them. Zena suppressed a giggle; Valle, making stones for them to move around? How much he had grown.

"Ugh, these rules are stupid," Manny shouted, raising his paws in the air. Zena wasn't surprised that Manny would struggle with a game of smarts; he was all muscle, wasn't he? Just like his spirits. Very headstrong… not that he'd need much else if he could just punch his problems away. Now that she thought about it, he really was the perfect host for mutants, if they enjoyed fighting as much as ferals seemed to.

Manny certainly got back to his realm quickly…

"The rules are well-defined. There is no ambiguity." ADAM twirled his head, then used his beak to flick one of the disk over another. "King this unit."

The disk grew in height.

"How am I even supposed to win?!" Manny said. "This is totally unfair, you know that?"

Manny was speaking very oddly. And he didn't usually get this openly frustrated, did he? Zena squinted, wondering if—

"Star, you should consider thinking more patiently."

Zena froze. Of course Manny wouldn't have returned yet. Star was already here—and she must have told the others… No. They wouldn't believe her so easily. And why was Valle glowing? She continued listneing.

"Yeah, well…" Star flicked a digit over one of her pieces, claiming two of ADAM's in one swoop. ADAM countered with a move that he had clearly planned, cutting the rest of Star's army in half. She sputtered incoherently, flashing a fierce glare at ADAM. He drifted backward nervously. "…Ugh. Forget it. I surrender." She fired a small Aura Sphere at one of her own pieces, shattering it. "I guess I suck at all kinds of patience."

Zena kept herself from snorting. Certainly, you do.

"Yes, you do," Valle said, earning a flinch from Zena. "Despite how you two often clash, you and Step are not very different. Hasty. Quick to draw conclusions. Quick to take action. Yet in the long term, I do not believe your actions provide much benefit."

"Excuse me, quick to take action?" Star growled, leaning forward to grab one of the disks. "I spent hundreds of years just sitting by and letting things happen because I didn't want to step in and mess things up. I was hoping that the Hunters would just… misstep. They were never strong enough to take a Guardian down without my help, you know? But then they just kept going, and… and by then, all the Guardians were all isolated, and…"

"So now you are overcompensating by taking action too quickly, instead of not quickly enough."

"What was I supposed to do?"

"A number of things would have been more appropriate than stealing Owen's body. You could have tried speaking with Eon, or listened in on what they were saying. Perhaps, if Eon tried to control Owen, you could have taken over to help him. Instead, you are now the one who overstepped."

It was almost like Star was entering a battle stance, but she had no intention of fighting. Instead, the Lucario looked down, breathing out sharply.

"Hello, Zena," Valle said.

"Z-Zena?" Star jolted up. "H-hi! Zena! Um—I, uh… sorry about… look, if you're looking for Amia, Hecto's grabbing her now."

Zena was in no mood to speak to her directly. It wasn't just a misstep. Star's lapse in judgement showed what she truly thought about Owen: a mere tool to get what she wanted, a weapon to use against her enemies. Just like everyone else.

Star cleared her throat. "So, anyway—"

"Do not speak to me." There was no emotion in her tone, only enough coldness to rival Step's power.

Star, too stunned, shrank back with her tail between her legs.

Then, Zena turned to the others, bowing politely. "Hello, Valle, ADAM. I'm actually looking for Owen. Did he return home yet?"

"No," Valle said.

"Star may know," ADAM added.

Zena narrowed her eyes at the Porygon-Z, who buzzed nervously in response. She didn't look at Star, even now, and instead said, "Well, what does she know?"

The Lucario shifted from left to right, no standing position, or perhaps any position, comfortable to maintain. "H-he flew off to, um, well, Hecto told me that he went to Brandon's place."

Brandon… why Brandon? What was so important about him that Owen would want to…

Thinking about why Owen wanted to leave, and it suddenly made more sense to Zena. Brandon had made an entire career in his human life with training Pokémon, leading them in a way that was apparently ethical. And Owen, having the same disposition…

"Well, if that's the case, I will be going to him. Thank you."

There was one place that she knew she could rely on to get to Owen quickly. Flying would take too long, especially from where she was… but they still had a faster way of getting to Brandon through Waypoints. They didn't set one up for that strange factory, but they did set one up for Emily's home, which was nearby. Perhaps she could pay a visit to her anyway—surely Emily wanted to see her again.

She quietly slithered into Rhys' home, hoping that he wouldn't disturb his meditation—was that even possible? At some point his spirit was simply gone from the body. She went past the kitchen table, glanced into Demitri and Mispy's barren room, and then entered Rhys' overstuffed room. The Lucario's body leaned against the back wall, cross-legged on the bed. Elder was next to him, snoozing. Zena closed her eyes and, relying on her rudimentary aura sense, found that there was no life energy coming from Rhys. No sense in trying to wake him, and she didn't want to disturb Elder. The giant Torkoal looked so cozy.

Still, it felt thieving to take his Badge…

Zena spared a few moments to fumble with a nearby sheet and ink by the table, writing a short note with her ribbons. I'm borrowing your Badge to see Owen. –Zena

That should do. Then, struggling against even more piles of junk, she searched for Rhys' bag. From afar, it almost seemed organized, yet now that she was actually within his room, inspecting and searching for something, the illusion shattered. She couldn't figure out what half of these things were for. She happened upon a strange bracelet with open slots along the outside, strange sticks that radiated some of Anam's Mystic energy…

"Finally." From the mess came a bag, and within it, a Badge. Owen had taught her how to use it; it was, thankfully, intuitive. Press the center, think of the destination, and hold it high.

Emily…

The salty air told her to open her eyes. The sun had already set, leaving a chill-wind to accompany the waves that washed over the shore. Signs of the old clash between Amia and Eon had all but vanished, the only sign remaining being the slightly smoother interior of the caves.

"Emily? Sorry for disturbing you, er…" She slithered out of the cave. If Emily wasn't here, she'd know it—how does one miss a gigantic Lugia?

A great, white lump lay near the cave, curled up with her head tucked under her wing-flippers. "Zena?" Emily said with a groan. "Hi… sorry… I'm sick."

Zena blinked, slithering closer to her. "Sick? …You can get sick?"

"I guess so." She rolled onto her back, groaning again, while Tanneth emerged from beneath her wings.

"She's been feeling kinda bad all day, but it got really bad now," the Vaporeon said, nuzzling at her shoulders—she had to get on her hind legs to reach them, even with Emily lying down. "She wants to go rescuing other Pokémon, but she can't do anything like this…"

Zena frowned, but then dug through her bag. "Well, I always bring some supplies along with me. Consider it a habit from Owen. Why don't I give you a Pecha Berry? Or maybe a Heal Seed?"

"Oh, you don't have to—"

"No, please," Zena insisted. "Emily is my friend, too, even if… it's been a while." She produced both for her, offering the Pecha first. The berry wasn't even as big as one of her teeth. "Er…" Not knowing what to do, Zena just tossed it in her partly opened mouth.

"Mm… a little sweet." Emily rubbed at her belly, smiling. "I feel a little better!"

"Were you poisoned by someone, perhaps?" Zena said. "Here, take this Heal Seed, too. I—I really don't know if just one Pecha can help you, Emily. Did you eat a Tentacruel or something?"

Emily ate the Heal Seed next; Zena could tell that the Lugia was recovering, bit by bit, and sighed. How could Emily get sick if she didn't even sustain injuries properly? Something must have been terribly wrong, but she had no time to investigate further. "Emily, perhaps after I finish my, er, errand, I can return here with more supplies for you."

"You'd do that for me?"

"Of course!" Zena laughed, hiding her mouth behind a ribbon. "Owen always talks about not knowing what to use his Heart funds for. This would be a wonderful opportunity."

"There's… is there more in your bag? Do you need it?" Emily asked.

"Only if you can spare some," Tanneth said, nodding. "I just wanna see Em get better."

"Well, I have a few more Pechas and Heals, but I'd rather save a few for…"

"No," Emily said, poking a huge finger at the bag. "There's… other things in there."

"Oh, well, those aren't… edible."

"Can I see?"

Humoring her, Zena pulled out the first object she could find—a small Orb. "Well, this one is a Totter Orb, in case we run into trouble and need to escape during the confusion… but it's not too reliable because of how chaotic the battleground becomes. Do you want to, er, inspect it?"

Zena offered it to Tanneth, who held it up to Emily's nose. She crossed her eyes in a struggle to see it, then lunged her head forward, taking the Orb and Tanneth with it. The Vaporeon giggled and slipped out from the side of Emily's jaws, but the Orb remained behind.

Zena heard something shatter. "E-Emily! That's not edible!"

"Aaah…" Emily sighed, suddenly hopping onto her feet—the ground trembled. "That was amazing!" She looked down at Zena and grinned; her eyes were slightly crossed.

"Er—try not to move for a little while, Emily." Then, she produced one more Orb, struggling with the concept that they were somehow helping. Did any blessed item help Emily? "Er, why not one more?" she said. "A Slow Orb, perhaps?"

Emily opened her mouth, eyes closed. With a nervous smile, the Milotic lobbed the sphere down her throat. This time, the dull smashing noise came from deeper within Emily, but it was destroyed all the same.

Emily gave a slow, approving nod to Zena, waving at an abnormally leisurely pace. "Oh, you're… slowed, too. Er… apologies. I'll return with more of our Orbs later, if it's any help and you still aren't feeling well." She didn't wait for Emily to nod, figuring she at least heard her. "Tanneth, thank you for looking after Emily. I'll return with more Orbs tomorrow."

"And thanks for bringing them! We'd go in and get them ourselves, but I don't think Emily can figure out how to get around Kilo… and we also don't have any money." Tanneth stuck her tongue out playfully. "I've been feeling amazing lately, though!"

"Well, at least one of you do." Zena giggled, but then slithered to the shoreline. "Sorry for intruding. I have to get going."

"Okay, see you!" Tanneth waved.

Zena touched the water, making one more glance back at Emily when she finally shouted, "See you, Zena!" in half the speed. She slipped into, and became, the water, the currents rushing through the ocean.

She hoped that Owen wouldn't mind. She thought back to the spirits within her; they seemed confident, so she had to be, too. Owen didn't resent her, right?


Owen wasn't sure how he wound up in this situation. From being possessed to telling everyone he knew and loved to go away, and now, sitting in front of a former human that he barely knew, laying bare his soul for him to evaluate.

A lot about what he had to say made sense. He didn't like it, but having a 'feral mind' or whatever Brandon called it fit Owen too well. Pokémon of his world—some of them looked up to humans for leadership and guidance. They were domesticated. Like Zeke, his Blaziken. And Eon made him the same way, domesticated.

He understood that much. But that just led to a completely different problem. And, somehow, it felt even more pressing than anything else.

Brandon sighed, moving so he was sitting in front of Owen, legs crossed. Owen folded his wings around his chest, hiding beneath it for shelter.

"Alright," Brandon sighed, shaking his head. "Look, I'm really good with the relationship between humans and Pokémon and stuff, but girl problems aren't really my thing. But I'll try. What about Zena?"

At least Brandon was willing to humor him, but now Owen didn't know what to ask. How was he supposed to start with something like this?

"Just speak your mind, buddy. First thought."

"What am I supposed to feel about her?"

The words surprised both of them. Brandon squinted, rubbing the back of his neck. "Eh… what? You want me to tell you? C'mon, I may tell Zeke to use Blaze Kick, but I don't tell him to use Pay for Dinner."

Owen stifled a laugh, looking away. "Y-yeah, I know, sorry. It's just—what you said before. About having a tendency to follow what other people tell me, and… and stuff like that. What if… what if that's the same way for Zena? I…" Owen had to look down. With his eyes closed, he started to feel around the factory, sensing all of the Poké Balls on the conveyer belts. He followed the tracks to the assembly line, and then tried to go back to the offices.

"Hey, Owen."

"H-huh?" Owen looked up. Brandon's eyes were on the ceiling.

"No offense, but you always getting distracted with that Perception of yours really drags down the pacing of my conversation. You mind turning it off?"

"I can't," Owen said. "I mean, I can take my horns out, but…"

"Does that hurt?"

"No, but… it's… embarrassing."

Brandon crossed his arms. "Nobody's judging you. Just do it for now, alright? Get insightful while we talk. This is for Zena, right?"

Owen grunted; he didn't know if it was his natural obedience or not, but he reached up and clicked them out. He placed them by his side, muttering, "Bet if I was less loyal, I'd still keep them…"

Brandon frowned and looked to Zeke, who just shrugged. "Look. Maybe saying you're domesticated was too strong a word. It's just, it's sort of like Zeke. Back when I was a trainer, he was selected to be someone's first Pokémon because he was just really friendly toward humans."

"I thought they were cool," Zeke said, going into a throwing stance. "Go, Zeke! Blaze Kick!" He tossed an invisible ball.

Brandon held up his arms in an entertained shrug. "It's sort of to help trainers get to know how to work alongside Pokémon without, you know, more troublesome personalities."

"Like Viper?" Zeke asked, giggling.

Brandon winced, tapping his chest. "Hey, I earned his respect eventually." He then motioned to Owen. "It's not like you'll just blindly follow what others say. I mean, look at you now! You told Eon off, you beat up Star, and from what I've been told, you were a bit of a rebel to your folks from time to time."

Owen, unconvinced, nodded anyway. It still felt like he was looking up to Eon when he probably shouldn't have—like there was a nagging feeling in the back of his head that Eon was worth following. But he wasn't. He couldn't be. Not after everything he did.

"Look, you're asking how you're supposed to feel about Zena," Brandon said, which distracted Owen from his thoughts. "So what, how far'd you guys take it? First base, second base?"

"…What?"

"Like, how close do you guys get? How much have you, uh, done together?"

"Well, we do a lot together. Every night, usually, after we're done sparring and meditating and stuff like that, we'd read a book together, or we'd play marbles or something—you know, nothing too noisy so we didn't disturb anyone who actually had to sleep or relax."

"Okay, I know, but—never mind. So you guys are close, right? Like, how serious is this? I'm trying to get a feel for how much you guys actually do together."

"What do you mean, do?"

"Like, you seem like the kind of guy to really wait until you guys do anything physical, if you ask me."

That much seemed to be true; maybe Brandon had a good read for him even with this after all. "Yeah, I think so."

"Well, have you guys kissed?"

Owen's face reddened beneath his orange scales. "W-well—yeah. We did."

"Alright, that's first base. How about touch? Have you guys, you know… touched?"

"Oh, all the time." The Charizard nodded. "Usually while we're reading, Zena would wrap her ribbons around—"

"Okay, okay, don't need to hear that." Brandon waved his arms in the air.

Owen blinked. Humans had odd customs; how was her wrapping her ribbons around him while they read worse than kissing? He wasn't going to question it. "I guess we're kinda serious."

"I'll agree there." Brandon sighed, giving Owen an amused smirk. "Well, look at you."

"What?"

"Landing a Milotic. Prettiest Pokémon in the world?"

Zeke let out a loud trill, like he was cooing at Owen enviously.

"Th—that's not what I was—" Owen quickly brought his wings forward to hide. He spoke from behind them, giving his voice a muffled filter. "She's pretty, but that's not why—I mean—actually…"

"Aaah, come on, I'm just teasing. I get it. From what Boss keeps gossiping about, seems like you guys have decent chemistry. Maybe you'll really get her in a knot if you start pumping iron, eh?" He flexed a bicep, but the phrase didn't register with Owen. How does one pump iron?

Owen breathed out of his nose, finally coming out from his wings. "I know. I was… too stupid and my head was so scrambled that I didn't even remember half the stuff we did together. She was a great friend for the whole time, though. Kept tolerating me being a huge idiot."

"Hey, that was only slightly your fault," Brandon said, shrugging. "You can't help that you can barely remember anything. But look, what's this got to do with what you're asking me? Like, do you want to ask how to go on a date? Because I've got great one-liners if you're doing that whole courtship thing now."

"I—I don't think Zena's into that kind of thing. I'm more focused on…"

"Aww, c'mon, not just one?" Brandon asked. "Like, hey, girl, if I could rearrange the alphabet, I'd put U and I together." He clicked his fingers, the metallic echo lasting several seconds.

Owen squinted, envisioning the alphabet. Those letters were pretty far apart; why would he arrange it like that? "…Wait—oh! Oh, I get it!" Owen gasped, suddenly laughing. "That's really clever! But—I don't know if I want to have a funny one like that. Wait—no! I'm not asking for a pickup line—we're already courting!"

"Well, a lot of pickup lines can be substituted for little sweet nothings." Brandon tapped his chin, but then performed a small flourish, holding his right palm out, "Hey, baby, you've got a bit of cute on your face."

Owen blinked several times, his wings unfolding at the same time that his face flushed. "W-wow, Brandon… I bet you had a lot of people trying to court you."

"Not really." Brandon crossed his arms. "Oh, I've got a good one. Between your Typings… oh, she's the Water Guardian, right?"

"Yeah."

Brandon cleared his throat, this time going on one knee, spreading his arms wide. "Zena, you're the only body of water I'd ever swim in."

Owen flushed again, recalling the time he actually had done that. "I—I think that one would make both of us pretty, uh, flustered."

"Yeah, maybe that one was a bit much."

"No, keep going!" Zeke suddenly interjected, leaning forward with wide eyes. "I want to hear more of your pickup lines! Oh, oh, I know!" Zeke chirped a few times, like he was trying to articulate himself. "Zena! You're the only Water that makes my flame brighter!"

Owen gasped, slamming a fist into his other hand. "Why didn't I think of that?!"

"You should totally tell that to her! I bet she'd totally swoon over it!"

Owen's flame burned a bright yellow, the light in his eyes reflecting something similar.

"Hey, now, let's not get ahead of ourselves." Brandon patted the air down. "Let's pull things back for a second. You got sidetracked."

The sudden seriousness of Brandon's tone threw Owen off. He shook his head a few times, remembering why he had come in the first place. "Right—sorry. But… thanks for cheering me up a little. I feel a lot better about… I mean, I think I do."

His flame returned to its usual orange; with it, his thoughts returned to the brief flashes of Zena staring so pleadingly at him in the Grass Core. No matter how many fancy human pickup lines he learned, or whatever other special secret techniques Brandon had, it wouldn't mean much if that moment was going to be in the backs of their minds.

"Sounds to me like you've got a lot of self-doubt," Brandon said. "Ever since you turned Zena away. Run that by me again? With all that recap you told me, I think I forgot a few of those details."

"Y-yeah. Okay. Here's the thing, I… I do like Zena. A lot. And if we can get more serious with that courtship thing… and I don't mess it all up with my memory problems… "

"Hey, quit beating yourself down about that. I think, out of everyone, Zena would understand that the most. She's already had to deal with it for a few moons already, right? Heh."

Owen's wings drooped at this. "Everyone knows. Zena's just the one that it probably hurts the most."

"Well, I figure it hurts your family, too," Brandon said. "It isn't like anybody here wanted your memories to be scrambled like they are. But that's not really what this is about, is it?"

"No." Owen heaved a sigh, accidentally puffing out an ember that scorched Brandon's toes. "Sorry!"

"I'm good." He used the bottom of one to rub the top of the other. "Go on. You turned Zena away like everyone else. Why? If you know you like her and you can trust her, why'd you do it?"

"Because…" Owen's voice became quieter, more flashes of Zena in his mind. They were starting to feel so cold, like he'd thrown it all away when he shouldn't have. He squeezed his hands, reaching for one of his horns so he at least had something to hold.

"Hey, don't get distracted," Brandon warned.

"I—I wasn't gonna. I'm just… I need something to hold."

"You can hold me," Zeke offered, scooting closer. He wrapped his arms around Owen, earning a small, reluctant smile from the Charizard.

Owen finally composed himself enough to say, "The reason I pushed Zena and everyone else away back there was because… I realized that it's all part of my instincts. The fact that I just trust anybody that's stronger than me, or that seems smarter than me, or just… maybe knows something I don't. I just… I just automatically trusted them. Star, Anam, Rhys, Mom… and maybe even Zena." The final part was almost inaudible.

"And maybe even Zena," Brandon repeated.

"And what you told me just confirmed it. I'm… domesticated. Eon made me… docile." Owen put the back of his finger to his forehead, leaning down. "The Bug Guardian, Trina—she and I told the rest of my team that even though we have an instinct to fight, we still got to choose who we fought for, and why we fought. B-but we do even have that?! Or are we just—are we just predetermined to do that, too?! Just designed to… to always…!" Owen covered his eyes, flame blazing white. "What am I? Who am I supposed to be? NO! Why—why am I even saying that? Why am I saying, who am I supposed to be? Th-there I go again, asking and asking for an answer…!"

Zeke struggled to keep Owen composed, his talons gently wrapping around his arms next. He chirped quietly, "It's okay, it's okay. My trainer knows."

Owen shuddered a few times. "I need to stop breaking down l-like this. It can't be healthy. Even Mystics can only take so much, huh?" He blubbered out a laugh, wiping his nose.

Brandon waited a while until Owen was calmer. "Well, Owen," he said, "I don't really know what to tell you. That Bug Guardian had a good point that you got to choose who to fight for… but you know, I think now that you're aware of your instincts, you might be able to choose who you want to follow, too. It's not ideal… and maybe one day, you can figure out how to follow yourself, too. But I'm just speaking realistically here. The truth is, you aren't ready to stand on your own. You don't have the training to do it. So if you want my opinion? You should start looking at people who can help you think independently. Someone who might ask for your opinion just as much as you'd ask them."

"Someone like… Zena?" Owen said.

"Well, hey, you said it, not me," Brandon shrugged, though he grinned anyway. "Ideally, couples are equals. Sure, in truth, that's not always the case… but hey, you can get pretty close. And I think Zena's well aware of how you are."

"I'll have to tell her the truth, though," Owen said. "I dunno if she'd… think of me the same way after that."

"Owen, I dunno if that's a problem," Brandon said. "For one, she's already stuck with you this long. She just wants to be there for you."

"Yeah, exactly," Owen said, claws scraping the ground. "And even though I knew that, I still told her to go."

"I bet she understood why you did that, too. After all… with everything you've been through, why do you think she left so easily?"

"Because—" Owen looked up, but he couldn't find the answer. Brandon's head tilted to the left, inquiring for Owen's theory. "Because she…"

"You think maybe she already had an idea why you wanted to be left alone?" Brandon said. "She's not psychic, but I bet she'd have some good intuition on you. After all, how could you know who you are if you're always attached to someone else's orders?" The Machoke shrugged. "You know, if you want my opinion in all this, I say you just think about what I said, really rationally-like, and then decide if any of this is even worth your time. Who's worth it to you? Anybody? Everybody? Nobody?"

"There are too many of them that I care about," Owen said. "Even if I think about it rationally—"

"Ah, ah," Brandon held up a finger. "No knee-jerk reactions. Those are your instincts talking. Just let it simmer, alright? Just think about Zena for now. Let's narrow it down. Thinking rationally, do you think Zena has your best interests in mind?"

"Of cour—"

Brandon gave Owen a stern glare, crossing his arms.

"R-right. Rationally." Owen looked down, focused on his feet. "…We met by chance, in a way. I mean, I guess not really, but… I went to her on my own. And ever since then, we just… became friends. We cared about each other because we were in the same situation. And then we started reading together, playing some games… we trained together and… we were equals. I think out of everyone, she's the one that I blindly followed the least. And I still cared what she had to say. I dunno if that counts as rational, but…" Owen paused, a thought crossing his mind. "She… she left. She left me in the Grass Core because I asked her to. She… she actually listened to me."

"Which means what?"

"…That I'm not just someone who takes orders from her." Owen squeezed his hands. "Zena… listened to me."

"So what's your answer?" Brandon asked. "She worth fighting for? And why?"

"She is," Owen said. "I—I get that now. And it's because she sees me as an equal. Not somebody to give orders to."

"And that," Brandon said, "is what makes a partnership work."

Zeke pulled away from Owen and stretched. "It's the philosophy of Pokémon training, too!" he said. "Even though humans are the ones that give orders, that's because they can't fight. We put our trust in the human to do the planning for us so we can focus on fighting. But if we're mistreated… that's not a good bond at all."

"It's kind of a weird way to look at it, but it's true," Brandon said. "All bonds are a bit of give and take. Trainer to Pokémon, mate to mate… I guess that's the best advice I can give you."

Owen sniffed one final time, wiping the last of his tears away. "I don't get a lot of your human culture, Brandon, but I think I understand what you mean." He felt the weight from his shoulders lighten. "Now I just have to repeat all that to Zena somehow."

"Heh." Brandon motioned to Owen's horns. "I think she gets it."

Figuring the conversation was over, the mutant leaned for his horns and snapped them back on. The moment his Perception was back in full force, Owen's eyes widened and he spun around.

"Z-Zena?!"

She was right by the entrance, only a few seconds away, with tears and a big, sad smile on her face. One of her ribbons covered her mouth, while the other one waved at Owen in greeting. Without thinking, Owen stumbled forward; Zena returned the favor by slithering the rest of the way, wrapping her neck around his and embracing the rest of him with her ribbons.

"Oh, Owen… I'm so sorry…"

"N-no, I—I wasn't—how much did you…?"

"Right after we stopped giving you some hot pickups," Brandon said. "Sorry for lying to you like that, but Barky told me that Zena was on her way here. Decided to stall for time until I spotted her at the entrance. Even Hecto pitched in to help out, told Zena to stay quiet before she went in. I figured it would be easier this way."

Zena pulled away, nuzzling him. "I wanted to just go right up to you and tell you it was okay… but Brandon kept giving me the fiercest looks when I tried, when you weren't looking. Oh, something about that presence…"

"I call it the trainer's glare," Brandon said with a smug grin. "Doesn't matter if you're domesticated or not, you can command a real presence when you need to. But I think deep down, you already knew to just let it happen."

Zena shrugged Brandon off, focused on Owen. "I understand, Owen. Everything. You were just trying to figure out who you were again, and—and how can I blame you? I don't. It hurt, but I don't blame you, and… and you're fine now, right?"

Owen's grin wavered.

"Oh—don't—don't feel pressured. I understand."

"No, that's not—I'm fine with you. I just… it's everyone else. I need to really sort things out for everyone else, still. Everyone… I can't just go with my gut anymore. I can't trust it."

"Good, focus on that, alright?" The Steel Guardian clicked his fingers together to make another dull clanging. "Now get outta here. I kinda prefer the quiet. This is more socializing with folks that aren't my spirits that I've done in a while, and I'm starting to feel all introverted."

"Okay, okay," Owen said, though he still grinned. "Oh, actually, but… Brandon, while you're still here."

"I mean, not like I'm going anywhere."

"Can you tell me about why you follow Arceus?"

Brandon blinked, glancing to his left. "What do you mean?"

"Well, you're talking about thinking rationally for everything, and how you can choose who to follow, and how it's sort of a mutual respect sort of thing. So that's probably the same thing between you and Arceus, right?"

"I guess it's kinda like that," Brandon said. "At least in the sense that we sorta listen to each other. I feel like we butt heads more often than we need to, but hey, Boss has a big ego. Then again, so does Star, and Eon… they're all stubborn, if you ask me."

"Yet you choose Bar—er, Arceus." Owen didn't want to prod so forcefully, but he didn't think he was going to visit Brandon all that often. He wished he could—perhaps a change in his schedule would be helpful? But still, it would nag at him if he didn't ask. "Why are you working for him?"

"Geh…" Brandon shrugged, looking over at Zeke. The Blaziken chirped again, uncertain, and looked at Owen.

"I don't know," Zeke said. "He says Star isn't a responsible person."

"Basically," Brandon said, "I guess it's sort of the lesser of two evils."

"I suppose I can agree," Zena said. "But from what Owen told me about Arceus, I'm not quite fond of him, either."

"What Star did to Rim," Owen said slowly. "Isn't that… isn't that exactly what he tried to do to me? He used those white lights and tried to…"

"Ehh…" Brandon rubbed the back of his head. "Yeah."

Thoughts swirled around Owen's head. Star never tried to do that—well, she did, back when he, Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi had first become the full Alloy. But that was to keep them from rampaging. If anything, that was for their own good. But Barky…

"I'm not gonna excuse his actions," Brandon said, "if you're fishing for me to try to justify the way he is. He was just trying to take you out of Star's paws before she used you against Eon. Because you're susceptible to commands. If you trust someone enough, they could probably lead you right into spearheading a war."

"W-war…" Owen's heart suddenly raced. He shook his head. "I—I wouldn't do that."

"Right." Brandon sighed, looking back. "Well, anyway. I'm gonna go back to meditating. You still want to stick around?"

"No, I think I should start heading back," Owen said. "To… Hot Spot."

"Hot Spot?" Zena said. "You're sure?"

Owen nodded. "If I think about it rationally… Mom and Dad raised me for centuries, and they only wanted me to live a normal life. Yeah, there were… a lot of lies… but did they ever actually try to hurt me? They love me. So… if anybody deserves me, it'd be them."

"Deserves you." Zena blinked at Owen in surprise. "That's very… assertive of you, Owen."

"Oh." He shrank down. "Was that bad?"

"No, no, not at all," Zena said. "You need a bit of that. Perhaps I should think that way for a little while, too."

Owen grinned, but then looked behind him. "Thanks for everything, Brandon," Owen said. "Sorry about disturbing your meditation."

"Eh, I'm over it." He waved him off. "Fly safe."

"See you!" Zeke chirped.

"See you," Owen chirped back.

Brandon and Zena exchanged entertained looks. Deciding to take the scenic route back, Owen and Zena took to the skies under the cover of twilight.






80. Special Episode 6: You Promise


Author's note: This chapter contains more intense violence than usual.

Special Episode 6 – You Promise

Sunlight filtered through stained glass and onto the Pokémon congregation in the audience chamber of a pristine, white temple. Long, large seats covered the majority of the room, only half-full. At the front was a Goodra, riddled with countless scars and old, old wounds. He recited off of a book—this time, the Book of Arceus—to the audience, which seemed to be paying attention, or at least feigning it.

Anam shut the book a moment too quickly, sending a cloud of dust into the air. He suppressed a sneeze, wincing at the particles that stuck to his arms and chest. That was going to take a long time to get off…

His single, green eye scanned the temple audience. Two Tyranitar sat at the front seats, grinning at Anam when he finished, though the left one looked like he had just woken up. Off near the middle-right of the audience were two other Pokémon, standing up at the sound of the book closing. Near the back corner was a group of younger Pokémon quietly chattering with one another, stopping only when they realized the Goodra had stopped talking. They glanced nervously at one another.

"Thank you all for coming!" Anam said to the handful of Pokémon. "We'll have another holy day in twenty days!" Because five days was too often nowadays. "I'll make sure to put notices up on Quartz Square when that day comes! See you, and thank you!" He waved, though half of them had already shuffled out. Anam kept smiling until everybody left.

All but one of the Tyranitar. "Hey, Anam!" He waved him down, lumbering across the aisle.

"Hey, Rora," Anam said. "Did I do well? I think I made some of them a little bored…"

"I think you did great." Rora patted Anam on the shoulder, careful to avoid a new bruise that had formed from his last dive into a Dungeon. Rora brought his hand back, slime connecting it to the Goodra's shoulder. "You didn't stumble over your words or anything."

"I know! I did so well that time! I just wish there were more people!" He lunged forward, and for just a moment, Anam saw a flash of terror in the Tyranitar's eyes. In a caring embrace, Anam heard the slime squish between them. "Thanks for listening, Rora. I know you heard that story a lot."

"Y-yeah… that's great… real great…" Rora slowly pulled away, wincing at the many strands that tied them together like some twisted sense of fate. "It's always good to hear the story again. You notice new things, you know?"

Anam grinned, stepping through the temple doors and into the afternoon sun. He breathed through his nose, opening his right eye. He tried to open his left, but it didn't quite work.

Rora winced. "Are you alright?"

"Huh? Yeah, why?"

The Tyranitar looked away. "It's just, a lot of those injuries seem really painful. You're more scar than skin."

"Oh, it doesn't hurt! Well, this one does, but that's because I just got it from the last blessing." Anam pat his shoulder gingerly, rubbing at the darkened bruise. "And Goodra scar easily, remember?"

"You need to stop flying solo for Dungeons." Rora crossed his arms and growled. "Your mother did fine because she had you and your dad to help cover her blind spots, but going alone keeps getting you injured one way or the other. And also, your Mom was huge. I didn't realize how big she was until I realized you, um… you're smaller. Well, normal."

"It's not that bad," Anam said. "It was only bad once!" He held up his right hand, as if to bring up a finger, but it was missing. He hastily swapped for the other hand, which had a proper pointer digit. "How come you're bringing this up, anyway?"

Rora tensed. "It's… because we found another Dungeon that has to be blessed. But it's… in Rotwood Fen."

The color drained from Anam's expression, but he held up his smile nonetheless.

"But we set that place as restricted," Anam said, voice quivering. "Nobody's allowed to go there."

"I know," Rora said. "But recently, someone got close to that place, and they spotted a wraith at the border of the forest. Further than it had ever gone before. And our scouts are saying that it's getting a lot closer to the Chasm of the Void, too. And who knows what'll happen if those two come into contact somehow."

Anam frowned. He hadn't visited the Chasm in a long time. It was too close to Rotwood Fen, and it was such a long walk. Most fliers weren't too keen on carrying him, either. Nate… hopefully he would be okay. He didn't want the wraiths to get him.

"No," Anam said. "I'll go alone."

"But Anam, that place was that killed your—"

Anam abruptly brought his hands to his ears, loudly singing a psalm. "O Arceus, let your light shine on—"

"ANAM!" Rora bumped his fist against Anam's unbruised shoulder. "Stop. The wraith perimeter has been steadily moving toward the Chasm for a while. It's getting too close. I know you keep saying that dark crater isn't something we need to worry about, but what if the wraiths reach it, huh? What then? We have to stop it before it gets to that point. And I'm not letting you go alone." Rora turned around. "I got a bunch of us together. A squad of eight, plus me and you. We're gonna be ready this time. But I need you to be our figurehead, alright? Like always. Oh, and that whole divine protection stuff."

Anam shook his head. "N-no, no. It's not good there. It—it'll be fine! We just have to keep praying to Arceus, and Mew, and eventually if things get bad, they'll—"

"Anam." A rumble echoed from the back of his throat. "Look, I know that you want to keep up that whole faith thing… and I get it. You lead the temple, you want to follow your mother's footsteps. But the Book of Arceus taught us that if we need to do something, we have to take action ourselves. The Book of Mew only says that Mew will help us once everything else is lost, and I don't want it to come to that point. We can't rely on them to step in. What ever happened to Zygarde, huh? He barely visits anymore."

"H-he's busy! He's busy trying to summon Mew again!" Anam nodded fervently. "I saw Mew myself, and She could totally help us out when she's at full strength! We just need to have more faith in her, and pray!"

"Is that what She told you?" Rora said. "Or are you just guessing that based on what the Book of Mew says?"

"Isn't—isn't that the same thing?" Anam said defensively. "Mew… told me that she just needs more time to help. That she isn't needed yet. That's all… so that wraith problem is just fine!"

Rora's eyes narrowed. "We're going to be at the entrance to Rotwood Fen in two days. We're leaving tomorrow. If you don't come, we're going to investigate on our own. Now what?"

Anam froze. "Y-you can't go in. You'll… you'll die."

"Then you'll come with us to help, won't you?"

"No. I'm gonna go in myself, and—"

"We're going in no matter what," Rora said. "You will die if you go in. Your Mom died. So, we're going to back you up. I'm sick of you going in solo, getting hurt, and then smiling like everything's okay. It's not. Quit trying to act like God and let us help you."

Anam stood still. He looked back at the bell tower—the bell itself had long since rusted into uselessness, but it was still there as a figure. He looked at Rora again, but he was already lumbering away.

"Rora, wait!" Anam said. "I'll… I'll go. But you have to promise to stay close! And to run away if it gets bad! Okay?!"

The Tyranitar didn't turn around, but he replied in a yell. "Sure. But you'll be running away with us!"

Anam nodded, but he knew that he still needed to prepare. While it would take a lot of energy out of him—and he wasn't nearly as practiced as he wished he would be—he had to put some of those new, blessed equipment to use.


"By the holy names of Arceus, and under Your divine power, may our travels be blessed and our paths clear. We ask for Your mercy and for our pure wishes to be granted. We beg for good luck today so that we may continue enjoying Your world and continue praising Your name in life. By Your divine light."

"By Your divine light," the crowd repeated.

Anam clapped his hands together. "Perfect!" He spread his arms out to them, accidentally creating a trail of green slime between his hands. "Are we all ready? Then let's go in!"

Right behind Anam was Rotwood Fen, as dead as ever. The ground was gray and murky with a thin layer of unknown mud. The cold, heavy, humid air sent a shiver down half of the Pokémon in front of Anam. Among them were a few friends and colleagues of the Hundred Hearts—a small collection of fighters meant to defend the town and keep resources plentiful during its steady growth.

Rora led them, and he led this squad, now. "You got it, Anam. Lead the way and we'll stay back."

A Scrafty wobbled next to Anam, shuddering. "H-how unsafe is it? I'll fight as hard as I can, but…"

"It'll be fine!" Anam said, reaching forward to shake her hand. He tugged her forward for a hug, her short stature bringing her only up to the Goodra's belly. "You'll be nice and safe." He held the back of her shoulders assuredly. "I promise."

She nearly melted in his embrace, closing her eyes. Anam knew that she liked these hugs—even if the size was awkward, he wondered if it was his size that made her feel safer. She pulled away, brushing off the slime as politely as she could with a conjured veil of darkness. "I have faith in you, then."

An Absol barked next. "Look, I've already got a really, really bad feeling about this place, but it always feels a little better with you around, Anam. So… I'm gonna have some faith, too."

A Linoone spoke up next. "But use that sixth sense of yours to tell us if something bad is coming." He pawed at his ears. "Forget faith in luck, if you sense something bad, we need to bail."

Others in the group murmured in agreement.

Anam nodded. "If something bad happens, I'll go back and we can prepare more. That's the promise, okay?!" He clasped his hands together. "Nobody has to die!"

"Then let's go," Rora said, marching forward. Anam went right beside him, raising his arm to summon his one tendril of light. It created a golden barrier around them, spiraling in a half-dome, and coated the ground beneath them in that same radiance.

They hadn't walked very far at all before the familiar distortion of space, rippling and bending the light, flashed before them. Anam took a steady breath. "It won't be easy to get out once we go inside," he said. "I wish it was still just a normal forest…" But since the last time he'd come here, a Dungeon had formed. He'd have to use a lot of divine energy to break out by force.

"Just save enough energy for an escape, alright?" Rora said.

"Yeah. Okay. It should be easy!" Anam nodded, stepping through the Dungeon barrier. "The same energy I use to bless it, but… for us! Easy, h-ha…" Anam fiddled with his fingers again.

"Do you have enough energy for all of us?" Rora asked worriedly.

"Oh, definitely."

"AaaAAA—I really don't like the feeling I just got." Absol shuddered, shaking her head furiously. "It feels like we're already surrounded!"

"Surrounded?" Anam asked, gulping. They had entered the Dungeon only moments ago. Was that just the distortion messing with Absol's perception? Or—

"Left!" Linoone shouted.

Rora slammed his foot on the ground; seconds later, a spire of stone pierced through a nearby tree. It shrieked, black matter erupting from its body. It evaporated into nothing.

"Trevenant…?" Cacturne said.

"No." Anam gulped. "That was just something to look like one."

"Wraiths… already…!"

"No time! Let's go, Anam. Stay close! If anybody slows down, carry them! Okay?"

Anam stayed in the center of the crowd, making sure his radiant barrier kept everybody inside.

It didn't take very long for more wraiths to show up, though most of them were deterred by Anam's barrier. After just two of them, the rest hissed and sank deeper into the Dungeon.

"K-kinda wish we had those segments to the Dungeon right about now," Cacturne said. "Can't you bless it from here and stabilize the place?"

"N-no, I can't," Anam said. "Just be careful!"

"We're still at the outer perimeter of the place," Absol said, "and I already feel awful the deeper we go. I th-think we're already being followed. And the atmosphere feels… twisted. I don't know what's going on here, just—"

The sun abruptly disappeared.

Three of the team screamed in surprise. Absol shook her head again, whimpering loudly. Anam stiffened, but it was Rora who shouted to the others. "Stay close, keep it together! Don't leave the barrier!"

Whispers filled the air, yet they couldn't figure out where it was coming from. Anam swiveled his head around, horns flicking slime onto Rora, who shook it off and grumbled. "Anam, are you doing alright?"

"I'm sensing… something. But I can't—"

"AAAAH!"

Anam spun around to see Linoone leaping into the air and onto Absol's back, screeching and pointing at the ground. All heads turned below.

Eyes. Countless eyes in pitch-black ground stared up at them through the barrier of light that Anam had created, some tiny, some as large as Rora's head. Tendrils poked between where the eyes weren't, trying to break through the barrier. While their darkness dissolved, some of the light faded wherever they touched.

"They're trying to eat through the floor!" Linoone screamed.

"Get off me!" Absol shook him away. "Anam! Let's hurry and get to the core! We can't be that far, right?!"

"I—I dunno!"

Rora stomped on the ground, forming another column of stone just beyond the barrier. The darkness persisted, but in the dim glow of Anam's shield, they saw a handful of wraiths evaporate.

Without a word, they all sprinted along, the slowest of them falling behind. Linoone shouted for them to slow down, and while they did, that only made the stragglers panic. Scrafty was nearing the back edge of the barrier by the time Anam slowed down.

A team of wraiths lunged at Scrafty, piercing through after only half of them evaporated. The other half latched onto Scrafty —she screamed, flailing against them. A dark swipe evaporated another, but two still remained, eating into her skin. An Armaldo hopped back, slashing at one of the remaining wraiths. The other one kept dissolving her left arm, only for a Golisopod to wrap his claws around the misshapen blob, tearing it away.

"Get away from her, you—" He tried to tear it apart, but it suddenly changed shape. Spikes covered its body, dark points melting Golisopod's chitin. He yelped and threw it away, but it stuck to his arms, flowing into his blood. Then it lunged at Golisopod, enveloping his face. He screamed, muffled, but by then, Anam had finally arrived.

One touch from his tendril of light evaporated the wraith completely, but the damage was done. Golisopod's chitinous armor had decayed, both eyes rendered useless.

"I—I can't see," he stuttered. "Anam, I can't—"

Another scream, this time to the left. Flareon's leg was caught by a series of tendrils. In mere seconds, his entire lower half was enveloped in melty darkness, threatening to pull her into the ground. It was only by the quick thinking of a nearby Nidoking that Flareon hadn't been consumed entirely. He grabbed him by the forepaws, and Rora followed next, grabbing his midsection from the other side. The darkness lashed out at both of them, stinging their hands, but Flareon was freed—though most of the fur on his lower half was gone.

Flareon opened his mouth to speak, but then passed out.

More eyes leered at them from the ground, and now even more from above. The group shrank to the center of the barrier, injured and burned, as the light that protected them slowly faded. To keep the barrier strong, Anam had to shrink the barrier's radius. The eyes closed in, hungry.

"This… this isn't how it was supposed to go," Anam said. "I… I had to… I had to save you! M… Mama… P-Papa…"

"Anam, don't lose it now," Rora said, holding his shoulder. "If we can fight this off, we can still escape."

The light was a dim flicker.

Rora rumbled. "One attack. Just one attack, okay?! Everyone! WITH ALL YOU'VE GOT!"

The whole group, aside from Flareon, blasted the darkness with their strongest attacks. Rora aimed to his right, blasting a thunderous beam of light energy from his maw, sweeping his head to the side. The Hyper Beam dissolved a good chunk of what was ahead of them. Scrafty slammed her good arm on the ground, sending waves of darkness in all directions to sting and dissolve as much of the wraiths as she could, even as the returning rot ate away at her arm.

Golisopod stretched his arms out, forming a barrier of his own that enveloped the whole team; immediately after, Nidoking gave a quick nod to Golisopod and jumped in the air. He landed hard, shattering the ground around them; all of the ground-bound wraiths dissolved, while the squad remained protected by the Wide Guard. Anam handled the rest in the sky, sweeping his Dragon fury across the blight.

Suddenly, from chaos, came silence. Rora fell to one knee, wheezing. Scrafty nursed her arms. The others panted, feeling their residual injuries. Linoone inspected Flareon worriedly, but he was breathing.

The silence only lasted for a few seconds. The whispers came back. Without the sun, there was no telling if they were near or far.

"No…" Scrafty squeaked.

Golden light coursed through Anam, readying a second attack, no matter what it took from him. He raised his hands. "Get ready! I'll—I'll hold them off!"

Green light shined above them. Anam blinked. "What?"

Hundreds of beams of green light rained down from the sky, briefly illuminating the dead forest around them. There were wraiths everywhere – in the trees, on the ground, by the rocks, and right next to them. Yet the Thousand Arrows pierced through them all, bouncing off of Anam's barrier at the same time.

In the green light, Anam saw the flickering image of a great, green-black serpent. "Toto!" Anam whispered.

"Wh-what a miracle, Anam!" Cacturne said.

Absol whimpered, shuddering. "Too much… it's too much…!"

Anam winced, biting his lip. Absol was right. This was far too much. They had to go. Half of them were too badly injured to keep fighting, and the other half wouldn't last long before suffering the same fate. They needed treatment—Flareon especially.

"Absol!" Anam rushed toward her, but stopped short of touching her fur—he knew she didn't like that from his slimy body. "Did it feel like there was anybody watching us before we entered?"

"No," Absol said, holding her dirty paws over her head, as if it was pounding. "No, and now that I'm in here, I just—I just know that we are. They were all inside here, waiting…! And now we can't even get out! Th-they feel so much stronger in here… and…"

Anam nodded. "It's okay. It's okay. I can handle this, alright? Watch. I'm gonna do some magic that'll make this all okay."

"A—a miracle? Now?" Absol asked.

The other eight in the crowd watched Anam curiously.

"Yeah. It's a secret technique. Super special secrets!"

His audience cringed.

"Show us," Rora said. "Anything to make this easier."

Anam closed his eyes. He breathed in. His horns twitched; wraiths were near, but they couldn't get through his radiant barrier. Not yet. "By Arceus' holy light and Mew's divine mercy, bring safety upon my friends, who are not so blessed as to have your power. Grant them safe passage through the Dungeon, so they may escape and—"

Rora's eyes bulged. "ANAM!" He lunged at the Goodra, holding him by the shoulders.

Anam sniffled, bopping his snout against Rora's. "…Escape and live another day."

The light intensified. Anam squeezed his hands together; little bolts of lightning zapped all nine of his friends, giving each one a little, startling jolt. All except for Rora.

Rora couldn't say anything for a few seconds. Little golden specks of light flickered beneath their feet for everyone but Anam. Tears—Anam didn't know what they were from, anger or panic or something else—formed at the corners of Rora's eyes. "Why—"

"Bye, Rora. I'll be back soon."

The nine became balls of golden light and shot through the sky, higher and higher. Wraiths tried to strike them from the air, but their radiant protection was too strong. The dark creatures evaporated upon contact. Rora's spirit rumbled at Anam, but no words came. Far, far away… then, a flash in the high barrier of the distortion. And then, they were gone. Safe.

Anam looked back at the dim, green glow of the serpentine Zygarde. "Toto… you showed up!"

"I step in when necessary," Toto said. He came closer, but then Anam's eyes widened. Toto's scales were already partway decayed; his natural glow, faded. Entire portions of his tail were missing, oozing a strange, translucent-green fluid out of his wounds.

"T-Toto…!"

"This body won't last much longer. Anam… you need to leave. I don't have enough power for another attack like that."

Already, the light from Toto's body dimmed, leaving only gray hexagons that had once been white.

"B-but…!"

"I will be fine." The giant serpent looked down. "Use your power to leave this place. It is too much for you."

"But what'll happen if it reaches the… where Nate is?"

"I do not know."

"And… my parents. You said you monitor the aura sea. And you never found them." Anam hesitated. "What if… what if they're…" He looked back. "What if they're still fighting?"

"I doubt they would be capable of fighting for so long."

Anam bit his lower lip, Toto's stoic indifference settling coldly in his stomach. "Well, they have to be somewhere," he said. "I think they're inside."

"And you intend to join them?"

"I'm gonna save them." Anam's radiant barrier flashed. Then, it became solid again. "You're too weak to continue. I'm gonna send you back."

"Anam, you must leave. This thing might be trying to gather the Hands, and you have one."

"Then I won't let him have it."

"Do not be so childish. You can't—"

Anam's horn twitched. "I'm not childish!" He shoved the Zygarde back. Due to the sheer difference in size, Toto didn't even move. But the tap was all he needed.

"Anam, you're being childish at this very…" Toto's body was awash in spheres of light. "That was very clever." And then he was gone, flung out of the Dungeon like the rest.


"Mew, by Your name, I request for your blessings, guidance, and miracles. While our travels have been filled with hardship and peril, we have not lost our faith in You. And we hope that we can continue for another day by Your radiant light, and may the darkness before us melt away. By Your divine light."

Anam cleared his throat. "That one sounds really appropriate right about now."

The deeper he went, the more the wraiths surrounded him. The eyes on the floor, and now eyes in the sky well beyond his barrier. His horns throbbed painfully, their mere presence like a sting across his whole body. He was getting close. And by keeping his barrier much closer to his body, it was a lot harder for these lesser wraiths to come close.

He'd come across a few stronger ones, but his Dragon Pulse dispatched most of them easily. The stronger wraiths had shape to them, vaguely resembling Pokémon, almost like imitations of what they were trying to mimic. He'd even come across ones that were almost exactly like their uncorrupted counterparts, yet were veiled in a shadowy aura, invisible to the naked eye.

Something was glowing ahead. Purplish and very weak. Compared to the infinite darkness around him, it was still too bright.

But then, one such example of a solid wraith appeared, right when the darkness was so thick that he could barely see a step past his barrier. The eyes all disappeared, which somehow plunged Anam into an even deeper darkness without moving him an inch. He gulped, feeling a new, powerful presence before him, rising from the ground in a black cloud.

Brown and green feathers wreathed in a dark aura greeted Anam. Cold eyes stared him down. Anam tensed, readying his Dragon Pulse, but something held him back. The weakest feeling in the back of his mind stopped the blue fire from escaping his throat. Instead, he stood there, chest puffed out, a blue glow bubbling through his neck.

The Decidueye hooted lowly. "Leave. Now."

"No—blrghh." Anam burped out half of his Dragon Pulse. Decidueye weaved to the right, dodging the flames that lit up the right side of his body. "Sorry."

Decidueye brought a wing forward, using the other to draw an arrow from the shadows. "Leave. Now."

Anam gulped, staring the arrow down. The power that radiated from the tip threatened to pierce right through his barrier. "How… how come you don't just attack?"

The wraiths whispered around them. Quiet whispers, incomprehensible sounds. For a while, that was all the noise that Rotwood Fen had. Decidueye's arrow didn't advance, and Anam's flames had completely died.

"Are you their leader?" Anam asked.

"No."

More silence joined the darkness. By now, even the wraiths were quiet.

Decidueye continued. "What do you think your friends are doing right now?"

"They're safe. I sent them away."

"Where do you think they went?"

"I—I sent them so they could go back to Quartz Mountain."

"Only some obeyed."

"What?"

"You should have known better than to come here. They are approaching, even now. Three of them. A Tyranitar. A Scrafty. A Golisopod. The rest fled with their lives."

"They came back in?!"

"Of course. Because they knew you would die. And they wanted to save you."

The darkness in Decidueye's arrow intensified. Anam winced, his foe's pull on the arrow growing stronger. The shadows darkened into something that was like becoming blind.

"You should have known that only the strong survive in a world of chaos."

He let go. The arrow pierced through Anam's barrier, the shadowy feather striking the Goodra in the chest. Anam gasped, immediately tugging the feather's tip out. The clouds poured into the hole of the barrier, but Anam immediately closed it. His chest felt cold. He didn't have to look down to know that the shadowy rot had spread there, but he'd been through worse. It was just going to become another scar.

Anam breathed out a plume of blue fire against the shadows, neutralizing them, but Decidueye already had another arrow ready. He fired again; Anam was ready this time, using the single tendril of light—a more solid part of his barrier—to deflect it.

"Tch."

Anam retaliated with his first true strike, another beam of blue fire against him. Yet the wraith commander sank into the ground, two Decidueye appearing. But the aura on the left felt a lot stronger.

"That's a good Substitute, Mister Decidueye," Anam said reflexively.

The darkness in their auras weakened, making Anam tilt his head curiously. Had the wraith reacted to that, or had he lost his mind?

Perhaps he had. The darkness was back and even stronger than before. Decidueye hooted lowly, almost a half-screeching growl, and said, "And now only two are coming."

"Wh-what do you—"

Anam heard a scream from behind him, far away. He gasped, spinning around, but then realized a split-second later that Decidueye would shoot from him behind. He jumped out of the way, narrowly evading a shadowy arrow that grazed his left arm. Residual rot darkened his elbow.

Another screech that was violently cut off midway. That one was Golisopod.

"ANAM!" the final voice cried, dripping with desperation. "ANAM, WHERE ARE—" And then, just as unceremoniously as the other two, he was cut off in complete silence. Anam couldn't find his breath; it was like time had stopped.

"You did this to them," Decidueye said.

It didn't fully register. They were fine! The reason their voices had cut off so suddenly was simply because a residual amount of his blessings were still there. When they were defeated, they were ejected from the Dungeon, just like any blessed one would operate.

"Face the truth, Anam. You killed them. And here's my proof."

Three lumpy shadows emerged from the ground—crawling, struggling against the dirt. Moans escaped misshapen throats; decayed claws pushed the dirt away. Anam staggered back, falling onto his rear. "W-wait… no…!"

Their auras felt the same. It wasn't some trick or illusion. Auras couldn't be replicated like that so easily.

"Rora!"

Parts of the Tyranitar were missing, replaced by chunks of shadow that dribbled and oozed on the ground. His face was missing. Scrafty and Golisopod were no better, shambling forward as the darkness crept over them.

"Anam," Rora moaned. "H… help…"

Anam gathered a golden light in his hands. "It's—it's okay, Rora! I'll save you, I—"

Rora suddenly screamed, cowering away from Anam. The other two did the same, staring with wide, empty eyes at the divine light in Anam's hands. The Goodra shook his head. "No, it's okay! This will help you, it'll—"

Anam hastily shot at Rora, but he jumped out of the way. Instead, it hit Scrafty, who had been hiding behind the Tyranitar. She screeched, flailing, and then she evaporated.

The Goodra's eyes widened as far as they could go. "Where'd she go?!"

"I already told you it's too late," Decidueye said. "Her spirit belongs to the void. They all do. Everything does." The dark aura spilled over, flooding the ground. Clouds ate away at Anam's shield, or what little remained of it. The flickering radiance was only further weakened by the Goodra's shattered will.

Rora trembled, more and more shadows covering his decayed body. His mouth opened, but no words came out. He slouched, as did Golisopod.

More wraiths emerged from the ground, these ones much more solid and defined than the blobs that he had encountered before. While they had some form, they were half merged, limbs and heads crawling over one another.

Yet it still nagged at him. This Decidueye's aura felt so familiar. And— "How did you know my name?"

Decidueye flinched. "They called you Anam all the time. Now this is your final warning—you're going to leave, or I'm going to—"

"Well, I can't leave now! You took my friends!" Anam slammed his arms to his side. "Give them back!"

"They're gone, Anam."

"Nu-uh, because they're right in front of me!" Anam walked toward Rora, who flinched again at the light that got too close.

"The light will burn them, Anam," Decidueye said. "I said leave."

The surrounding wraiths all whispered angrily. But their behavior was too strange, now. They weren't blindly attacking, and one was even talking to him. Wherever he was… the wraiths were under some kind of different control here.

"Please…"

"You saw what happened to them," Decidueye said.

Moans filled the air. The bodies of Pokémon stared at him with empty eyes, calling his name. Anam shut his eyes tight, covering his face with his tiny hands. "No…! It's… it's not too late!"

Decidueye prepared another arrow. "At the very least," he said, "you will join them."

"Please… Mister Decidueye, I just want my friends. We'll leave you alone, I just want my friends! We… we were going to save the world together!"

The arrow was taut, but he didn't fire. "Save the world?" Decidueye asked. "I'm afraid the world is far beyond saving, Goodra. There is no law, only chaos. That is how the world has always operated. The strong survive. The weak die. Surely you know."

"It doesn't always have to be like that!" Anam said. While he spoke, the corpses kept piling onto him, digging into his flesh. He refused to back down and shook them away. "Just because the world is how it is, doesn't mean it will always be that way! We can make it better! I can't do it alone… but with all my friends… just think of what we can do!"

Decidueye let go of the arrow and it struck through Anam's chest.

"Ughh—" Anam tried to grab it, but his strength left him. He tried to breathe out, and then in—barely, he managed. He tried again, bringing his arm forward weakly, wrapping his fingers around the feathery, shadow arrow. Anam tugged at the arrow and pulled it out completely; he focused, dizzy, and felt the heat from a seed in his bag. The mystical glow enveloped him, and then the wound—and all of his recent injuries—vanished. The corpses shrieked, blinding by the brilliant light of the Reviver Seed.

"What was that—?" Decidueye hissed.

Anam struggled to his feet. "It's something that I've grown for a long time. A Seed, imbued with a power so potent that it can bring you back from the brink of death! I learned these arts long ago… from the Book of Light. From Necrozma's teachings in them. But… but it's still not good enough. It didn't… work when my friends were in trouble next to me. I need to make them better. I…" Anam stumbled forward. "If I could just find Necrozma, maybe I could… but nobody hears me when I say his name…"

Decidueye scoffed. "Apparently I can't hear the name, either, because I didn't understand a word of your fragmented speech. So. You created a seed that can heal you in an emergency. That changes little. I'll just kill you twice."

He shot at Anam again. The Goodra pulled the arrow out and grabbed an Oran Berry.

Decidueye hissed. "Really, eating, at a time like this? You insult me."

Anam swallowed it whole, and the wounds vanished.

The Decidueye glared. "I'm beginning to notice a trend."

"My name is Goodra Anam…" He held his head up, staring straight at Decidueye. "Head and Founder of the Hundred Hearts…" He pointed at the ghostly avian. "I'm fighting for the world. And I… I refuse to die because you're afraid to change it!"

The moans quieted down. Soon, only the wind filled the silence. Decidueye stared down at Anam with a scornful glint in his eyes. "Your eyes… I don't know how someone can be so bright in a world so dark. It's… disgusting." He glared, and then raised a wing. "Kill him."

The corpses moaned… but didn't move.

"Excuse me?" He raised both wings. "Have you lost your hearing? I said kill him!"

The corpses ignored him. Their eyes were fixated on Anam.

"Nrgh, then I will just kill you myself. Nothing can revive you if you don't have a mind!" James aimed for Anam's head, but the Goodra didn't even move. He just watched Decidueye. And he stared back. Between the eyes. The perfect shot. He just had to fire. He just had to let go… Let that spiritual bow pierce the Goodra's soul, and sent him to the depths of this corpse garden. Just let go. Let go. Let go…

"What's your name?" Anam asked. "Your aura… my barrier. Now that my barrier is gone, I…" He gulped. "I feel your aura so… so clearly. I'd never forget it. You…" Tears welled up, but they didn't escape him. Not yet. "Your name is James."

James' dead heart skipped a beat. And that moment of weakness made the corpses rise up in a frenzy. Anam didn't know why, or what caused them to do it, but he suspected it had to do with all the light that they were being exposed to. Could Necrozma's techniques be working on them?

They climbed the trees and piled on top of one another, going higher and higher until one grabbed James by the ankle. He shrieked and fell into the pile, where they swarmed and slammed him into the ground, pinning him down.

"What—what are you doing?!" James said. "Stop! I am your leader! Don't fall for his lies! He knows nothing about this world! He is a mortal! He hasn't seen death! He—what is—what are you doing?! No—! STOP!"

A few of the corpses were sliding something toward Anam. A gray orb with little white specks floating through it. All of the corpses seemed to be tied to this orb by thin, white, immaterial strings.

"What's that?" Anam asked, reaching toward it.

"No!" James said. "Don't you dare! You are the least worthy to harness this terrible power! The LEAST! I REFUSE you! I REJECT you! STOP! DON'T YOU DARE!" James screamed unendingly, but Anam ignored it all. This was clearly some sort of key.

Wait… this looked familiar. Mama talked about it once, but it wasn't in either of the Books. Not even the Book of Light spoke of them. Was that… an Orb?

Of course. That's where the spirits went. They were part of an Orb. But where was the Guardian?

"It's okay, Papa," Anam said.

"I—" James stopped. "I…!"

Anam reached forward, pulling James close. "I missed you so much…"

"Anam… please… get away… don't let them take you…"

"It's okay," Anam said, squeezing tighter. "I'll… be okay."

He reached out and touched the orb.


Anam bubbled curiously, squeezing his hands in empty air. "Huh?" He stood upright, but he couldn't see anything around him. "That's weird. I thought I was just touching the—"

"Hello." The distorted sound was like countless voices speaking at once.

A tendril of fuzzy darkness, almost like tiny particles of dust concentrated together, slammed into Anam, sending him several feed backwards with a scream. Another one wrapped around his body, holding him tight. It squeezed.

"A-agh! S-stop!" Anam struggled, chanting weakly. "B-by Mew's divine blessings—"

"ENOUGH with your silly chants!" he squeezed tighter. Anam screamed, spurts of golden light from his single filament lashing out at the shadows. "AAH!" The tendril swung, hurling Anam on the ground.

He splattered there, winded. With one arm, he tried to prop himself up. The ground didn't feel like anything. Ethereal, almost. With his other hand, he formed a small blob of golden light, shining it in the air. All around him was the dim glow of a sky, both above and below him, specked with little, white stars. Somehow, Anam felt like those stars were watching him. Ahead, in this dark realm, he saw a sphere shrouded in black dust, pulsing with purple energy. The tendril that had grabbed Anam shrank back into the sphere.

The sphere rumbled, throbbing with waves of shadows. "How did you make my spirits rebel?"

"Huh?"

"Your father, I understand. He was already resisting me. For a mere mortal… his spirit is stubborn. The moment you entered the forest, he fought back."

"That's because he's my Papa! He's super cool!"

Another rumble. "Yet all of my other spirits… stopped as well. What did you do to them?"

Anam frowned, slowly getting to a sitting position. He wasn't attacking anymore. "I, um…" Anam looked down. "I just wanted them to be happy… I wanted my friends back. They weren't being themselves." He looked up. "Can I see them?"

A hollow noise, like a deep bell ringing too many times, echoed from inside the core. "No."

"The spirits…" Anam's horns twitched. "My friends… Papa… and… Mama!" He struggled to his feet, nearly falling over again. "They're… they're all inside you!" Anam broke out into a wide grin. "I—I knew it! Can they hear me? Rora! Mama! Papa! It's me, Anam!"

"SILENCE!"

A shadowy blast shot out from the sphere, straight to Anam. He had expected as much. He held his arms forward, creating a golden shield with his filament. He winced as some of the darkness licked at his shoulders and sides, but otherwise, the blast had been completely deflected.

Anam hobbled forward. "It's okay. It's—it's okay! I'm here! And I'm gonna help! Because as long as I have faith, Mew and Arceus will help me!"

"Mew… and Arceus…" Despite having no features, Anam sensed the dark orb sneering. "If they were helping you, none of this would have happened. Your friends wouldn't have died. All of their hate… all of their resentment… I feel it all, Anam. I know it all."

"I don't understand," Anam said. "My friends… they all liked me. They wouldn't have come with me if they didn't!"

"It was a holy obligation in their eyes. It was not for your friendship; I sense no love from them. Only begrudging duty and fear from their final moments alive. They only became close to you because of your Divine Dragon status. Only because of that single Hand in your possession."

Anam flinched, shaking his head. "That… that doesn't make any sense. The whole village… all of Quartz Village came together to help me! They wouldn't have done that out of duty! Not just duty! M-maybe a little bit, but it couldn't have been…"

The darkness swirled again, surrounding Anam on all sides. He held the filament out, creating a protective barrier.

"I am the embodiment of negativity. Every cry of pain, every twinge of guilt, every deep, dark regret… I know every one. I feel every single one. Even you. I sense your fear. Your hopelessness. Your doubt."

Anam's eyes widened, realizing that this could be true. But the embodiment of negativity? That didn't make sense, either. "Why would… why would you exist?" he said. "I don't understand. A-and… I still don't believe you. I think my friends cared about me. They wouldn't have gone so far if they didn't. Ever since I was little, they helped me. When Mama and Papa died…"

"They suddenly became nice to you." The darkness pooled over Anam, obscuring his vision beyond the barrier. "Because you were their power. They used you. It's nothing more than that. You were useful to them, and so they befriended you. But if you lost your power, none of them would care about you. Just like before."

"I… I…"

The shadows thickened. "Close your heart and give up. It would be much easier to feel nothing than to realize how pathetic it is to cling to this façade."

Anam blinked again, looking at his hands. They were trembling. Then, he looked at the shield around him and the darkness that threatened to pierce through the moment he dispelled it. "I don't understand."

"What do you mean?"

The Goodra crossed his arms, and then his horns. He focused in front of him, shining his barrier to clear up some of the fog. He wasn't sure if this entity had eyes, or if he could see, or—well, how he could see, but he wanted to make 'eye contact' anyway. "You're just wrong."

More hollow rumbling that shook the slime on Anam's body followed. Then, he said, "There is no way for me to be wrong: I feel what I feel. There is no point in lying. Because I feel your doubt, too. And your fear, and your confusion."

"But…"

Another blast of shadows slammed into the barrier, and, briefly, that shield of light flickered, tiny holes leaking darkness into Anam's bubble. He winced when some of that brushed against his body, seeping into his slime. He shuddered—it went deeper than his aura, like it tainted his spirit. He breathed slowly, concentrating on whatever inner light he may have had to push it out.

"If you're so certain that your friends and family care so much for you… then I'll just prove to you how wrong you truly are."

Black lightning slammed into the ground, deafening Anam. While his ears rang, the darkness dispelled itself, making the black spirits fully visible.

"Papa!"

That was the first spirit, the Decidueye.

"R-right? Papa…?"

But he only stared, hate in his dark eyes.

"He has known my suffering for so long, and has lost track of his own sense of self, that he does not even remember his old body. He understood immediately how much his old life was an illusion. Or perhaps he willingly abandoned his form? The Salandit species… the males are useless. They shall never reach their full potential. Yet he was born into it. Such a cruel world…"

"That's not true! Papa was very strong, and he was small! So it was really convenient! And Mama loved him!"

"Deny as much as you want. But you cannot deny it for the rest."

More thunder boomed, and another wad of darkness formed where the lightning struck. This one shaped itself into a Tyranitar. "Rora…" But just like before, his eyes returned nothing but darkness. A shadowy aura radiated from his throat, threatening to blast Anam whenever he let his guard down.

"Rora regretted following you into this place, just like all your friends. All of their struggles in life, amounting to getting killed in a forest that you led them into. Years upon years, washed away in moments. And it's your fault."

"Rora, that's not true, is it?" Anam said. "I'm sorry that I hurt you so much by bringing you here. But I'll make it better! Just like I did with the Dungeons! And town, and… and the way you made it all better for me, too. Everyone at the village. I owe everything to them."

"Pathetic. I almost feel pity. But not enough. Why don't I show you what's become of your beloved mother? The Divine Dragon you took over. Do you think she's proud?"

Another boom formed a dark blob, coalescing into a Goodra nearly twice his size. Anam beamed, taking eager steps forward. "Mama!"

A dark blast slammed into Anam's barrier, piercing straight through it. He screamed, a huge, dark blotch rotting his chest. He gasped, the barrier closing before more darkness could seep in, and struggled to keep his breath level.

The dark orb didn't say anything at first. Then, after a strange hesitation, he said, "That is what your mother thinks of you—that you're weak. That you're foolish. Don't you see? Give up. There's nothing left now that you're within my domain."

Anam rubbed his chest, staring worriedly at his fading barrier. Then he looked at Rora and his parents. All of them stared down at him, glaring. He could only see one thing in their eyes. The expressions were the same. But in what the entity called hatred, Anam saw something else. Those eyes weren't filled with hatred or disappointment or disdain. If anything, Anam saw challenging eyes, like he could do better. He knew those eyes. Mama's firm look…

She really was a lot bigger than he was. At least two heads taller, even as that blackened wraith. He could only dream to be someone as big and strong as her.

The darkness and rot faded from Anam's chest quickly. So quickly that it surprised even the Goodra, who looked down, then at the barrier. "I… I understand."

"Then lay your head down and accept your fate. This exchange has become tiresome."

"You can't feel the good parts." Anam straightened his stance, giving the dark orb a firm look. His horns twitched, curling and uncurling. "You've felt negativity so long… that you don't realize that there are good things in everyone, too. You don't understand it."

"I understand that such things are fantasies. Fabrications. Illusions to make living tolerable."

"But that's just wrong," Anam said, advancing toward Papa first. He smiled at the Decidueye, who continued to glare. "Papa, it's okay. I'm gonna make it better, alright? I've… I've missed you so much." He held out his arms. "I know it might mess up your feathers a little, but… can I… hold you? I never got to." He laughed. "We used to be tiny compared to Mama, and now, I guess we still kinda are… but we're still the same size, too! A little." Anam had to look down, still. But they both still had to look up to Mama.

"Anam…" The Decidueye's wings twitched open. Anam beamed, lowering his shield.

"You fool—they don't want your silly hugs. You disgust them!" Papa's body abruptly disintegrated into a black fog, returning to the dark orb.

Anam yelped, grasping at where the Decidueye wraith had been, but then looked at Rora, who similarly disintegrated. Then he looked at Mama, but she remained standing.

He forgot to put up his shield again.

Clearly, the darkness had been waiting for that moment, because a dark, misty arm wrapped around Anam's body, lifting him like he was nothing but a hollow Pecha Berry. Anam writhed in his hold, the tendril eating away at the parts that it touched until it became a thick, black sludge, oozing onto the featureless ground. The Goodra gasped, kicking his legs uselessly.

"If there is one emotion I know well, it is denial." The red eye in the center of the orb flashed. "How self-destructive creatures become when they deny the obvious and throw themselves into the abyss. They see nothing but horror, and yet they march forward, happily, to their deaths. To me. To the abyss."

"It's… it's all to help each other. The world… is good… because we help each other." Anam wriggled out from the darkness' grip, but he could only accomplish a few inches. "The Book of Arceus… teaches us to be dutiful… to do what we can for the community… and the Book of Mew… teaches us how to care for ourselves. If we just—HRGK!"

The pressure redoubled, threatening to snap Anam's bones and crush whatever was left of his muscles. Anam couldn't move them anymore.

"Your faith? Is that what you rely so heavily upon? With my countless spirits, do you really believe I am ignorant of every word within those texts?"

Anam wheezed, staring at nothing.

"Blind faith is nothing but thinly veiled denial."

"No, it's… it's not just… They're real… They're here to help… Mew gave Pokémon their Types… so they could help others. Arceus created the Embodiments to ease the powers of nature. It was all for us… They all care so much for us! And—and they can care for you! Please! There must be a way to—AAAH!"

The darkness tightened even more, crushing a number of bones that Anam could no longer comprehend. He screamed; something metallic pooled in the back of his throat.

"You naïve child. Do you not understand that they are all mere stories?"

Anam kept screaming, gagging on his blood before the pressure loosened. He felt warm—something in his chest made the tendrils back off, but only slightly. Anam struggled for air; this felt worse than normal injuries. This was his aura. And the darkness was trying to break his spirit. He couldn't let that happen. He had to save him. He had to save his parents. But what was he supposed to do? Arceus and Mew—would the help him, just like in the books? "Arceus… Mew… save me…"

"Disgusting. Even now, you deny your reality, even as it digs into you." The tendrils tightened, burrowing past Anam's skin and muscle. Somehow, as an aura, it felt worse. The darkness was rotting his aura and polluting his spirit.

"H-help…"

 "The Book of Arceus. The Book of Mew. Those grandiose tales of the gods being heroes for the mortals they lord over… Who wrote those books? Do you believe the gods to be reliable writers of their own histories? No. The gods did not write them. The Books are nothing but constructs generated by power-hungry mortals to keep the masses behaved."

Anam heaved, his vision blurry. He could only hear the darkness' words, now. Everything else was fading.

"How convenient that a god wants order for society to fall in line. How convenient that another wants the masses to be content with what they have. How easy it must be to control a world when an invisible force watches over them."

Anam coughed, gasping wetly for air. "S… stop hurting me…"

The darkness advanced, sinking fangs and claws into Anam from all sides. He screamed, but the darkness hissed into his ears. "No. They aren't just stories. They are all lies."

Something hot flew past Anam's right side. Then, thousands of screams deafened him, and Anam fell to the ground, his broken body lying on its back. He coughed, staring at the final trails of dragon fire leaving Mama's mouth. The dark core floated backwards, a dark mist fizzling around him.

"You… DARE…"

"Don't forget, Anam," Mama said.

"Forget?"

But then Mama disappeared, and it was just him and the dark core again. "And now you are alone."

Anam squinted, the feeling in his body returning. And that warmth was back, too. He blinked at a golden glow flooding his vision; something from his chest. The Hand… The warmth! That was it! It was living proof of Arceus' blessing. Was that what kept this darkness from taking him away like it did with all the others?

It all clicked. The light…

"You wanted me to be like you."

"What?"

"You can't kill me… you can't do anything to me."

"I have done everything short of that." The tendril coalesced into a single, fine spike, hovering over Anam's chest. "Don't force me to kill you. I will annihilate you."

"Was that a lie?" Anam asked. "You… already would have. If you're so negative… you just want to get rid of me. But you can't."

Anam's body, all over, felt better. Horribly bruised, but better. He staggered to his feet, giving a polite nod to the spike that threatened to impale him. But it didn't move. And that, above all else, confirmed it to Anam that there was nothing to be afraid of.

The Goodra's body glowed like a single flame in a dark room. It was dim, but in the void, it was the brightest thing in that reality. Anam grasped the spike with both hands, squeezing it. "I just want things to go back to normal."

"Let go of me."

Anam didn't listen, squeezing harder. "Please, let everyone go. I don't want to fight. I don't want any of this. I just want everyone to be happy—I want to go home. I want everyone to go home…"

"I said… let GO!"

The spike flew forward, through Anam's slimy grip, and straight into his chest. Anam's eyes bulged, but instead of blood, a golden light poured out of him. The core screamed and recoiled and the dark spike's tip was reduced to a fine mist. It flailed in the air, slamming into the ethereal ground, and Anam tried to maintain his stance. His wound closed; the dark core shined slightly.

It shined? Anam tilted his head. "…Do I need to…" Anam moved forward slowly, arms outstretched.

"What are you doing? Leave! Get away!"

The sprits swirled around inside the dark core. He could practically hear them. Mama, Papa, Rora, and all his friends. So many lost souls waiting to be freed. He had already accepted that strange power once, before he had entered this void; it was rightfully his. He just had to do it again.

Anam touched the shell of the core, first. It sizzled against his hands, but it didn't hurt. But the darkness screamed, trying to pull away, yet Anam was in control of this reality, now. This wasn't the negative entity's domain. It was his.

He held it tighter. "Hold still."

"NO! LET GO! DIE! DIE!"

The tendrils slammed against Anam's radiant body, but without any despair, the darkness evaporated before it could so much as touch him.

"WHAT ARE YOU DOING?! STOP! STOOOP!"

"Shh… I'm sorry. I need to do this. The spirits… accepted me. It's only fair that… I take control."

He leaned forward, staring at the great, red eye in the center of it all. He saw within it no expression, yet he could feel something, just briefly. Fear. This darkness was afraid of him. Was he already part of this negative entity? He'd never felt so intimate with such horrible emotions before.

"This… this world…" He thought of Mama. "I'll make it better!"

He reached out to the core. His vision went white, and then in all faded to black.


Dull thuds filled the air in random, occasional beats. They sounded wet, like a log slamming onto fresh mulch. Anam blinked and tried to rub his eyes. It felt like he was still in the void, but it felt like he had the most wonderful nap!

Unfortunately, he couldn't feel his arms. Or legs. Or much of anything below his neck, actually. His horns twitched; he used one to wipe his eyes instead, yawning. It was odd; it didn't feel like the air he was 'breathing' went anywhere. Simulated from familiarity.

The wet thuds continued; in the darkness, Anam thought to brighten things up a little. While the ground was still invisible, the individuals within the void brightened. He saw two, not including himself: the dark entity, still as an orb with a single, misty tendril… and himself? He saw himself lying on the ground; the dark tendril slammed onto his body, smashing it over and over again…

"Um, Mister? What happened?" Anam asked, trying to move his arms. Still no luck. He tried to move his horns instead—they were always stronger than his arms—and pushed his head up.

It was a lot lighter than expected. "A-ah! Whoa!"

He looked down, but he didn't have a neck to look down with. Instead, he tilted forward, falling onto his face with a grunt. His horns twirled around and lifted him back up. "Ugh… I'm… I'm just a…"

He was just a head; the rest of his body was being slammed into the ground.

"So you're awake. Wonderful."

Anam gasped. "Hey! Wonderful? That means you're happy, right?!"

"I am capable of sarcasm."

"Oh…" Anam frowned. "Well, at least you know how to act like you're happy! Kinda. Right?"

Slam. Bits of slime and goo flew across the void, splashing onto Anam's face. He closed his eyes, opening one to see the tendril picking it up and tossing it back onto the ground. Anam realized—he had two eyes again. It was disorienting; he wasn't used to having depth perception again. "Um, how come you're beating me up?"

"I don't know."

"…But… why am I just a head?"

"At some point it fell off."

Anam wriggled his horns until he managed to position them like legs. Anam's head waddled a few paces closer, wincing at how beat up the body appeared to be.

His horn-legs bent and lowered his head down. He crossed his 'legs' beneath his chin. "Are you doing this because you're bored? Is that a negative emotion?"

"For some reason, pummeling your body makes me feel less unhappy."

"Oh…"

The tendril made a motion to strike one last time, but he hesitated. Eventually, it lowered, leaving the Goodra body where it was.

"I guess that means you couldn't kill me after all." Anam, seeing that the body was unusable, turned his attention back to the darkness. "But… I really did mean what I said. I want to help you. It's not fair that you were born only feeling all those negative emotions. You should be feeling the happy ones, too. Maybe… I can show you some of that?"

"It is not like I have a choice."

"Yeah, but maybe it'll be fun! I'll show you what it means to feel something like that! Because we're together now, right? If I accepted the Core, and stuff, I mean. The Ghost Orb… and you! Um… actually, I don't even know what to call you. Do you have a name?"

The thing hesitated in its next pound. "I… I do not remember. I don't know. I only remember waking up in fear, confusion, and sadness. I don't know my name, if I ever had one. I simply… am."

"Oh. That's… that's also unfair. You went all this time without a name?"

"It was not as if I ever needed one. I am… all of negativity. Do I even have an identity?"

"I say you do. Because I'm talking to you right now, and you feel like a person to me. So let's name you!"

The ethereal darkness rumbled irritably, but didn't protest.

"How about we name you… do you want a normal name, maybe? Or maybe we should call you something more exotic? My Dad was named something exotic, kinda like Mom."

"Your mother was human. Her name is a human name. Their culture permeates Quartz. James was named by Madeline; he used to just be named, Salandit."

"O-oh… um… I didn't know that." Anam blinked, looking down. "Humans… what were they like?"

"Not very different from Pokémon: Uselessly fighting to persist in a world where they will ultimately die."

Anam frowned. "Let's get back to your name, then. How about we call you… All?"

"No."

"Then how about a normal name, like, um, Dariko?"

"Never."

"I guess you want a special name, huh? Okay. I mean… oh!" Anam clapped his horns together excitedly, his head wobbling on the ground. "I have a really clever one! If you're kinda like everyone, that means, when I'm talking to you… there's a little bit of my thoughts that you can feel, too, right?"

"That is true. I feel all of your negative thoughts. I know that you are doing this for me because…" But he couldn't finish. He just grumbled again. "Tell me your idea, Goodra."

"If you're me, then when I'm talking to you, it's like, I'm you! So… let's call you, You!"

A brief silence fell between them in the void. Anam's eyes widened with hope, but then he rumbled, "I hate you."

Anam lowered his head until it touched the ground again, his horns flexing. "I guess You isn't a good name after all… Okay. Let's keep thinking."

It was quiet for a while after that, with Anam focused on trying to name his new spiritual companion. Eventually, the darkness rumbled again. "Don't you have some waking up to do?" 

"Not until I name you."

"Why do you care?"

"Because you deserve a name! You're my friend now, right? I need something to call you."

"…Friend?"

"Yeah! Have you ever had one before? You have a lot of spirits in the Ghost Orb, but not a lot of friends, I guess. Maybe we can try it out! I'm, um, your host, right? So I should be a very good one. It's polite. And we can be friends, too."

He didn't reply.

"Hmm…" Anam studied his body again, seeing how dark it was. He wasn't really sure what kind of material he was made of, either—spiritual in some way, probably. But that did give him an idea… "I don't know what species you are. The first name is usually the species, but you're just… darkness. That's what you are. So what if your first name is Dark? And your last name is what people would call you informally. And since you're made of everything… I mean… I really wanted you to be called You, so, um, Dark You, but I guess that's stupid…"

"…Perhaps not stupid… but I refuse to be called something like that. I am everything. I am… the darkness of everything. That is… my identity."

"You are everything…" Anam repeated this to himself, over and over, in little whispers. Then, he gasped. "Matter!"

"Matter?"

"If you're everything negative, then that's your name! Matter! Your full name is Dark Matter!"

"Dark… Matter…"

"Do you like it?" Anam could tell; something about that name resonated with this ball of evil, even if he didn't want to—or perhaps couldn't understand how to—admit it.

"I don't dislike it."

"Then that means you like it!" Anam clapped more with his horns. "Yes! You have a name, Dark Matter! Can I call you Mister Matter, though? Or just Matter?"

"Mister Matter. I refuse to be called so informally."

"Okay, Mister Matter it is!" Anam giggled, righting himself. "I'm really glad that I could help you even a tiny bit, though. I'll show you that the world can be a lot better than all the negativity you've been feeling. And maybe you can help me. Tell me about the negative thoughts that people have, and maybe I can help to make them better. If you feel less negativity in the world… then that means there would be more positivity to take its place, right?"

"…Do you truly believe it's not an illusion? Positive emotions. They can't be real…"

"They are. And I'm gonna show you. I'll tell everyone about you, and then they can—"

"NO!"

Anam flinched, whatever he planned to say lost to the void.

"You cannot tell others. I… they will try to find a way to destroy me. And they will destroy you, too. You have no reason to tell them."

"Oh…"

"I want you to promise me that you won't tell them. I… don't want that. And I will disrupt your every move if you refuse."

"Okay—I promise," Anam said. "I don't want them to hurt you… that might hurt all the spirits with you, too. I want to make this better so… so you can release them, right? I'll try my best. I'll show you hope, and happiness, and warmth. Yep! So, I promise!"

"No. I need more. This is too big of a secret. I can control the spirits within me and make them forget; I cannot release them because… if I do, they will speak of me to the gods. And they may try to get rid of me, too."

Anam frowned. "Do you really think they would? You… you said those stories are lies. Does that mean…?"

"They are only out for their own interests. Just as I am. But I do not want to be destroyed. That is surely what they will try to do."

"But… but then what do you want? You want to be happy, right?"

Dark Matter didn't reply immediately. It sounded like he was trying to say something, but then stopped, like he didn't know how to articulate it.

"You said that being happy was an illusion, but… Are you sure? Or is that just… denial? You said you were the most familiar with denial. Because maybe… That's what you're doing, too."

"I can't be happy. It is an illusion… to me. It is part of my reality to be… negative."

"Well, maybe I can change that," Anam said. "Or maybe… Arceus and Mew can? Are the stories really… lies?"

Dark Matter growled. "The stories are glamorized or outright lies. But the gods themselves… are clearly real. You already met Zygarde, who has ties to Mew. And yet… That changes nothing for me."

"But what if their miracles are real, too? What if I told them, and they—"

"The gods hold the power to help me. Yet they do not. Because if they ever find out I exist… they will destroy me instead. They will refuse to help me. I've felt their negativity, too. I know this. They will kill me…"

Anam gulped, wanting to protest, but he seemed so convinced of himself… Could he be telling the truth? Or was it warped like the rest of his perception?

"If I want to be fixed, I must do it myself. With their own power. The scattered power, like what is within this Ghost Orb—the Hands." 

"What do you mean?" Anam asked. "You want… the Hands. This?" Anam made a motion with his horn, producing his single filament."

"Yes. Anam… I need those. I must gather them. The very things that can destroy me can also help me. If I can get enough, perhaps I can rewrite my own reality. The same way Arceus had used them long ago to create reality itself."

It started to piece itself together for Anam. While Anam suspected that not even Dark Matter himself knew why he existed… it seemed clear that he wanted to change his fate. But, just to be sure, Anam said, "So you want their power, because…"

"I want the Hands of Creation so I can finally be happy."

There it was. That was good enough for Anam. But at the same time, giving all of that power to someone like Dark Matter would be… risky. And if he thought that, then Dark Matter heard the thought, too. "I'm sorry…"

The sphere lowered in the void. "It's hopeless. I'll never be happy."

Somehow, seeing the giant ball of evil lament made Anam's heart sink. Frantic, he said, "No! I'll find another way! I promise! I'll make the world happier, and then, if you're part of me, maybe you'll start to feel a little happy, too. And I won't tell anybody."

"And would you make that a Divine Promise?" 

The sky—the invisible, dark sky—rumbled lowly, getting Anam's attention. The Goodra looked up, nearly toppling over from his imbalance of just being a head and horns. "What's that?"

A dark tendril moved toward Anam, who lowered his head down so he could reach out to it reflexively.

"It means that should you break it, I would gain your divine power. It would be a way that I can be sure you will follow. Otherwise, I will have one more Hand to get closer to what I need. Because if I'm not convinced… if you fall into despair… Then you'll accept that you were wrong." 

"Well, okay," Anam said. "That sounds fair! And it'll make you feel better?"

"…You will make a Promise to me? You will risk your power just for the chance to make me happy?"

"If that's the only way you can feel better… then yes! Because I'm not just helping you. I'd be helping everyone. The whole world! And you'll get to help me! Because what's a better way to fix the world than to know everything that's wrong with it?" Anam grinned. "Okay, I Promise! Oh!"

Just then, from Anam's right horn, a glowing light erupted, twisting around the dark tendril of Dark Matter. The entity flinched back at first, but then floated forward. He was silent for a while.

Anam tilted his head, careful not to fall over. "Something wrong?"

"You're really doing this."

"Yeah! But are you okay with helping me?"

"Why?"

"I said why!"

"No. Why? The real reason."

This again? Anam tried to be polite. "I don't understand…"

The sky rumbled again, but then he reached forward and twisted the tendril around Anam's horn. "Then that makes the two of us. Restate your Promise."

Anam frowned, but he did so. "I Promise to keep you a secret for as long as you help me save the world!"

The glowing brightened. Dark Matter said nothing, but the sky rumbled again. The red eye in the center of the shell pulsed anxiously. "So long as I help you, the secret will be kept. And once I stop, you become free to speak of me to the others. Is that your deal…? How… one-sided. Your naïve faith… Of course a Divine Dragon of Light would behave this way… Why should I be so confused? I accept."

The golden light blinded them both.

Slowly, it all faded, and Anam dared to open his left eye. He saw Dark Matter there, as usual, floating, with his red sphere gleaming in his protective shell. "Where are my parents?"

"With me."

"…Can I… see them?"

"Not now. It would be… bothersome. But I will teach you how to summon them… and how to speak with them."

"Oh… You'll teach me?"

"I have to help you if you're going to keep me a secret. That was the deal."

Anam bobbed his head. "But what about all my friends? If I can summon them, then…"

"I will suppress their memories if you summon or revive them. It is not difficult since they are already under my control."

That seemed satisfying enough. With a happy bounce, Anam said, "How do I go back out?"

"That should have happened a long time ago. Your spirit acclimated to the Ghost Orb and you should have woken up… but it seems that it was too much for your body. It must be sustained only by the Orb's power and my own. You need to focus to wake up; I refuse to be trapped with you for eternity."

"Okay, focus…" Anam closed his eyes, trying to sense through this void where his body was. It wasn't much of an instinct or a feeling so much as it just came to him; it wasn't anywhere around him, not above or below, but afar. He found his body. "I think I see it."

"I feel it, too. And—We have visitors."

Anam felt it, too. The presence of two auras just at the edge of the pit he'd grabbed the Orb from. An Alakazam and a Chikorita. "Why are they here?"

"The Chikorita feels fear and disgust. Your body must be an awful sight."

"And how about the Alakazam?" Anam asked. "Is he afraid? I should go and help them."

"…I feel… nothing… from the Alakazam."

"Nothing? Then he must be…" Anam gasped. "His soul must be pure! No negativity at all! That's amazing! I'm totally gonna—"

"No. A pure soul is impossible. His aura… was not forged in this world. Just like your mother… He is human. Or, perhaps… was human."

"So you can't feel the negativity from people whose auras weren't made in this world?"

"…I do not know… That is only my theory."

"Another human… wow. What's his name? I wanna greet him!"

The darkness rumbled. "From Madeline's memories… he is Michael."

"Michael. That reminds me of Papa's name, in a way."

"They are human names. As I said… their culture permeates this world in the smallest traces. But perhaps he will go by a different name. It has been… too long, since he had been human in any way, according to Madeline."

"Well, I'll wait for him to introduce himself." Anam closed his eyes, golden light pouring from his head as well as his body a few feet away. Dark Matter shrank away from the light, grumbling something to himself. "And, Mister Matter…"

"Is that my name, now?"

"I just wanted to say… Thank you."

Dark Matter said nothing. The golden light that flowed out of Anam became too bright to look at; he shrouded his shell in a dark fog, but even then, the light cut through.

"For helping me make the world a better place. And in return… I'll find a way to make you happy."

And then the light stopped. Dark Matter remained in the void, left behind again, but not without the smallest hint of Anam's essence left behind—the link they now shared. And from it, Dark Matter felt… something new, for an instant.

"…Thank you…"






81. Gather


Chapter 73 – Gather

With so much that had happened, it was a miracle that they could clean up Quartz HQ at all. There was still a lot more to do. The walls of the fifth floor were still wrecked here and there, holes making new passageways into rooms, rendering the actual doorways useless. Blood coated parts of the halls on various other floors. Severed plants, rubble, and cooled molten rock littered the floor, and the air was filled with the lingering pressure of countless stressed mutants.

What's wrong? What's wrong?

I can't see. Can't see.

Lavvie, open your eyes! I want to see!

Lavender frowned, complying. His eyes trailed over the trembling mutants, still in shock from the battle. Next to Lavender was Lucas, no longer in his Mega form, looking skinny and frightened. He let out soft whines now and then, flinching to any form of contact. Lavender tried to ease him out of it, but he was inconsolable.

Dad? How about Dad?

Is Dad okay?

He's alive, right?

Lavender let out a sound that was a mixture of a whine and a chirp. The chimeric Pokémon crouched down and paced toward Eon, bumping his beak against the other Espurr. "Dad?"

Eon jumped, looking at Lavender, then back at Rim. She was still staring emptily forward, a bit of drool collecting at the corner of her mouth. Eon reached forward with a paw and cleaned some of it off; Rim didn't respond. Was she getting worse? Her aura felt so weak. It was barely keeping itself together.

"Rim…" Eon reached closer, rubbing under her chin. Her eyes remained open; Eon looked like he was in pain when he reached forward to close her eyelids. They didn't reopen.

"No," Lavender whispered. "She's… she's still alive. I feel it." He reached out to paw at her, but then stared at his own talons. He'd risk cutting through her fur if he got too rough. A simple scrape, the way she was… Rim was always delicate. Her barrier kept her safe, yet now…

"She just n-needs some rest," Eon said, nodding. "I… St-Star… Star did something bad to her, Lavender," he explained. "B-but I'll find a way to fix it. Always do. I'll find a way. I'll…"

They all fell into silence; Lavender looked at the remaining mutants.

Can we help?

What can we do?

Lavender, do something!

Countless voices echoed in Lavender's mind. He winced. Shh, shh, let me think… And the voices quieted down, though a few of them still seemed to mutter little concerns and ideas.

"What happened to Owen, Dad?" a mutant asked—this one was a Raichu with the wings of a Mothim and the claws of a Sandslash. "He looked so…"

"Star possessed him. And then she…" Eon shook his head, his body expanding and shifting from an Espurr to Owen's mutant form, towering over all of them. He staggered back so he didn't accidentally crush the comatose Espurr. "She must have planned to do that eventually. Using Owen to kill me. M-my own Owen… h-how could she—how could she—"

"Dad," Lavender said shakily.

Eon took in a muted gasp, hiding his face from the others. "I—I'm sorry. You shouldn't see me like this. I'm… I'm your father. We need to get through this together."

"But how?" Lavender asked. "Owen… he looked so angry… but why? Shouldn't he be angry at Star, and not… you?"

Eon clenched his jaws. A few of the mutants looked at one another with uncertainty, then back at their father.

"Dad?" the mutant Raichu asked. "How come Owen's mad at you, too?"

Eon looked back at them, and then looked at his paws. "I… He doesn't like what we're doing with the Guardians. Taking their Orbs, I mean."

"But you said that it was to free them," Raichu said.

Lavender nodded. "It's mean, but it's even meaner that they have to stay like that, right?"

"I…" Eon never completed his answer.

"Dad…" Another mutant stepped forward, this one with the body of a Flareon, the fur of a Jolteon, and the fins of a Vaporeon. "Is he mad because we kill people?"

Various mutants shifted uncomfortably.

"When we black out, sometimes you say that something bad happened. We know what that means, Dad…"

"N-nothing happens," Eon said hastily.

The mutants frowned. Lavender shrank away. "Dad's been getting better at that. We don't go berserk nearly as often, and… and now it's usually only when he switches us to battle mode. That's how it's supposed to be, right? Then you don't have to actually… see it happen."

And once again, the audience found various parts of the hall to observe instead of their father.

"Dad?" The Eevee-evolution fusion looked up. "When this is all over… Are you going to turn it off forever?"

"Yes," Eon said immediately. "Yes, with all my power. I… We just need to save the world from them. You've seen what they're like. And…"

"How come you need Owen for it?" Lavender asked. "And the rest of Team Alloy?"

Eon ran a claw over Rim's limp form, and then picked her up. "Owen… all of Team Alloy, but Owen most of all… we were partners. We worked together just like Rim and I a long time ago. It's the sort of bond that… I don't know how to replicate. It's irreplaceable. And it's tangible. It's something that we could use to usurp them, give me the edge that…" Eon's voice quickened, but then he slowed to a stop. "But… but he doesn't remember that anymore. It's gone."

"Because of how he was split apart?" Lavender asked.

"No," Eon said. "Well… some of that might be true. But the rest…" He shook his head. "It's hidden behind that Divine Decree. He doesn't remember. And I can't tell you about it, either."

"If he remembered, do you think he'd partner up with you again?" Lavender asked. "If any of them did?"

"I don't know anymore," Eon finally said, slumping over. "I wish that I could just say one magic word and Owen would suddenly remember everything, smile, and go by my side. Would be nice to have the power over wishes, huh? Maybe I'd be able to pull another miracle like the Reincarnation Machine all over again."

Lavender glanced at Rim, then at Eon. But when he did, there was something new in Eon's eyes—they were wider.

"Star possessed Owen," Eon repeated. "What if… that also gave him Star's blessing?"

"Huh?" Lavender tilted his head.

"What if that broke the Decree?"

"Maybe?" He wasn't sure how significant that was. Eon always thought it was important to break through that thing, but why did it matter here?

Eon suddenly stood up. "If I had to know where Owen was, right now…" He paced around, letting a few other mutants inspect Rim, though he warned them to be gentle. "…He left for Brandon's… but I don't think he'll stay there that long. I don't know what he'll tell him, but… But Owen will definitely want to go back to Hot Spot. It's his… home. Even after all this. Maybe he's heading there now? I… Does that make sense?"

The mutants all stared blankly at him, including Lavender. None of them knew Owen the way Eon did.

"I'm going to try. One last time, I want to see if he hears me." He backed away from Rim, giving her one last look. "Please—take care of Rim, okay? I'll be right back."

"Okay, but—what are you gonna tell Owen?" Lavender asked. "Try on me!" And you guys, try to listen, too. Maybe if we work really hard, we'll hear him!

The spirits within Lavender all agreed and listened with all their might.

Eon hesitated, but then gave Lavender a small smile. "There are so many things and so many places that I'd want to talk to him about. But, to start… I'm going to ask Owen about Kanto."

Lavender's head-crest fanned out, then relaxed. "Can you say that last part again?"

I didn't hear it.

Me neither.

I think I did, but I forgot.

Eon shook his head. "I need to go. Take care of Rim, okay?"

The Ditto, still as a mutant Charizard, sped through the halls, using generated updraft to glide the turns with ease. Everyone's attention then turned to Rim. The Meganium from the battle earlier nuzzled Rim with concern. "Her aura's getting so weak…"

"What can we do?"

"How… how weak is it?" Lavender asked, leaning closer. He nudged Rim; no response. She used to react at least slightly, but now, it was like she was completely asleep. She was barely breathing. "N-no, don't answer. I… she's…"

She's dying.

She's fading.

What do we do?

We have to do something.

Lavender, do something!

You can save her, right?

Do something!

Do something!

Lavender shook his head, trembling. Quiet, quiet, please, I… I can't hold you all in if you get so…

The spirits settled back down again.

Lavender nuzzled Rim closer, feeling her weak breaths against his feathers. She wouldn't last before Eon got back, would she? And if he came back without Owen, and then Rim was gone, too…

Can't we do anything?

Anything?

Lavender listened to Rim's heart. It was beating, but… That wasn't the problem. It was her aura. He couldn't feel it. Soon, her spirit would slip away, and…

Her… spirit.

Lavender glanced at all the other mutants, then at Rim again. Then back at the mutants. "I can save her."

They all perked up. "How? What will you do?"

"I'll save her the same way you guys get saved. Do you guys trust me?"

The mutants nodded unquestioningly. Lavender was one of their strongest and smartest mutants—even if he was a little different, with all of the friends inside of him.

A few mutants realized what Lavender was about to do and beamed. Lavender beamed back, turned to Rim, and gently wrapped his beak around her chest. He closed his eyes, searching for her essence… There it was. That flickering, golden light within her aura, weak as it was…

He breathed in. Rim's body breathed out. And then, it lay still. A new warmth to accompany all the others flowed into him, caressed by the countless other spirits that tried to talk to Rim. They got weak, confused replies from her.

La… ven…der…?

It's okay, Auntie. You're safe now.

What's… where… so warm…

Just rest, Auntie. I know what to do. I've done it all the time! I'm gonna Reincarnate you, okay?

He sensed apprehension from Rim then, but she also seemed too tired to question it. She was already sinking into the cozy warmth inside his being. Just… be careful…

I will.

He was already bounding through the halls. He whispered "ten" to the wall, then spun around and down the new halls. Into the lab, he found the nearest empty Reincarnation chamber, staring at the clear glass. He pressed a button and the machine lit up. He read the interface, squinting at the small screen in the center, and pressed his talon on the start button.

Two words appeared on the screen: 'Insert spirit.'

Lavender looked at the apparatus to the side that opened up, glowing slightly with something that resembled a Protect barrier. He sifted through his spirits until he could find Rim's, leaning forward for a gentle breath. A single, golden orb floated out and into the tiny Protect sphere, which snapped shut before Rim's spirit could fade. The sphere sank into the machine; shortly after, he saw the spirit at the top of the cylinder. He smiled, nodding, and looked at the interface again.

'Provide body specifications.'

Lavender typed in "Rim" and confirmed. His tail-fin wagged with anticipation; he looked up at the spirit again, and then back at the screen in time to see the confirmation page disappear. "Good!" Lavender said, already seeing artificial aura channel and coat the spirit, and then the cylinder itself filling with a thick fluid.

Satisfied, Lavender pressed his forehead softly against the cylinder and backed away. Feeling cheerful, he shifted to his Scolipede form and rolled back down the halls to tell the others the good news.


"Good. Then everything is in order."

Mobilizing an entire mutant bug army was more work than Har could have anticipated. Sure, the spirits were easy enough—they could go in the Bug Orb and forget about it. But the actual, living mutants? Har grumbled, rubbing his forehead. He needed a break. After what felt like half the day of nothing but walking and coordinating, he wanted to curl up and nap.

His room within Trina's abode was coated in Rawst leaves, lined with books. Well, it used to be; they had packed most of it away to go to Hot Spot. That would be another worrisome change, but… maybe it was for the better? His annoyingly cheerful, 'complete' counterpart, even with his inferior body, was at least tolerable. But the way Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were toward one another was going to be an aching needle in his brain any time he looked at the erased versions that he lived with. The ones he called his partners.

Trina was coming; he sensed her from two turns down in the labyrinth. She seemed to be carrying something with her vines; scarves? Har wasn't all that interested in fashion statements… Maybe they were for someone else. He sat up, straightening his back to look as formal as possible.

The Serperior nodded at Har as her first action, and Har nodded back. "I trust you are doing well?"

"Yeah."

"I wanted to give you something."

"Oh, that's for me?"

"In a sense." Trina handed them over; each one was a pale green color and radiated Mystic energy. He felt it upon contact, like a dull pressure all around his scales.

"What's… what do they do? I get the feeling these aren't just normal scarves."

"This is something that will be a bit stronger than the average Scarf. It'll only work once… but I have three of them. And they only activate under a specific circumstance."

Three scarves… Har tensed his jaw, not wanting to ask another question. He took them wordlessly and returned to his nest. "Well, thanks."

"I'm assuming you know what they'll do?"

Har growled, tracing a claw along the soft fabric. Three scarves, and after what had happened with Team Alloy, and Trina's little remarks about how meeting them would be good for him…

"It'll return their memories," Har said, unable to suppress a snarl. "They wanted them gone. I don't see why you should give them back. That's not fair."

"Mystics can only seal memories, not erase them," Trina said, shaking her head. "They are never truly gone. That's something fundamental, according to Star: the persistence of memories in the spirit. Nobody, not even a god, can change that."

"Well, they said they wanted to keep it away. I figure it'd only be fair to honor that for as long as possible, huh?" Smoke trailed out of Har's nostrils, ready to blast the three scarves into piles of ash.

Trina stared, expressionless. She was daring him. Daring him to destroy the scarves in front of her—or at all. She suddenly felt a lot larger. Har shrank back, the flame on his tail dimming. The smoke cleared. He balled up the scarves and set them by his bed. "They don't even know they have them."

"I told them from the outset that it was temporary until they could find new identities. I advised against it, but I'm not one to deny my subjects something they truly desired. And perhaps it did delay their grief. But, Har… even if the memories that had been sealed away are incomplete, it was the basis of who they were. By sealing that away, I've observed that we may have… stunted them. You have already grown to be someone completely unlike Owen. But now you only want to see your old Team Alloy back to normal."

"No." Har narrowed his eyes. "I wanted them to be happy. I don't care how."

Trina closed her eyes and turned her head down, breathing through her nostrils. "When you're ready, Har, I have put that power to you. I trust that you will at least tell them the truth. I believe, after seeing their copies, they are ready to make that choice, and they are ready to accept their full identities and retain who they are now."

The Charizard said nothing. His eyes were fixed on the scarves; he knew he couldn't destroy them. It would betray the trust that Trina had given him and, more importantly… it would put him in an unjust control over the rest of his team.

"I trust that you won't misplace them," she said. "Conferring blessings is incredibly difficult. I don't know why it is such an easy thing for Anam to do, or how your counterpart did it without any practice. Perhaps it is some kind of specialty in their Mystic powers. But I won't be able to replace them."

"Okay, then how long do I have?" Har asked in a growl.

"The power will fade by tomorrow."

Har jolted upright, but Trina was already slithering out. He squeezed his claws over the scarves, piercing the fabric with tiny holes. "Why couldn't you have just given me time to decide for myself?"

"This is what they wanted long ago. It has nothing to do with you. Now, I'll be going to speak with Owen and the others in Hot Spot to make final arrangements for our arrival. Everybody will be gathered in the central chamber for our migration. I shall return with another Badge's power and guide us all there under the cover of night."

Her voice faded as she turned down the next corner of the labyrinth of silk.

Har sat in the middle of his room, staring at the scarves again. "Guys…" He didn't know what it would do to them.

Ani, Ax, and Lygo. Would he lose them? Or… would he have them back?


Where was Owen when they needed him?! The sky was falling! Or—or what, what was it doing? It seemed to be growing a huge vortex right above Hot Spot. Demitri didn't know the first thing about vortexes or rips in reality or any of this Mystic junk beyond fleeting thoughts from Mispy, who had gotten them from Owen. Secondhand-secondhand thoughts. Double-secondhand. Thirdhand?

Demitri took a shaking step back, eyes wide and pupils narrow. It was darker than the evening sky. There was blackness, and then a purplish outline, and then… it was like going blind. Complete absence of light. He felt as if he couldn't look at it for long without getting swallowed completely by it.

Vines wrapped around his torso, anchoring him back to reality. He looked at Mispy, her eyes just as wide, saying everything that she physically couldn't. Without a clue what to think of it themselves, they turned their attention to the other two—the Elite and the leader himself. "Nevren? What's happening?" Demitri said. "P-please, you gotta know!"

Nevren wasn't looking at the sky. Instead, he was looking at Anam, who was still digging into his own skull with his slimy claws. Black ooze seeped out of the Goodra's eyes and head wherever the claws pierced. What was happening to Anam? Did it have anything to do with the strange void over them?

"P-please… stop…" Anam said, but then his head sank into the ground, becoming nothing but a purple, bubbling puddle flecked with black.

A different voice came from the puddle. "You were wrong… accept it."

Demitri exchanged a look with Mispy, but they were equally confused. That wasn't Anam's voice. It was… what was it? It sounded like all of the spirits inside of Anam were talking at once, through him. How was that even possible? Where was it coming from, or was it… just there?

Why couldn't he go back to being ignorant and blissful? He longed for the days when he was resting with Mispy—Axew and Chikorita, sparring against boulders and trees and each other. Little Heart missions to rescue a Pokémon in need, or arrest some outlaw in trouble. Sure, he didn't have his memories back then, but did that matter?

Okay, maybe it did. He glanced at Mispy, then back at Anam's puddle. "Should—should we get the others?" Demitri asked, defaulting to seeing if someone else could do something—anything—to help Anam.

The void above them let out a low rumble, like deep, distant thunder. It shook Demitri's chest, leaving him to shake his head. "That felt crazy… Mispy?"

She had crumpled over, eyes wide, like she had been punched in the gut. The wind had completely left her. To his right, Nevren had staggered back, holding his chest as well, before his breath returned to him.

Anam's body was a lot darker. "No… It's… it's not too late…"

"Nevren… You used your power… and used Anam… to create the Waypoints. You designed all of the technology. You gave Anam what he called hope…" The Goodra stood up, his entire upper half infested with inky blank sludge. It seeped into his lower half like dye in water. "Yet it was all to weaken his mind. All to control him. All to betray him."

Nevren blinked several times, looking at Demitri and Mispy.

"I was right all along. No matter how much good Anam does for you all… It means nothing. People like you… will undo it all."

"N-Nevren?" Demitri asked. "What's Anam—what's that voice talking about?"

"Nothing. Something within Anam is out of control. Go and get the others, quickly. We need a means to subdue—"

Nevren suddenly turned toward Anam and held his hand forward. A transparent barrier formed, flashing when Anam abruptly got to his feet and slammed his body against it. A single, red eye glimmered in the faceless Goodra's head. Despite having no mouth, the Goodra spoke, its red eye flashing. "This world…" He raised a shadow-infused fist. "Anam failed to save it." The shadows intensified; Nevren launched a precise Psychic blast at the fist, knocking it clean off. It flew behind them, splattering in a pile in the grass, which instantly withered away.

But the shadows remained on the stump at the end of Anam's arm. The fist didn't matter anymore. "Now," the voices said, "it is my turn."

He slammed down onto the barrier, shattering it effortlessly. Nevren immediately jumped away and shouted to Demitri and Mispy, "Into Hot Spot! Now!"

He shut his eyes and disappeared in a flash of light.

Demitri stepped back next, followed by Mispy trying to slide into the caverns, but they were both too slow. Even Anam, now that he was back on his feet, outpaced them. Black fog seeped from his body in black boils like the gaseous pits of hot mud.

"M-Mispy—" Demitri turned around to run, but Anam opened his mouth and fired a beam of blackness at the Haxorus' back.

He wailed, the blast splashing in all directions, but the impact site was left blackened, exposing bare skin beneath his tough scales. Mispy wrapped her vines around him, pulling him close, but they didn't have time to fuse. Demitri couldn't concentrate enough to do it safely—what would happen if they did it under so much stress? He pushed away from her; Anam was charging up another blast.

"No!" Mispy lunged forward and wrapped a layer of herself around Anam's head. A shadowy explosion expanded the plant wrapping, leaving huge patches of rot that seeped into the outside. Mispy winced.

"M-Mispy? Does it… hurt?" Since when could Mispy feel pain in this form? Her body didn't register that sort of thing. Unless… it wasn't hurting her body.

"Y-yes," Mispy said, blinking back tears.

They had to get it away from them. They needed time to warn the others before Anam killed them all—or whatever it was that took control of him. That wasn't Anam—that was… Demitri, hyperventilating, could barely think straight at the sight of Mispy actually in pain. He hadn't seen that since she was a Chikorita.

What would Owen have done in this situation? He always had some way out of things, didn't he? He was supposed to be the one to strategize or give solid advice.

Having no idea what else to do, Mispy wrapped more vines around Anam, even as the current ones started to blacken and fall away at the tips.

Demitri tried to think back to the last time they had fought together. Their fight against their counterparts—what did they do then? Did any of that apply here?

More and more of Mispy wrapped around Anam, sealing him away, while her main body shrank back. She curled her neck down, sniffling—clearly no longer used to pain in general, let alone at this magnitude. "Mispy!" Demitri wanted to run toward her, hug her, find some way to comfort her while they bought more time—Nevren would be warning them, right?—but until then, he couldn't see her suffer. He wanted to comfort her, pick her up, take her to—

Pick her up…

Demitri's arms twitched and his claws clenched. He glanced at Anam. He was completely wrapped up in vines by now, like a grotesque cocoon of plant and rot. Every so often, it expanded with a shadowy explosion, but Mispy diligently sealed him with another layer each time. She looked like she was about to throw up with how her eyes bulged with every explosion.

Demitri grasped at one of his tusks and pulled it free. "Sorry, Mispy!" He raised the blade and swung it down on the first vine, but that wasn't his true aim. While that slash was indeed enough to cut through it like butter, the shockwave that followed from his desperate strike expanded the cut to all the other vines, and then into the ground beside them in a straight-lined fissure.

Demitri dropped his blade and lunged for the cocoon, wrapping his arms for whatever sort of grip he could possibly find. Then, he curled his neck around to get it over his back, crouched down, and, with all his strength, hurled Anam with the power of his entire upper body. For good measure, he used the back of his head and neck to lob the cocoon even further.

His claws throbbed with a dull pain. He looked at them to see what was wrong, but regretted it when he did. They looked like they had gone through a thousand years of sun, brittle and chipped away on all sides. Clicking them together, he feared, would make them fall off.

"H-how does m-my neck look, Mispy?" Demitri squeaked, not wanting to know what touching the cocoon had done to it. There was a dull pain there, too. And it was starting to feel worse.

He tried to focus on how far he had thrown Anam instead. He was a little, black dot, still flying through the air until he landed hard on the prairies. It was about six Gahi-seconds away—more than enough time to try to get everybody out of Hot Spot if they hurried. They could warp to Kilo Village!

He finally turned around to see how Mispy was doing. The mutant Meganium looked a lot smaller than usual, most of her body—that is, her vines—cut away. But her tears had stopped; Demitri cutting them off actually relieved the pain, rather than worsened it. He had hoped as much; his slashes didn't cut into her the way Anam's strange attacks did.

"Let's go inside," Demitri said, but then felt lightheaded. He retched, reflexively bringing his claws to his mouth to hold down his bile, but when he did, one of his claws fell off. "Wh-what…"

Mispy wrapped what little was left of her around him and urged, "Inside."

"O-okay… okay…"

But before they had the chance to go in, Mispy turned her head to look up, vaguely in the same direction Demitri had thrown Anam, but further south. "Gahi?"

Demitri heard it, too. It sounded slightly like the singing of his wings, but there was something different about them. It sounded more like metallic wind chimes. In the dark, it was hard to see anything, but they could at least see the silhouette of a Flygon heading toward them—or was it a Flygon? It seemed too dark, and, even stranger, there were dots of white all along it, like stars. But the stars weren't part of the sky—they moved below the clouds.

The starry Flygon landed in front of them earlier than expected, several feet away from them at first, and then right on the ground a blink later. Demitri yelped, stumbling onto Mispy.

"What's going on?!" the Flygon shouted. "The whole freaking sky's tearing open!"

"In! In!" Mispy pulled Demitri back. Gahi followed after, hiding inside Hot Spot the moment the void in the sky thundered.

Gahi's wings folded to their sides; he clutched his abdomen and crumpled over, groaning. "What… what was that…?"

Mispy had to stop to catch her breath. Demitri's vision had gone into a dark tunnel; he could only focus on Mispy's vines that were wrapped around his arm, guiding him forward. He heard muffled noises of the others, who seemed to be in similar strained positions.

"What's going on…?" Demitri wheezed, finally able to see something flickering in his darkened vision. It looked like a flame. "Owen? Is that—"

"Yeah, it's me," Owen said, and then Demitri felt a warm presence in front of him. "Demitri, eat this."

Without thinking, Demitri opened his mouth and downed an Oran Berry. Warmth spread through him, followed by a soft light, and then some of his vision returned. He sighed in relief; the pain in his claws and back had faded significantly, too. Just a weak throb, now.

"Thanks, Owen," Demitri said, looking to see that Mispy was feeling more revitalized, too. Though her vines didn't grow back, her main body looked much better after two Orans.

"What happened?" Owen asked. "And why is—"

Another thunderous boom shook the caves; Enet wailed and crawled out from Jerry's abode and hid near Owen in a tight, furry ball. Owen jumped and leaned forward, growling soothingly at the feral Zoroark.

"The sky's falling!" Demitri blurted, motioning to the ceiling as if he could point at the sky from there. "There's a huge hole in the—no, worse, Anam's gone NUTS!"

Mispy straightened and flashed a glare at Nevren. "Anam said…"

Demitri glanced at Mispy, then at Nevren. That's right—Anam was saying something about Nevren being the one who betrayed him. But how, and why? He didn't know who that voice was—but it seemed like Nevren wasn't denying it. Demitri leaned against Mispy, her vines wrapping around him in response, and he said, "Nevren, what did Anam mean? He said that you… betrayed him. Is that why he's gone crazy? How come he—" Demitri held up his claws, realizing that they were still trembling. "His Ghost powers or something…"

"I don't know what Anam is speaking of," Nevren replied. "There is a strange entity in the Ghost Orb that is making him behave this way. I suggest we come together and fight it off so Anam can regain—"

"Wait, hold on," Manny said, raising his voice. "What do you mean, the Ghost Orb's going nuts? Those spirits should be fine with Anam, right? That's, like, how spirits work!"

Demitri squinted. "Manny? Where'd your accent go?"

"Oh, uh—I'm actually Star right now," the Lucario explained. "L-long story. I—"

"Oy, oy, hang on fer a hot second," Gahi said with a snarl. "First you take over Owen, and then you think I'm just gonna let yeh slide with takin' over Manny next?! Get outta him er I'm gonna—"

"No, no, he's fine with it, I promise!" Star held her arms forward, waving her paws frantically.

"Oh, sure, like I'll believe you, body-thief!" Gahi made a motion to stomp on the ground, but Mispy knocked one of her vines on Gahi's cheek. "Yow!"

Mispy pointed with another, rotting vine behind her.

"Not right now, Gahi," Demitri translated for Mispy. "We're—Anam's… We need to focus on that right now."

Gahi growled, fists clenched tight. The cosmic Flygon snorted out a plume of white stardust and conceded, though not without glaring at Star. "Fine."

Mispy blinked, nudging Demitri again. The Haxorus glanced at her, then followed where Mispy had been staring. From there, the others did, too, looking deeper into Hot Spot.

Heads turned to Rhys' home to see the lithe Lucario staggering out. While his body seemed to be perfectly fine, he was fatigued that he had to lean against Elder to stay standing.

Demitri pulled away from Mispy, but she followed him anyway. "Rhys!" Demitri shouted, tempted to dive to save Rhys from his collapse. Instead, Mispy held him up on the other side.

"His aura…" Mispy shook her head.

"I'll be fine, I—I'm just tired. I had a difficult fight against wraiths. They—they sapped my aura. I was caught off guard… used too much energy in the spirit realm. I'll be fine, but Nevren…" He pointed at him. "I don't know how, but you did this. The wraiths, Anam, the Dungeon in Hot Spot—it's all connected, and you're behind it."

"Rhys, be careful of what you're saying," Nevren said. "You have no proof. I am just as surprised by these developments as you—"

"You turned Anam into your puppet, unleashing some kind of—some kind of evil that he's been keeping under control," Rhys said. "I felt it in his aura. When you ordered him to strike me down, and when he rebelled against you, I felt it. A dark… dark aura, like I was going blind simply seeing it. It was so overwhelming that I couldn't see anything else, and…"

Rhys nearly fell forward again. Mispy channeled energy into Rhys—of what she had, at least—and propped him up more.

"Rhys, please," Elder begged. "Don't strain yourself. Rest, rest…"

"I cannot rest while Anam is rampaging," Rhys hissed, "all because of Nevren destabilizing whatever control Anam must have had—I'm sure of it. Nevren! You—you TRAITOR!"

"Rhys, now is not the time for—"

"Wait, hold on, hold on," Star said, holding her paws up. By now, everyone had gathered to see what the commotion was. Jerry glared at Step, but then growled when Willow hopped onto his head. ADAM buzzed with anxiety and spun his head around several times. Zena curled closer to Owen, whispering something to him. At the same time, Enet was growling at the air, which earned a similar, perplexed growl from Owen. Valle remained where he stood.

"Excuse me," someone called; a Serperior slithered toward them, looking puzzled at the social chaos. "Why is everyone here?"

"Hi, Trina," Star said with a wave. "Sorry, we're busy trying to sort something out. Nevren here, he's—"

"As if you're one to talk," Zena immediately said, growling at Star. "You stole Owen's body! If anybody here is a traitor, it's you!"

Star's eyes widened as far as they could go, shockwaves of Fighting energy radiating off of Manny's body. She spoke slowly, but loudly, "I was trying to HELP!"

"Your idea of help is—"

Demitri finally found his voice. "GUYS!" But it was so loud that it startled that Haxorus himself, making him cover his mouth. But it did its job; all heads turned to him, and a few of them winced, including Owen and Enet.

Mispy prodded Demitri to keep going, using another vine to wrap around his shoulders, gripping firmly.

That was the push he needed. "Can we argue later? This is pointless! Anam—he's still going crazy, and I only threw him so far. If we take too long, he's gonna come right back and…"

Star dug her claws into her head's fur. "Why is Anam even going nuts?! He didn't have anything to do with this!"

"Maybe all of your scheming made him upset," Zena said.

"REALLY?" Star hissed.

"It was Nevren who destabilized Anam by turning him into a puppet," Rhys hissed.

"St-stop arguing…" Mispy's voice was too soft over the rest of the bickering. "St… st…"

Demitri clenched his jaw. She was trying so hard to talk, but the stress of everything was bringing back her stutter. He held her shoulder, but couldn't find an opening to keep them from focusing on each other. No—they had a common enemy. He had to remind them. "Guys?! Anam?!" Demitri waved his arms, catching some of their attention.

"Is this really the time?" Nevren reinforced, motioning toward the entrance. "We can discuss my alleged treason later. Perhaps we should all focus on—"

"Owen!" Eon shouted from the entrance to Hot Spot, rushing in as an identical Charizard. "Owen, I know it seems bad, but—"

"OH, AND NOW HE'S HERE!" Star roared, slamming her paws against her eyes.

"W-wait, wait!" Eon motioned frantically behind him. "Before I came in here, I saw Anam—he's—we need to get out, now! I think the wraiths—"

"Too late."

With black flames covering his whole body, Eon flew limply across the room.






82. Collapse


Chapter 74 – Collapse

Feral Kricketune punctuated the air, deafening Spice. She tried to ignore it, but Milli Town was right next to a whole nest of them. Small buildings made of clay and stone dotted a lumpy field of grass. To the left, a forest blackened by day's end sang the first few notes of its nighttime tune. To the right, boisterous singing and dancing to drums and strings rang out in friendly competition with the wild chirping.

"Ohh, I can't thank you enough for taking on this job."

Next to Spice was an elderly Mamoswine. She seemed to be enjoying the cool, outdoor air of nighttime; perhaps it was her Ice attributes. Mamoswine's eyes followed Spice's hands with each deft motion. In front of the Salazzle was an assortment of fruits, vegetables, cheeses, and meats sourced from all over Kilo. Spice had gone all over the place to gather them, though she was grateful for it. This town needed it after everything they had gone through.

"It's the least I could do," Spice said. "I just had to take my mind off of things, anyway."

"Oh, because of that attack on Kilo Village? That must have been frightening. Oh, miss Spice, could you cut that one up a bit more? The chunks are a bit large."

Spice obeyed, taking some of the sliced Orans to more finely chop. Her eyes trailed left to a dim glow in the corner of her vision. "Leo, wake up."

"Buh—huh? What?" The Delphox's hand was hovering limply over a boiling pot of stew, keeping it cooked to a simmer. The chilling wind would cool the stew a bit more than necessary, but Leo's fire more than made up for it. "I'm awake."

Spice sighed, shaking her head. "Why don't you just take a nap for now? You really shouldn't have come with me."

"I'm just—" Leo suddenly yawned, nearly dipping his hand into the stew. "I'm just worried about you, Spice. You haven't slept in days."

Mamoswine gasped, turning her huge body to address the Salazzle directly. Spice narrowly ducked to avoid one of her tusks. "Days? Goodness, you could have fooled me."

"Yes, yes, days, but it's nothing to worry about. I feel perfectly fine. When I'm tired, I'm tired." Spice had to admit—though not aloud—that the fact that she wasn't even slightly tired was starting to worry her. Was something wrong with her head? Did something just snap? Or was someone slipping Chesto Berries in everything she ate? Not that they worked well on her, but pack enough into something…

What was more worrying was that Spice not only felt fine—she felt amazing. Energized. Like she could take on the world! And after the day's events of half of Kilo village being flooded with snow, living ice-sculpture family under an Aggron matriarch… and then Jerry. Spice rolled her eyes. Jerry. How he got involved with their ilk… She should ask him next time. They were in such a rush to go back to his new home that they'd left her in the dust, all because of that Zygarde.

Zygarde! Since when did he exist? She had been sure it was just a myth. Legends in general were just that—legends. They never really existed. But then not only had she met one, but Jerry spoke with Mew? After the crowd he came with, maybe he was telling the truth…

She had brushed it off as one of his insane ramblings, but in hindsight, it felt different.

"Spice, wake up."

Spice straightened, flicking her tail irritably. "I'm awake. I was just thinking."

"About Jerry?"

Spice paused for a split-second too long. "No, about Kilo Village."

"Mhm." Leo yawned again, backing away from the stew. "This batch is ready. I'll carry it over to the party."

"You do that," Spice said, suddenly aware of the Kricketune again. Seconds later, they all stopped chirping.

Spice's heart skipped a beat; Mamoswine shifted her weight. "Ooh. They aren't singing. That's… ominous…"

Then, they heard thunder, yet the skies were clear all around them. Or was it thunder? It lasted for too long, like the aether itself was growling at them. Spice's heart fluttered again.

They were currently in the far east of Kilo, and the explosion felt like it came from the north of Kilo Village. Spice wasn't sure why she knew that—everybody else had been looking around in random directions for the source, but her eyes turned northwest. "What was…"

She narrowed her pupils, focusing on the distant sky. It was too dark to see, perhaps too far away… but something was there.

Several lights went out, Luminous Orbs embedded in walls and ceilings all snuffed out in an instant. Pokémon shrieked in surprise—the party in the community hut switched from laughter and singing to groans and annoyed grunts. A Gardevoir near the middle of the crowd raised her hands, forming a sphere of light. The Flash helped illuminate the houses, as did a few other Pokémon with the same technique.

"What's going on?" Mamoswine asked. "Did someone use a Jammer?"

"They better not have," Spice growled. The last time she had to deal with one of those was with Jerry, and last she checked, they had confiscated his. "Come on, we need to investigate what's going on. Sorry, but we're going to have to cut short this little service."

"Not a problem," Mamoswine said. "Please, get back to us as soon as you can if you find out anything."

Spice nodded. "Leo!"

The darkness had made Leo nearly fall asleep. The Delphox jolted awake. "H-huh? What?"

"We're heading back to Kilo Village." She headed down the road, pulling Leo along to keep up the pace. "I'll drop you off at home so you can sleep, and then I'm gonna keep investigating what's going on."

"You're still not—" Leo interrupted himself with a yawn.

"No, not tired at all. So I'm gonna take full advantage of it until I crash."

"Keep this up and I'll just have to get someone to Sleep Powder you," Leo mused.

She hadn't considered that. Still, now that something was actually happening, she'd rather be awake. "Maybe later."

They walked over to the edge of town. Leo held up his hands and created a small flame to illuminate the way forward. "Oh, there it is," he said, pointing at the Waypoint on the ground ahead.

"Great. Let's—"

A shriek echoed from the left, deeper in the forest.

"Oh, what now?!" Spice reflexively slipped a hand into her bag, drawing out a few iron spikes.

Leo bumbled after her, but she motioned quickly. "Stay behind me, Leo."

"Okay, okay."

She weaved into the forest, stepping carefully over a few small rocks. Slipping into a bush, she heard another shriek further ahead. It was too dark to see easily, but the steps were from a heavier Pokémon. Then came a grinding of some kind. She only knew that kind of sound came from a large, serpentine creature going over twigs and roots.

She readied one of her poison-laced spikes. The fleeing Pokémon ran past her; the grinding was getting a lot closer. And the sound of hissing, a feral growl punctuating it.

Something moved in front of her. She burst out of the bushes, slamming her spike down on the incoming aggressor. It shrieked and slammed into Spice, a beak cutting into her arm. She grunted in reply and blasted the thing with a jet of fire. It let go and slithered past her, but in the fire, she saw what it was. It had the face of a Malamar, but it was longer—serpentine. A mutant running wild.

"Wh—Leo!"

Leo, too startled to react, misfired a Psychic blast. It did nothing to the serpent, but it twisted the branches and rocks around in a rapid cork-screw. He staggered away and fired a jet of flames from his hands next, completely missing. Instead, he hit Spice, who had to shield herself. She hissed at the intense burn, but it was nothing compared to the holler that came from Leo.

When she lowered her arms, the Malamar mutant turned in the opposite direction and fled deeper into the forest. Leo was crumpled on the ground; residual dark energy mingled with scattered embers, and Spice knew instantly what had happened. It had landed a Night Slash on Leo—on the side. Blood was already seeping through his deep fur; she couldn't tell how bad the cut was, but in Leo's state, that didn't matter.

"Come on, Leo," Spice said, fishing through his bag. Her own didn't have the healing supplies necessary—they were for her. While her arms were still tingling from the burn, it was nothing compared to the Delphox's wounds. She pulled out an Oran Berry from his supplies. "Here, Leo, open up."

He eagerly chomped down, swallowing in big gulps. He grunted, panting a few more times.

"Slowly, idiot, slowly."

A few more bites and it was down, but that sickening, golden light that usually followed never came. Leo kept panting, clutching his wound. "Why isn't it going away?" he wheezed. "It—I still feel it. I don't…"

"H-hang on, maybe it was—I don't know." Not knowing how else to react, she grabbed another Oran and shoved it into Leo's mouth, not even asking this time. He grumbled through his chewing, trying to stand up at the same time, but Spice had none of it. His wounds weren't closing—why weren't they closing?! Two Orans weren't enough? That had just been a basic Night Slash.

He needed a Heal Pulse, and from someone strong. Thankfully, there was a Waypoint just out of town. "Hang on, Leo. I'm gonna carry you back, alright?"

"Urgh…" Leo lifted his hand, staring at his bloodied fur. "Why isn't it…"

"I don't know. We just need to go."

After a short walk, with a mercifully quiet town with the inhabitants trying to sort out the sudden drop of all Orb technology, Spice hopped onto the Waypoint. She closed her eyes—the warps always disoriented her when she wasn't careful.

"…Spice?" Leo groaned.

"What?" Spice looked back, but then realized that they were still at the village. Then, more bewildered this time, "What?"

She stepped off of the Waypoint. Back on. Nothing. Off, then on again. Nothing.

"It's… it's broken." The Salazzle stared at the horizon, so far away that they couldn't even properly see Kilo Mountain.

"What do you mean?" Leo winced, trying to readjust his wounded side.

Spice stepped off of the tile, staring incredulously at it. Like it was impossible. Because it was impossible. This had never happened, not once in all her life since the Waypoints had been introduced to the south. Yet, there it was, right in front of her.

"The Waypoints are broken."


"Other Owen's hurt!" Enet shouted.

After all the power that Eon had demonstrated before, and the fight he tried to put up against Star, Owen didn't expect to see him so easily hurt by Anam's shadowy blast. Yet there he was, spinning across the ground in the remnants of one of Anam's strange techniques.

Nevren took a step back and looked at his lucky charm again. A dim gray colored its center. Rhys, meanwhile, stumbled over himself trying to get to Eon.

"We have to get out of here. We can't fight Anam like this!" Demitri shouted.

Mispy still ached from her last attempt at holding Anam off. It was a dull pain, but the fact that she felt any kind of pain at all…

"What's wrong with him?" Zena whispered to Owen, but the Charizard only shook his head. He dug through his bag in an attempt to find his Badge. Fighting in Hot Spot after all that had happened was going to only cause more trouble. Anam had the advantage in the chaos; he didn't have to worry about friendly fire or ruining the caverns. They just had to find a way to get out.

"Let's just go." Owen found his Badge and flashed it at the others, who got the signal. Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi were quick to grab their own; they weren't sure which Badges had a charge and which ones didn't, but each Heart had one. As long as some of them were operational, they would be able to escape, right?

They had to at least try.

Anam fired another beam of shadows toward the congregation, but this time Owen was quick to react. He leapt in front of everyone else and crossed his arms; the shield of golden light worked the same as it always did, dispelling the shadows completely.

To counter, Willow fired a ball of shrinking mist toward Anam, but it evaporated in an oppressive atmosphere before it could even reach him.

"I don't get it—what's going on? Why is Anam—" Star winced, holding up the barrier again. "He sounds like—l-like…"

"You know who I am."

Star's blood ran cold and her wide eyes darted to the others. "We need to run! NOW!" Panicking, she fired an Aura Sphere toward Anam, but his Ghostly aura absorbed it.

Owen blindly fired a wad of flames at Anam. "We'll go to Kilo and buy us more time. Everyone! Come close!" he shouted. "Behind me!"

Rhys fished around for his Badge, panicking when he realized that it was missing.

"Oh—sorry," Zena said, revealing Rhys' Badge in her ribbons. "I used it."

"I also used one of yours," Trina said. "It may not do much." She then shoved her vines into the ground; just ahead of Anam, a flurry of silken webs covered the entryway. The fact that he was so slow to charge his attacks and approach was their only saving grace.

"H-hopefully three is enough?" Owen said, but that just made everyone gather up closer.

"Hurry, Owen!" Enet growled at him.

"Okay, okay," Owen said, which earned an odd look from Enet.

"Owen, focus," Zena said urgently. "You don't need to growl at Enet right now, she's just stressed."

"Growl? What do you—" Owen shook his head. Not the time. He held his Badge in the air and closed his eyes.

He still heard everyone's worried mumblings and the sound of Anam blasting through the thick wall of silk. It was already dissolving into black sludge. Zena fired a cone of water at Anam from the other side; Step followed up with a beam of ice, freezing the water in place as a solid wall.

Owen lowered his Badge. "It's not working?!"

Heads turned toward Owen expectantly; they had been ready to warp out, but now, without any sense of getting out, they scrambled to enter a more defensive stance. Step stomped her foot, frosty air swirling around her hands. ADAM's beak started to glow with a charging Hyper Beam.

"No, no, no—" Star tugged at her ears, eyes darting in all directions like a trapped feral.

"Why isn't it working?!" Demitri looked at his own. "Trina! Yours worked, right?"

"Y-yes, it did."

"We used Owen's to get back here, too," Zena said quickly. "Did it run out of power?"

"That doesn't explain ours!" Gahi looked at Mispy and Demitri; their Badges had been similarly useless. They weren't in a Dungeon, were they? Anam's aura wasn't strong enough to disrupt warping, too, was it? Or…

"It's too late. I have revoked Anam's blessings."

"Wh… what?" Owen felt his chest tighten. "Revoked? Just like—"

The barrier of ice shattered; a shroud of black fog flooded Hot Spot Cave, making Owen's tail flame grow to twice its size in alarm.

"Left! G-go left!" Owen cried, narrowly dodging a stray beam of dark energy. Anam fired in all directions in a scattered shot.

Trina shouted in pain from one, leaving part of her front darkened. She winced, coiling her body in a reflex.

"Owen!" Zena slithered toward him and fired another Hydro Pump toward Anam. That was accompanied by Step blasting the water with another beam of ice from her palms, keeping the wall thick to stall for time.

"Do none of the Badges work?" Demitri shouted, flailing his in the air like that would actually help.

"Anam disabled them," Rhys said. "He disabled the Badges—we don't have a means of escape here. Not an easy one."

A thunderous crack shook their auras; several of them collapsed into a heap and struggled back to their feet. The ice chipped away.

"Asserting Normalized atmosphere," ADAM announced, followed by sending a pulse of white light toward Anam. It coated him, briefly solidifying his ethereal, dark body. Then, in a loud, rallying buzz, he shouted, "Attack!"

Enet created a ball of lightning in her paws and hurled it at Anam next. Perfect aim—she threw it through one of the crevices and zapped Anam's solidified body. His Dragon resistance to electricity had been completely nullified. Enet turned to Owen. "Attack! He's vulnerable!"

"Okay, okay!" Owen said, blasting a gout of flames toward Anam from afar. While it widened the icy wall, that didn't matter; they were pushing Anam back.

More sticky webs curled around Anam's legs and tail, locking him in place for easier strikes. Trina grunted, clearly still impaired by the first blast. "If you think a simple blast like that is enough to stop me…"

Star fired ineffectual Aura Spheres at Anam. His Ghostly power had been inhibited by ADAM's blast, but Owen didn't feel that same power from Manny's body. Was she still exhausted from her time possessing him? What great timing, Owen hissed to himself. Enet was getting close to Anam and in the way of some of the crossfire. "Enet! Get back, you're too close!"

Enet hopped back obediently. "Sorry, I'm trying to get a good attack in!"

"Will you two quit making those feral growls at each other?!" Willow said. "It's scary! And I can't get a good shot in! Hold still!"

The Joltik landed on top of Owen's head, forcing him to keep his neck steady. "What do you mean, growls? I'm just talking to Enet!"

"No, you were growling, now shut up!" Willow charged up pink energy, sprouting wings on her back. Between those wings, which flexed upward, a sphere of light, like a pink Aura Sphere, formed in an unstable glob. "Keep him still!" she shouted.

"Your simple tricks will do nothing."

Another shadowy blast cut through the web. Owen sprang into action then, rushing forward to cross his arms. The blast deflected upward and into the ceiling, disintegrating some of the rocks in an instant. Black ash rained down on them, but Gahi beat his wings rapidly, blowing the debris to the side of the cavern. Demitri yanked one of his tusks out and wound his arm back, taking aim at Anam.

He threw it. The sheer speed of his throw created a small shockwave, bending the light around it. The blade struck Anam by the tip first, piercing into his body, but the shockwave blew it apart at his core. Black sludge scattered behind and to the sides, most of it collapsing below it, but they knew Anam better to think that would be the end of it. Zena and Step launched another Frozen Hydro Pump toward the wriggling blobs of sludge, freezing them all under a large heap of water, like it had stopped in time.

Willow didn't lose her charge, glaring at the frozen water. "Did we do it?" she said.

Owen took an uneasy step forward, closing his eyes. "No," he said, still feeling their movements. "He's—he's melting through the ice and gathering himself up again!"

"Oh, great," Star said, rubbing her paws together. "What's taking Manny so long?! He can do this way better than me!" She tried to charge up another Aura Sphere, but it was so unsteady from her panic that nothing could hold its shape. Even her voice trembled.

The dark sludge had formed a small dome within its icy prison, coalescing into a single mass once more. "F-freeze it again!" Owen ordered.

Zena, exhaustedly, fired another Hydro Pump at the melting ice. Then, seconds later, Step followed up with another freezing beam. Zena didn't stop until she had run out of all the energy she had. Step clenched her fists, cutting off her beams. The entire cave entrance was frozen over.

"Oh, great, wise guy!" Gahi shouted, pointing at Owen. "You just froze over the exit!"

"How are we supposed to get out?" Demitri said. "If we break out of the ceiling, we might cause a cave-in!"

They were still moving. Deep inside the ice, they still burrowed through the dome to combine into a single entity again. Even if they escaped, it would chase after them, perhaps take innocents along the way. What were they supposed to do?

He was already regenerating. By the time he broke out, Anam would be back in a single piece—the very thought that they were trying to kill him… Owen didn't even have time to process it. They didn't have time to think about what they were trying to do, just that they had to or they would all die.

"Guys," Owen said, getting an idea. "He's already regenerating. We—if we want to beat him, and m-maybe get whatever's in Anam out… we have to hit him all at once. With everything we have, the second he—"

"Are you CRAZY?" Star shouted. "No! We need to get away!"

"But we—"

"Owen!" Star interrupted with an exasperated sigh. "Think about it! Anam is literally the strongest Pokémon in the world, behind maybe Aramé, but guess what, she's not here! The only person who came close to beating him was Rhys, and that was before we knew that the Wraith King was inside him!"

"The what?" Owen said.

"Long story! More later!" Star pointed at the blob in the ice. "We have to run. We can't beat that thing. Trust me, I know we can't. We need to regroup. I know I got off on the wrong foot, but can you at least trust me on this?"

The ice was melting. Everyone else seemed uneasy. Demitri prodded at the empty space where his tusk used to be, now frozen with the blob somewhere. Owen didn't have the heart to tell him that it had already been disintegrated by Anam.

"Regardless of what you choose, Rhys is in no state to battle," Nevren said. He had been staring at his lucky charm the whole time, its color a deep gray. "We must escape. Fighting him is useless. Rhys, come with me."

"I r-refuse to—"

"You don't have a choice," Nevren said impatiently, shoving him forward. "Elder!"

"Y-yes, I'm coming," Elder said.

"Charge all the power you must," Nevren said. "I know I can't stop you from trying to free Anam from that thing's hold, but my personal recommendation is you evacuate!"

"What're you suddenly giving up fer?" Gahi growled, flicking his tail. "I thought you—"

Nevren disappeared in a flash of light, along with Rhys and Elder.

Owen blinked, but then Gahi cursed at the air. "Of course his Teleport still works!"

"H-he'll come back for us, right?" Owen said. "How many can he teleport at once?"

"Just two is a stretch," Star said, finally forming an Aura Sphere.

Owen sensed Eon stir, finally returning to the waking world. Nobody tried to help him up, but Owen was tempted to ask Mispy to heal him—if they had the time.

"Here's the plan," Star went on. "We wait for the ice to break, blast the ever-loving tar out of him, and then run for it."

"W-wait! Mom!" Owen looked at Star. "Where's Mom?"

Star flinched. "Hecto's still looking for her across the aura sea. I—"

"Her body. We need to bring her body with us."

"Well, that's true, I—"

"Gahi!" Owen said, motioning toward his chest. For some reason, that gesture was all they needed. Gahi rammed into Owen, disappearing inside. After a pulse of weak light converted their bodies to their fused self, Gawen spun around and flew toward Owen's home.

Mispy wrapped her vines around Demitri's arm, pulling him closer. They exchanged a wordless nod; the Haxorus sank into the Meganium.

"She's right this way," Gawen said to himself, as if both halves wanted to communicate to one another verbally. He could sense her body, still unoccupied by any of the spirits within the Fire Realm. Perhaps they didn't want to, or they felt it would be safer if the body lay inert, totally unaware of the battle going on outside. But something felt off about it. Gawen wasn't completely sure why at first, until he entered the bedroom and saw it for himself.

It as a subtle change to his Perceive, but not to his eyes. Just below her chest-fin was a strange, rhombus-shaped object, transparent and deep red. At first, Gawen thought it was her heart, but it only matched the color. There was no blood. But he didn't have time to think about that; he sped toward her and picked her up, holding her across his chest. Using his four wings and a dash of levitation—either innate to the body or his Mystic power, he wasn't sure—he glided across the ground and to the rest of the group. They were in the middle of a hasty preparation for their departure, though it seemed that those who still had strength left were gathering in an attack formation. A final assault.

"Let's go, Owen," Zena said. "I—I don't have enough power in me for another attack like that."

"Hyper Beam fully charged," ADAM reported.

"I've got a shrink ball!" Willow announced.

"Zap!" Enet clicked her claws together.

"Yeah, I'm gonna go." Jerry tiptoed to the blocked exit, but once he got close, he screamed.

All eyes turned toward the exit—wraiths stood on the opposite side, their shapeless masses flooding the narrow, blocked path. Some of them rose from the ground, clawing at the air as they took form. Some resembled Pokémon; others, only vaguely. But Gawen recognized one from the masses instantly.

"James!"

The Decidueye wraith stared at the Flygon-Charizard, drawing a feather of darkness from nothing. Despite a thick wall of ice separating the two of them, Gawen had a feeling it wouldn't mean much against a darkness-reinforced arrow.

"Guys! Focus!" Star shouted, pointing at the main blob. "It's about to—"

James fired, blasting a hole through the ice without effort. Gawen crossed his arms and blocked the incoming arrow. "We have to take care of these guys, too!" he said, stomping on the ground. Molten earth erupted beneath the wraiths and James, disrupting their stance. A few remained, but a ball of lighting exploded in front of their group, stunning them.

"Precious seconds, wasted."

"Guys, NOW!"

The ice shattered in another ear-splitting explosion, sending fragments of ice in all directions. The explosion itself dissolved the rest of the wraiths, which returned to the central body—vaguely in the shape of a Goodra—in a stream of smoke. Everyone else had to shield their eyes from ice fragments. The explosion left several cuts across most of their bodies, but once the initial blast wore off, Gawen roared, "WILLOW, NOW!"

"Aaaah!" Willow hurled her sphere of shrinking energy toward Anam.

He turned his head, but before he could react, Gawen shouted preemptively, "Mimi, NOW!"

The Meganium-Haxorus fusion brought several vines forward; they opened up, revealing the mouths within, as hot energy channeled out of them all, firing in front of her central body. The various beams collected into a single point and blasted forward toward Anam. In response, the Goodra opened his maw, collecting shadowy energy—

"STEP!" Gawen shouted next.

"Gladly!" Step, on the opposite side of Anam, blasted the demon with another Ice Beam just in time. She knocked his blast off-course—

"Jerry, DOWN!"

The Aerodactyl slammed himself against the ground, the misfired blast of shadowy energy grazing his horns.

Working on overdrive, Gawen felt a headache coming on. But he refused to fall to the chaos—if there was any time that he needed to put his Perceive to use, it would be now, to overpower Anam. He didn't have time to say anything but commands. He just had to pray they would realize he knew what he was doing.

His heart fluttered at the thought—they all listened to him. They trusted him!

Anam was about to dive out of the way. Not while he was around. He slammed his foot on the ground, sending molten earth behind Anam. He staggered forward, further pressing into the oncoming Solar Beam, and then—finally—Willow's slow-moving ball of energy enveloped him. His body rapidly shrank down to something no larger than a Joltik—a small speck of void-like darkness.

Eon finally got to his feet, clutching at his side where the rot had settled in. "Owen—we need to go, I—"

Gawen used his free hand to grab Eon by the shoulder. He pointed him toward the prone Goodra. "ATTACK!"

Eon reflexively blew a plume of fire toward Anam. Then, when he came to his senses, he channeled some of his Mystic power through it, too. Pressurized wind and billowing sand surrounded the flames, rapidly crystalizing into sharp bullets of molten glass.

Gawen followed up with a blast of his own, the twin flames mixing into a single column of bright, orange light. Step followed it up with another blast of Ice, this time sending an entire blizzard—a chilling wind that cut through the caves. Complementing the wind was Enet's lighting, tossing more heaps of electricity toward Anam. Then, Star fired off two Aura Spheres, one firm, the other one dissolving halfway. She cursed under her breath.

ADAM fired his Hyper Beam. This time, the burning blast of energy—both of heat and force—tore holes into the ground and shook the cave walls. Gawen feared that it would collapse over them, but by some miracle, the rocks were sturdier than expected.

Instead, when the blinding beam had subsided—along with the ringing shock of the blast itself— Gawen found a burned, melted portion of the cave where Anam had once been. Clouds of smoke, little wisps, floated in the air, obscuring something in the middle.

For a few tense seconds, only the deep, labored breaths of the injured and the tired filled the air. Then, little jingles and crackles of bits of glass and rock punctuated the aftermath. The demon had been silent during their strike, but Gawen knew they hit it. He felt it.

"A-Anam…" Gawen wasn't sure what had happened to him. But his body was gone, evaporated, disintegrated. The flames, the beam, the ice, all of their auras clashing against his had finally—

"I told you," the air around them said. "It is useless."

The clouds parted to reveal a dark, purple sphere, roughly the size of Gawen's fist. An Orb—the Ghost Orb, perhaps? But then, something clouded over it. A red, crackling energy, pulsing with life. A dark shell formed around that sphere a second later, and the smog solidified around it, turning into Anam's body once again, pure black.

Gawen could sense something festering underground, but he didn't have time to warn any of the others.

"Aw, forget this!" Jerry shouted, shoving his way past Mispy.

They were too exhausted. They had put everything into that attack, and Anam was still standing.

"RUN!" Star shouted uselessly, sprinting for the exit. But of everyone, she had been the furthest from it. Anam held his hand forward, blasting the air in front of Star; she stopped with a shriek and lost her balance. Then, with his other hand, he blasted Jerry on the back.

The mortal Aerodactyl shouted and fell forward, groaning.

"Jerry!" Gawen flared his wings, but had to jump away instead, dodging yet another blast from Anam. They were going out in all directions, striking everything they could hit. Enet narrowly dodged several of them, a few stray blasts grazing her ample fur.

"Your energy is expended."

Anam stepped back, lowering both arms. Mimi finally made it through the ice, but she was looking around blindly. Could she not see the exit? Gawen tried to fly toward her to guide her out—his tail could show the way even as the darkness of outside swallowed the rest of the light.

Mimi yelped; wraiths oozed out from the ground near the entrance. Gawen suddenly realized what had been underground.

They were surrounded.

"Fall."

And one was right beneath him. He hopped into the air. The wraith grazed his foot, grabbing hold. He kicked frantically, breaking free before it could rot him away—but it felt different that time. He felt a new sort of pull from the wraith, but then his Perceive warned him of an incoming blast.

That same Perceive overwhelmed his senses with the actions that all of the others had been taking—too frantic for him to completely discern. Step blasting everything with ice, Mimi flailing her vines and axes toward incoming wraiths. Willow had sprouted her fairy wings to fly above them all, shooting Moonblasts at clusters of the blobs. Zena slammed her liquefied tail over several in front of her, then swept in a semicircle to slice through the rest.

He had no means to maneuver away in time. Instead, with crossed arms, he guarded himself with a shield of radiant light. Gawen looked back at Anam; he was still black as ever, but he saw tiny flecks of bright, lavender slime coursing just beneath the surface.

But that was all he saw. When his shield faded, Gawen spread his wings to flee.

A beam of darkness shot out from below, hitting him at his core. He hollered in pain and twisted back to the rocks, where several wraiths oozed out of the ground. One enveloped his left wings, and another tried to consume his arm. "N-NO!" He flailed, tail blazing a frantic orange. Beating his wings, he expelled several Fire Traps in all directions. They detonated instantly, blowing him left and right, but it also blew the wraiths away.

Mimi fired a Solar Beam toward the wraiths, destroying several, yet more took their place. James stood at the very top of the exit, aiming shadowy arrows toward anybody who tried to advance. In all the chaos, Jerry had been struck by one; he lay on the ground in a heap, clutching at a wound on his shoulder.

Another scream echoed behind him. Gawen had completely forgotten about Eon. "Dad!" He spun around just in time to see that Eon, battered from several disorienting blasts, had been swarmed by wraiths. He saw the Charizard's flame, but then saw the wraiths coalesce around him until nothing was left.

"DAD!"

Gawen turned and tried to fly again, but he felt heavy. He looked to his right and saw that more wraiths were forming in his wings. "No—I—" Gawen shook weakly, but they wouldn't come off this time. His muscles burned. His throat was strained. And, most of all, his aura felt like a candle in the rain. He had nothing left.

Gawen couldn't even find the strength to cross his arms for one last Protect, useless as it would be.

Two thoughts entered his head at once—the first, to fight back. And the second, to save who he could. At first, it was unclear whose thought was whose, but then, as the consciousnesses split, Owen held his arms forward. "Gahi—RUN!"

The Flygon was hurled out of his chest, back to his normal color, but still imbued with half of their shared power.

Or more. Owen wasn't sure how much he had given him… but his vision went dark after that. He heard Gahi scream his name. "Run, Gahi." He wanted to shout it, but he didn't have strength. His hearing went next. Despite the fact that all sense had left him, Owen still twitched his body with what energy he could. That pulling sensation was back, even stronger. He realized, then, what it meant: They were taking his spirit.

The wraiths enveloped Owen, plunging him into complete darkness.






83. Descend


Chapter 75 – Descend

He's supposed to be dead!

Star could barely run. Barely focus to fire an Aura Sphere, or anything, at what Anam had become. The sight of Owen and Eon being consumed by the wraiths had left her not knowing how to feel. Disbelief—that was all she could feel. That this had all been a single, giant nightmare, a warning that she should have just worked with them all from the start.

But she wasn't waking up. By now, Hecto would have nudged her awake, told her it was alright, and asked to talk about it. That wasn't happening. Hecto was nowhere. He still hadn't found Amia. And Anam had become the demon they thought they had annihilated a thousand years ago.

Amia's soulless body lay on the ground where Owen had been taken. There was no way that they could have saved her in time; the wraiths wrapped around her next. Gahi, stunned only for a second, shook his head and flew backward. He was too panicked to use his Psychic powers. Now that he was back to normal, did he even know how to tap into them again?

Star tried to find her voice—she wanted to shout, to remind him, to do anything in this useless body of Manny's. No—it wasn't his fault. She had exerted herself too much, and now…

"And now, the useless one… is you."

Star swung her arm to her right, screaming. She hit something and it dissolved into mist.

Wraiths flooded the caverns. Step blasted several with Ice Beams; ADAM stayed close to her, while Enet scrambled away from a horde. Her illusions didn't work well here. All of the smoke left clear disturbances whenever the Zoroark moved invisibly.

"And it's all your fault."

Star spun around, using her momentum for a powerful kick on another formless wraith. She stumbled after it passed through, surprised at Manny's strength, and fell on her back. She squeaked—her tail bent in an odd direction.

She rolled back to her feet, only to see Anam's blackened form staring down at her, towering over the Lucario.

"If only they would listen."

Star flinched, taking another step back. She blasted Anam with an Aura Sphere, then fired a half-formed one from her other paw. Neither did anything; ADAM's 'Normalize' aura had worn off. Perhaps it was because the Porygon-Z had fled the entryway.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Step had rammed her way through the wraiths, losing only an icy arm and part of her tail in the process, while carrying ADAM under her remaining arm. The wraiths tried to ambush her, but she radiated too much icy energy—like a sort of frosted Protect—for them to break through as easily. Willow was balanced on the top of Zena's horn, zapping several wraiths from her vantage point. But the Milotic was surrounded, and despite Anam being so focused on Star, the wraiths acted on their own.

Zena screamed for Owen again—Star didn't know if that had been the first time, or the first one that she had noticed. Demitri and Mispy, still fused as Mimi, couldn't find a way out of the caves. Still, it wasn't like they were trying anymore.

Enet and the rest of Team Alloy had stayed behind with Zena, perhaps in an effort to free Owen from the wraiths that had enveloped him. "No!" Star yelled. "Run away! He's already gone!"

"They would never trust you." 

Anam blasted Star with another beam of shadows. She wailed, the force of the explosion sending her tumbling across the cave. The wraiths swelled, covering huge swaths of the floor in their shapeless darkness. They concentrated around Zena next, latching onto her lower half in an effort to pull her under. Some readied weak beams of shadow at her sides, but Enet blasted several of them with more electricity and dark slashes.

Gahi slammed down onto the ground, earthen explosions dissolving even more. Any wraith they hit fell with ease, but that didn't stop even more from replacing them. The source was Anam. They came, endlessly, from him. If they wanted to stop the wraiths, they had to stop him—even Anam ran out of energy, presumably.

And Star was the only one who could do that, now.

"And so you'll help them, even after what they did to you?" The demon possessing Anam took a single step toward Star; in return, Star took another one back. "Do they deserve it? You're wondering that. If they were smart, they would have fled. Yet now they're caring for the spirit that I had already claimed."

"Yet you're not f-finishing me off." Star focused her energy into a Flash Cannon this time, blasting Anam with white light. It took off part of his shoulder, but tar-like slime took its place. "Because you can't. I'm—"

"I can easily end this." Anam reached toward Star, but she yelped and hopped away. The momentum carried her too far and she fell backward, though she pivoted so she didn't crush her tail again.

Star scrambled up, but Anam stomped on her thigh, slime enveloping and pinning her down. She didn't feel any pain, but she also couldn't move; panicking, she fired more Flash Cannons at him. When Anam moved away, his leg remained on her—it had become another wraith, staring emptily at her.

"N-no—get away. You don't—"

"I'm keeping you here." Anam leaned forward, wrapping his hand around her neck. She jerked her head away, but Anam squeezed tight. A hoarse squeak escaped her and nothing more. "I want you to witness your failures before I claim you last."

He pulled her up. Her arms hanged limply by her sides, and Anam turned her so she could see, just in time, the wraiths topple over Zena. She fired Hydro Pumps in random directions, each one completely missing its mark. Mimi screamed and slashed at the wraiths that had surrounded Zena, readying another Solar Beam.

But it was all useless. Gahi's Earth Power, Enet's Thunder Bolt, the Solar Beams, the Hydro Pumps… There were just too many wraiths.

"Because I am the source of them. And as you said… Anam is the strongest."

"St-stop that!" Star shouted, slamming her fist into Anam's face. It sank into his cheek; she yanked her arm back, shaking off the slime futilely.

"All of the Guardians that you had tormented. The plan you laid out just to try to make as if everything was okay. The lies you wove to keep them all content, like there was no other way…"

Anam leaned forward, empty eyes piercingly staring at Star's. She couldn't look away—Anam's hand was wrapped around her head, preventing any movement. But then, he forced her to stare at his torso instead, which began to ripple and split open. Star couldn't find her voice to scream, so she only watched with wide eyes. There wasn't anything inside but more darkness, but when it split further, she saw through to the other side. He widened more and more until it became an empty window to the battle.

Zena had been completely overtaken by wraiths, her ribbons reaching uselessly for where the wraiths had wrapped around Owen. Next to her was Mimi, who had been bogged down by too many to fight off fast enough. A Solar Beam exploded from within the pile of darkness, but only a few rays of light had escaped before being snuffed out. Haxorus fists smashed through more wraiths, but several others enveloped the holes made.

Gahi grabbed onto Mimi's shoulders, beating his wings as hard as he could to break her free. That only made him get caught up in the wave of wraiths that had already consumed several of the others. Star didn't know what happened to them—but she couldn't sense Enet or Trina, and Step, ADAM, and Willow felt incredibly faint. They were either distant, or…

"Already gone. That's what you fear. And it's all because you failed to destroy me. Because you failed to even notice me…"

"Y-you… you can't…" Star tried to turn her head again, but Anam's gooey hands kept her still. "How are you still alive? We—we destroyed you."

"Yet, you didn't."

Star couldn't watch anymore. She forced her eyes closed, trying to ignore the desperate shouts of the others. She heard their prayers—desperate cries to the heavens for some way to save them. They weren't coherent sentences. They were primal thoughts. Star curled up more, held up only by Anam's grip.

"I said," Anam said, "you need to watch."

Tiny tendrils slithered around Star's face and through her fur, collecting around her eyelids.

"St-stop… stop…"

They tugged her eyelids up. She twitched her head; she felt them like a thick spiderweb. All she could see were the lumps of Zena, Mimi, and Gahi, trapped beneath the wraiths. Their struggles became progressively weaker, Hydro Pumps and Earth Powers completely absorbed by the sheer quantity of darkness around them.

At the far end of the hall, Step and Jerry fought off wraiths at the fringes of the shadow swamp. Jerry was barely standing, while Step was closer to the entrance. A small collection of wraiths separated the two of them, and Star had no idea what happened to the rest of them.

Just then, a flash of light appeared behind Step. An Alakazam, who tapped on her back. She shouted in surprise—but then, in another flash, both he and the Aggron disappeared. Only Jerry remained.

But the wraiths were all around him, and he was too weak to fly.

"Do you want to know something, Star? None of them trusted you. They resented you. For everything that you did to put them in their situations, for all of the secrets you kept from them, that you still keep… too afraid to face your old shames. Thinking that they would judge you for what had happened. For what happened to Quartz. For what happened to the humans who saved you."

Star couldn't watch. But she couldn't close her eyes—Anam wouldn't let her. She gritted her teeth and did what she could to look away—the last of her own free will that Anam was allowing of her. She turned her eyes, and only her eyes, downward, staring at his feet. She just had to gather a bit of her strength back and she could get away. She could let him talk.

Something crept along her face again. And then she felt a pressure—a strange, new, sharp pressure around her eyes. And then, by force, her view went back to the wraiths.

"I won't let you run away from your problems. I won't let you look away."

Star's mouth opened, but she couldn't make any sound. A weak whimper escaped after a few seconds of struggle, but her view was firmly locked. The tendrils had locked her eyes in place.

Jerry swiped at several wraiths away, but several more latched onto his back. He roared and spun around, but that was when the second wave toppled over him. A few wraiths landed on his scarf. They screeched, dissolving instantly.

Anam's colors flashed purple again, little swirls of light fighting to escape from the oppressive darkness. His grip loosened from Star's eyes just enough for her to feel it. She had only a second to react.

Star closed her eyes and focused as much as she could, holding her breath. Before the demon could catch what she was trying to do, everything faded away, and she withdrew deep into Manny's body, ejecting herself from the Fighting Core.

Relief washed over her even during her fall—her tiny, feline body bobbled in the air just below the golden orb in the center of the Fighting Realm. Nobody else was in the Core's main chamber.

Too exhausted to float straight, Star struggled to fly out of the first room. Behind her, the Core rumbled with a distant roar, countless spirits inside suddenly bursting out and flying past her. Their embers materialized into little Riolu, mostly, but others transformed into different, smaller forms, all eager and hasty to get out of the room.

"Wh-what's—"

The Core was swirling with black smog.

"We have to find Manny!" one of the Riolu shouted.

"Faster, faster!"

"Hurry!"

One ember had half-formed into a Riolu before a black tendril wrapped around its body, tugging it back into the Core. He screamed, followed by several failed escape attempts by other spirits.

Star didn't look back after the first time. The spirits were right: she had to find Manny. Not because he could take down this darkness—none of them could alone, at this point—but because he was surely on his way back, and he would run right into the demon's trap if she didn't stop him.

The screens overlooking the fighting arenas displayed empty fields and barren seats. Exercise equipment lay strewn about, some still running with nobody on them. Once a source of happy nostalgia, the strange devices now reminded Star of the human world—something that she did not want to be thinking about during this chase.

After several rooms that seemed to repeat the same abandoned scenery, several Aura Spheres flew through the air a single passage away.

"Manny?"

It wasn't Manny, but it was a lookalike—Star could only tell because his aura didn't radiate the same power that the true Guardian did.

"Star? What're you doing here?" the lookalike said. "Doll and Elbee are further back, we—"

He fired another Aura Sphere, disintegrating a wraith that had climbed onto the wall. That one had been in the shape of a Spinarak.

"Sorry about that. We're trying to fight off these wraiths! They came outta nowhere—maybe from Aether Forest? That's the only place we're connected to from here, I mean, except the Aura Sea, but—"

"Everyone needs to get out of here."

"What do you—"

"Oy!"

Star's heart sank.

The real Manny burst through a collection of wraiths with a single punch, pointing at Star. "What're yeh doing here? Get outta here befer these wraiths get ya!"

"No, you get out!" Star shouted. "The—Anam, the—the source is right inside Hot Spot! And he's trying to—"

Star realized that Manny was not staring at her, but behind her. She turned back just in time to see a wave of shadows topple over her.

For a few, terrifying seconds, Star's world went dark. She could hear his voice all around her, no way to escape it. His voice was no longer being said to her—it was being injected right into her consciousness.

It's as I told you. You can't escape your problems by running. Even as you abandoned them all… I will always find you.

Star blasted the darkness in front of her with a Psychic wave. She saw brief flashes of light and nothing more; she was still too exhausted, the very strain of unleashing any attack in the spirit world leaving her fatigued and fading. And if she faded while this thing was around her, what would…

Do you think any of them would ever come to your rescue after what you did? Do you think you deserve that?

Star blasted again. A single dot of light blessed her vision, but it was fleeting. The oppressive darkness collapsed around her, squeezing her spirit. She tried to breathe, like her spirit actually needed it, but the air only left her.

Answer me. Do you think you deserve anything from all those that you've wronged? For all their lives you've destroyed? For every century they suffered?

Star's ears rang. Every beat of her heart filled her hearing and throbbed against her temples. She couldn't speak back.

You don't. You never did. Because this world was born of an original mistake. I was born from it.

Star was too strained to fully register her surprise. This demon had nothing to do with any of them. It was just an anomaly! How could she have possibly created—

Even now, you deny. Deny, deny, deny, deny, DENY.

"A-ahh—" Something cracked. Star didn't know where. She couldn't feel anything for parts of her body.

It's no wonder I'm so familiar with the emotion when the gods themselves are plagued with it. I've had enough. Give up.

Star made one more Psychic blast, but this time, not even a speck of light got to her. She tried again, but the blast was even weaker than the last time. Her cries made no sound; was there even any air around her?

The ringing in her ears was back. She couldn't feel anything below her neck. She wasn't even sure if there was anything left. It was all numb and cold.

You created me. You created me like the rest of this world. Accept it. Accept your punishment.

She couldn't think anymore. All she could hear was the demon's words in her mind.

Let the world you created consume you. Just as it always happens to those who meddle with their own design…

Sleep was all she wanted. A long nap, away from all the trouble. She didn't care about the Hunters or the Guardians or Barky or…

Hecto…

The thought crossed her mind for only a few, fleeting seconds. He was still out there, searching for Amia, and what would happen to him if she…

Light flooded her vision, as did air into her lungs. A huge, blue paw wrapped around her chest, yanking her out of the demon's expansive form. A split-second later, she saw the blurry image of Manny. He was saying something, but she wasn't sure what. He sounded concerned.

Her body jerked around when he jumped away, still holding her tight. The air rushed around her thin fur, stinging every inch that it touched. Did a whimper escape her? She was sure it did, but she couldn't hear it… But then Manny's paw pressed onto her back, holding her firmly.

She didn't hear him, but she knew what he said. That she was okay. It was odd how she could have that weak connection with him, even now—she didn't need to hear him or understand him to feel how he felt.

It was funny, people like him.

But Manny was still running away, and rather than get better, the stinging was only getting worse. Her vision, once blurry, was now fading completely. She whimpered again, wanting to see the light, but it didn't come back. Manny held her tight against his chest; she felt the hard, cold spike against her cheek, and the warm, firm muscles beneath his fur.

Unable to see anything, her mind started to make it all up. She saw Hecto, a Dusknoir, floating in front of her. His single, blazing eye stared intensely.

Star, hold on. You will be okay.

Behind Hecto was a Riolu standing atop a Drampa. The Riolu held out a paw, sticking his leftmost digit up.

We'll figure this out, hah!

The Drampa nodded, knocking the Riolu off balance in the process.

A demon like this is formidable, but I don't see why we should stop now.

Then she saw a Samurott and Cacturne appear on either side of them. The Samurott brandished her blade menacingly.

If that thing thinks it can just wipe us out, he's got another thing coming!

Er, let's just be careful about it. Head on, we might, um, die.

Star begged the illusions to listen to her and help her now. But that was all they were. Illusions. None of them cared about her anymore.

Manny's paws held her firmly again, tucking her beneath his arms. He weaved left and right, then flipped, kicking something. Then, he pressed her against his fur again, dodging something. He shouted and staggered, now holding Star with just one arm.

A final image appeared behind all the others. But this one confused Star. She knew Manny, the little Riolu who tried to save the world. And he knew about all his partners back then: Yen, Doll, and Elbee. But… who was…

The statue of a Shiftry appeared behind the rest, floating stoically.

Do what you want, Star, but you will let me fight him first.

Star's world tumbled around her. Manny lost his hold on her and she hit the floor. The coldness of the tile seeped into her body, but an even colder, vile feeling crept over her after. Manny shouted, but his voice was distant. He didn't pick her up.

The images disappeared—melted away in a black fog. In the middle of it all, a crackling, red sphere shined through.

The past is the past… Finite and gone. Just like you.

The shadows invaded her skin, rotting her from the inside. With no strength to fight back, she only screamed in her mind. There were no words to give, only primal thoughts to survive and fight and live. The red sphere faded away. Her consciousness slipped away, going somewhere else.

Whispers filled her head. They were urgent whispers, not threatening, but not calming, either. None of it made sense, but she got a feeling from it. The voices sounded so familiar. A different demon.

Struggle!

Star's arms, wherever they were, twitched.

She channeled energy from a place she didn't know and sent it forward.

And then everything stopped.


"Manny! We have to go!"

Elbee swung her body around, making a crescent-shaped slash of water around her entire left side with her blade. Several wraiths split in two, disintegrating, but several more oozed out from the ground. The Samurott snorted proudly, but then turned her attention back to her leader.

"STAR!" Manny shouted for the umpteenth time, slamming his fist downward. The shockwave rolled the ground, turning the wraiths all around him into mist. He then disappeared where he stood, utilizing the blink's worth of transport that Extreme Speed granted him, and reappeared where he had seen Star last. He plunged his paws into the darkness, punching and kicking his way through, but felt no sign of her.

"She's already gone, Manny! We need to save ourselves!" Doll swung her arm next, a volley of needles impaling the wraiths to her right. Then, the Cacturne rolled, dodging one of the many blasts that the wraiths had attempted to shoot at her. "They're starting to get stronger, Manny! The guy's channeling more power into them or something!"

Elbee sliced through another set. Manny jumped away from the advancing wall of darkness towering over them like a landslide.

"She ain't gonna be gone that easy!" Manny shouted back. "Star's stronger'n that! She's—"

A shadowy blast struck Manny on the side, making him curse loudly. He slammed his fist into the ground again, clearing an entire column's worth of wraiths with the shockwave. His muscles were already starting to feel strained—a manifestation of his fatigued spirit. No matter how much he wanted to fight, these wraiths won by sheer numbers. He had no idea where the core of this thing was, either, unless this was just an onslaught with no end.

He jumped away and stumbled, losing his balance. If he fell on his back, the wraiths would surely take advantage of his prone state. In an attempt to roll and fall on his paws instead, he instead landed face first into Elbee's side. She grabbed him and flung him onto her back, then leapt into the air with jets of water from her feet.

"Hang on tight, Manny," the Samurott said. "Doll!"

"Right here!" The Cacturne slammed her arms into the ground; the momentum sent her flying forward. After a flip, she swung onto Samurott, catching on her body with her needles. Elbee shrieked, but held strong, and by the time Doll had clambered on completely, they had left the bulk of the wraiths behind.

"Where's the color trio?" Elbee said.

"Further," Manny grunted, forming a few Aura Spheres to keep the wraiths from advancing. It hardly left an impact; most of their evasion came from their ride being so fast.

"You can't sense their auras?" Doll said.

"Was never good at that." The Lucario tried to form another Aura Sphere, but the sheer act left his arms feeling like jelly. It dissipated before he could fire.

"Just hold still, Manny. This place is draining too much of our power. It was bad enough trying to fight our way in!" Elbee blasted a jet of water forward, clearing the way. Doll took out the flanks, standing on top of Elbee to blast Pin Missiles in both directions.

"How do we even get out of here, again?"

"Further," Manny urged.

Without a sense of direction, Elbee kept moving forward, repeating the same patterns again while doing her best to conserve her energy. A Hydro Pump here, a Pin Missile there—somehow, they had a decent enough rhythm despite the wraiths trying to surprise them around every corner.

What did surprise them was a wave of blue embers disintegrating a clump of wraiths to their right. Beneath the wraiths was a flailing Garchomp, hissing and snapping at anything that tried to get close.

"Who's—"

"Oy, that's Clair!" Manny said, pointing. "Clair! O'er here!"

The Garchomp stopped fighting to look.

"Clair—oh, that one mutant spirit that gave you trouble," Elbee recalled.

"I remember watching that fight," Doll said. "You stole her spirit last, right?"

"Yeah, 'cause she kept puttin' up a fight," Manny said. "Clair! This way!"

She obeyed without a second thought, though she did hiss at a few wraiths on her way to them. Further ahead, shockwaves indicated the presence of Azu, Verd, and Roh.

"Perfect," Manny said. "C'mon! We gotta go!"

"Guardian Manny!" Azu declared. "You won't believe how many wraiths I've defeated! Out of the three of us, I would say that I claimed the most of—"

"Time to go, scalebag!" Elbee said, shoving past him. Doll fired another set of Pin Missiles at the few remaining wraiths that had made it this far in the ruined Fighting Realm.

The Feraligatr, Infernape, and Chesnaught chased after Elbee, but they still protested despite this.

"But what about the other spirits?!" Verd said.

Roh's head-flame was at least three times its normal size. "We can't leave them! We—"

"Already gone! Star's gone! We gotta—" Manny's voice cracked. "Gotta regroup!"

Clair stopped and spun around.

Elbee stopped next. "What's she—"

"Keep goin'!" Manny said. "She knows what she's doin'!"

She hesitated for only a second before catching up with the rest. Clair, once the wraiths got close, growled. She jumped into the air and slammed into the ground; it heaved, an Earthquake destroying all of the wraiths in that section of the gym at once. Veiled in a huge swath of smoke, Clair spun around and caught up to the rest of them with ease, a confident smirk on her face.

"Good job, Clair," Manny muttered. At least he could save one of them… even if, in a way, she had only saved herself.

The rooms of the Fighting Realm transitioned into patches of grass overtaking the concrete. Walls broke apart for trees. Soon, the artificial landscape of the Fighting Realm faded to the mystical aura of Aether Forest.

"Where now?" Elbee asked breathlessly.

"I—"

A beam of darkness blasted Clair on the side. She shrieked, hissing and rubbing at her now limp arm; a Pin Missile from Doll took out the wraith that had been hiding. "This place is infested, too!"

"Then we just gotta keep running," Manny said, pointing forward. "Let's find another Guardian's spot!"

"Who should we try?!"

Manny thought about who they could see. They ran forward blindly; if Manny's Orb was somehow infected with the wraiths, then that meant so was all of Hot Spot. All of them would be a risk. There was no way Eon would be happy to greet them, either, or any of the Hunters.

"Ferget the Guardians," Manny said grudgingly. "We're heading ter the Hall of Origin."


The Hall of Origin felt emptier than usual.

Like something was missing. Yet, for the most part, Arceus had always been there in relative solitude, watching the world from above, with what limited interface he had been allowed.

Rhys had been very cordial. Perhaps part of it was because he had been too exhausted from the wraiths attacking him, but he had always been very respectful. But the wraiths attacking at all was a concern. Once Star returned, they would have to deliberate on how to deal with it. Assuming she was interested in doing that at all.

Arceus narrowed his eyes at the wall, tapping a hoof on the pristine floor. Perhaps this stress would finally be enough for her to give up her power entirely. Then he could fix the return of the wraiths and the Hunters in one motion.

And then the silence was disturbed by the loud pitter-patter of several large Pokémon—though, compared to him, they were still insignificantly tiny.

He sensed various Fighting auras, as well as the unmistakable aura of…

"Manny." Arceus turned and looked down at the Lucario, a small, cordial grin in his eyes. Still, there was a hint of concern. "Why are you here?"

"Hey, big guy, eh…" Manny panted a few times, then motioned behind him to the others. "Can yeh help out Clair first?"

"Clair?" Arceus surveyed Manny's spirits. There were the three mutants that Manny had assimilated into his Core—Roh, Verd, and Azu. The Chesnaught in particular seemed shaken, being comforted by the Infernape with gentle pats on the arm.

Then there was Doll and Elbee. The latter was missing a few needles, but she seemed fine. Elbee, however, could barely stand, and it looked like the Samurott had been running across all of Aether Forest.

Were the wraiths already back there? He had told the Trinity to keep an eye on their Dungeons for now, just in case wraiths tried to attack them. The last thing he needed was for them to run into trouble in their own domain like the other careless Guardians might.

Then there was Yen, who had someone on his back… a Garchomp. The only one he didn't recognize. Arceus floated over to Yen and felt her artificial aura radiating off, just like the mutant trio, and hid his grimace. He'd much rather do away with someone like her, but Manny was the one making the request…

"Of course."

Arceus inspected Clair. She had countless injuries over her body, each one lined with black fog that suggested a wraith's shadows. That would be trivial. He tapped his hoof on the ground, washing Clair in a radiant light. The shadows dispelled instantly, leaving only the wounds behind. Another tap and the wounds sealed themselves.

"Thanks," Manny said.

"What happened?"

"Wraith's source was inside'm."

Even Arceus couldn't hide his widening eyes. "What do you mean, inside?"

"Hot Spot's infested with wraiths. I dunno if they got out. I couldn't get ter my Orb, 'cause wraiths were coming outta the core. Star was there, too, but…"

Arceus saw a flash of regret in Manny's eyes. He knew that look. That he failed to save someone—but he was still trying to keep a strong face. "What do you mean?" Arceus said. "Where's Star?"

Manny couldn't answer, so Yen did. "The wraiths got her. She's… gone."

"…Gone."

"We saw it happen," Elbee said immediately, clutching at one of her blades with a trembling paw. "There's no way Star escaped. They… they got her."

"…The empty feeling…" Arceus looked up. "Star's influence is gone."

"How bad is that?" Manny asked.

"Well. That part is not catastrophic." Arceus shook his head. "Star and I shared many of our blessings, and a lot of what we did is self-sustaining. However, with Star gone…"

Filaments of light sprouted from his back, Arceus simply too eager to hide it. "I have some work to do."

"Eh—what? Wait, we gotta regroup and need ter take down this thing!"

"I will. And for that to happen, I need to do a few things so I can step in directly."

Arceus hastily walked across the Hall of Origin, deeper into its chambers. At the far end, opposite of where Manny had entered, was another white door large enough to open for Arceus to enter.

"With Star gone, nothing is holding me back," he said. "It's time I returned."


With every Luminous Orb in Kilo rendered useless, only the flames of Pokémon and their natural light source kept the world from falling into complete darkness. It had been a cloudy night for the eastern parts of Kilo. Chilling winds bit at Spice's scales. She had lost count of how many days she'd gone without sleeping, but now, even if she was tired, she wasn't sure if she'd be able to fall asleep.

"How is he doing?" Spice asked.

"He's doing better," Mamoswine said. "That Delphox really is a fighter."

"Can I see him yet?"

"Not yet. The healers still need to take a look at him. We don't have any good Heal Pulse users in this village… We usually just relied on Orans and Revivers. Oh, I'm so sorry…"

"No, don't be." Spice looked down the road. A helpful Chandelure was passing out torches to other villagers; his own body glowed with an eerie light to keep the rest from going blind.

"Need one?" Chandelure asked, levitating one of the torches toward Spice.

"Thanks." She grabbed it, holding it above her head. Chandelure spat a few blue flames toward it, igniting the wood. Blue transitioned to a more natural orange once the wood caught fire properly.

"Everyone's panicked auras have been a little tasty," Chandelure admitted guiltily. "But I'm starting to feel bad. A little light should calm them down, right?"

The town was already starting to feel brighter. Almost… too bright. "Yeah, uh, you've got some pretty strong fire, actually. Maybe we should shove you in the ceiling and—what?"

Chandelure's gaze was focused behind and above her. Almost afraid to turn around—the day was already hectic as it was—she spotted something glowing in the distance. It was dim, but steadily got brighter.

"Okay, what in Mew's name…"

The glow was bright enough that it sharply contrasted the night sky, leaving a very clear shape to see.

"Wait a second," the Salazzle said, absently running a claw along her scar. It was starting to throb—she felt a weak presence coming from that spire. It reminded her of how that thunderstorm in Nightshade Forest had made her scales tingle. The memory left her chest with a weak, burning sensation.

She refocused on the bright, tall structure. It looked like some kind of triangle, or a—"That's the Spire of Trials!"

"Spire of Trials?" Chandelure said. "That weird Dungeon that just has a bunch of ferals that punch you to death?"

"Yeah, but… I heard the Dungeon suddenly lost all of its inhabitants a while back. Now it's glowing?" Spice frowned. "Has the world gone insane?!"

"Probably."

Spice flashed a glare at Chandelure.

"What?! Waypoints broke, Orbs broke, even Orans broke. How do you break an entire species of berry?! World's gone—AHH!"

Spice had to shield her eyes, too. The Spire of Trials had become like a second sun; shrieks of the village filled the air. Then, the ground rumbled, just softly enough that it didn't knock anything over, but just enough that it still made Spice crouch down as a precaution.

The light dimmed to something more tolerable again.

"Holy…"

Chandelure, if he had a mouth, would have been agape. Instead, Spice saw his flame flicker with awe, shrinking at the sight of the source of the glow.

"Yep. That's pretty holy, alright," said a nearby Empoleon, pointing a wing forward.

A quick scan of the roads revealed a few Pokémon kneeling or bowing on the ground, all in the same direction, muttering something fervently under their breaths. Spice's scales felt like they had bristled—a cold shiver ran down her spine, and her tails flicked a bit of poison mist behind her. "Sorry," she murmured, but then, finally, looked back at the source of the ever-dimming glow.

The Spire of Trials was gone. Replacing it was an even taller structure made of luminous, white marble. It pierced through the sky, the top just as wide as the bottom. It seemed thinner, yet taller than the Spire.

And at the top was a gleaming, white figure. It was too far away to see what it was, but the way so many Pokémon had fervently bowed down, Spice felt a sinking feeling in her gut.

And then the white dot flashed. First, countless trails of white light went off in all directions—long tendrils that lit up the sky in a web of white, flowing lines. Then, those faded, forming a bright, yellow-gold, unmistakable wheel of light above the tower.

"Arceus! Oh, it's Arceus! He's returned!"

Countless Pokémon cheered and raised their heads, arms, wings—anything that they could to wave at their god, no matter if the Creator could actually see them.

Spice squeezed her hands, unable to get rid of that horrible feeling on her scales. She should be happy. If all those stories about Arceus were true, then they were saved, weren't they?

The wheel finally faded, as did the light, and even the tower had been reduced to nothing but a small glow. And with the glow, the cheers faded, too, though the rush of optimism within the crowd was palpable.

Spice breathed out sharply through her nose.

Now she remembered.

"Well, would you look at that," Spice acknowledged, tapping her claws on her hips. "Destiny Tower's risen again."


Tall trees with no leaves thwarted any attempt to see beyond a few layers of the forest. Left, right, none of that mattered. Up? The sky was a perpetual, ominous crimson. The ground a bleak, ashen brown. Everything smelled of ruin. What kind of ruin was hard to discern. Rot? No, it wasn't quite rot, not just that. Flames, fire? Possibly, but perhaps only as a trick of the mind. Dust, age, perhaps?

"Oh, dear. It all looks the same."

A green Gardevoir held her hand against the tree trunk. Its outer layer crumbled to the touch, revealing soft, squishy insides that, too, withered away if she pressed too hard. Amia grimaced, brushing it off, but it was persistent. Her hands were speckled with that strange blackness.

She could only go forward. But she had no idea where anybody was, or where she was, or anything of the sort. One second, she was fighting Star within the Grass Core. The next, she had been hit by one of Hecto's many arrows. Then, she had blacked out—appearing in the aura sea… or did she? She couldn't remember. It had been so fast. A strange force—it felt like something had pulled her in an odd direction, against the sea's flow.

Then, she was groggily waking up in this strange, endless rot with a red sky, a black ground, and dead trees. The forest in particular reminded her of Rotwood Fen, back when she used to live in the south. It didn't bring back pleasant memories.

She shook her head. Focus, dear, focus. Where was Alex? Was Owen okay? Did they defeat Star? What about Eon?

None of that mattered if she couldn't even find them to learn the answer.

Amia was about to take another step when she felt a light rumble in the ground. She blinked, staring at the trees. Bits of loose ash and rot fell from the branches; she had to shield her eyes from the stray particles.

The rumbling was getting louder. She recognized the sound—she heard it often from Zena when she was exploring Hot Spot. It must have been a serpent… but the sound was too loud, too powerful. Deeper than Zena's, and she was already exceptionally large.

And then it got softer. Whatever it was, it was slithering away, now. The tension in Amia's chest—which she had only just realized she had—loosened.

Something shuffled behind her. The tension came back; Amia spun around, raising her hands to strike—and then screamed.






84. Flashes in the Dark


Chapter 76 – Flashes in the Dark

Red skies oversaw a silent, somber land covered in purple dust. Scattered like giant trees were great plateaus, all at equal heights despite their random assortments across the purple landscape. Red-purple lightning bolts shattered the sky, drawing the attention of two Pokémon stationed at the top of one of the plateaus.

"Found one," said the first creature—a dark, metallic bird with red eyes. "But I think it's too far away. Too far, too far…"

"We should try anyway," the other said—a Sandslash with a few too many spikes missing. "Come on. Up!"

Corviknight watched closely at where the thunderclap had originated, its rumble still echoing across the plateau field. "It's falling."

"Where? My vision's not like yours."

"I'll just fly. But it's too late, too late." Corviknight spread his wings once Sandslash hopped on. "He might be dead already."

"Always worth a shot. It's been a slow shift anyway. C'mon, fly!"

"I will, I will."

"Any Titans?"

"No, just one, just one."

"Okay, a Titan. Avoid it."

"I will, I will." Corviknight took off, watching the orange creature fall closer and closer to the ground. "Hmm, hmm, he's falling fast. That won't end well."

"Well, if he's lucky, he'll survive." Sandslash pointed ahead. "Yeah, I see it. Let's—"

Another lighting bolt crackled to their right, a bit closer than the first bolt.

"…Priorities. Let's try that one instead."

"But the other?"

"We'll save the closest ones first, we—" Sandslash couldn't finish. Another thunderclap behind them caught their attention, but they missed where the bolt had specifically come from. He growled. "Did you see where that one came from?"

"No, no."

"Alright. Closest one first."

Leaving the original faller behind, they instead chased after another falling creature. They recognized this one as a small, shapeless, pink blob.


"Ooh… the thunder's really loud," Lavender said, shivering. It sounded as if the whole sky was splitting apart. But even more frightening was that he could hear its boom even from where he was—at the bottom of the lab, ten floors underground.

He glanced to the left, frowning with even more concern. Rim's body wasn't forming right; it didn't look like a developing Espurr at all. It was rounded and bulbous, and it looked like something was growing out of the top. He whined loudly, pressing his head against the cylinder. "It's gonna be okay. Are you okay?"

But Rim had barely developed enough to hear him. It would take moons for her to be back in any sort of living condition without Eon to accelerate the process. But he would be back soon, and everything would be okay.

And then the lights flickered. An alarm sounded on the opposite side of the hall, buzzing Lavender's head. Lucas, far down the hall, howled and paced around worriedly, little flames leaving his mouth.

"It's okay, Lucas!" Lavender cried over the beeping.

The lights stopped flickering, but instead gave off a red glow. Lavender worriedly looked at Rim's tank; nothing was failing, but he knew what the red lights meant. Last time this happened was when he had blacked out and destroyed one of the generators—at least, that's what Eon said happened. Did that mean one of the generators failed again?

The alarm meant something else went wrong, too. A lot of somethings, maybe. But he didn't know the first thing about how this lab worked or what he could do to fix it!

But he did know that he could help to power it. "Lucas! Go check on the others! Umm—find, um—find Nate! Yeah, find Nate! Maybe he can help? I'm gonna—I'm gonna fix the power!"

Lucas barked and sprinted away. Lavender, going deeper into the lab, thought to become a Scolipede again, but Eon's words echoed in his mind. Not in the lab.  I'm gonna use you today, he said to one of his spirits.

Okay! Don't fall like last time!

Lavender nodded and his body shrank down, grew wings, and sped up even more. The Ninjask fumbled in the air.

No, not like that!

Sorry!

He regained his composure and flew ahead again, moving past the last of the grid-like arrangement of cylinders, before coming to the back room. He shifted back to his Silvally form and placed his talons on the door. After a pause, it slid open—Lavender sighed in relief. At least the door still worked.

The door opened to a small chamber that had a single, mechanical pillar in the middle of the room. A screen near the bottom of this pillar showed various statistics about the power level of the lab and any critical issues present. Lavender didn't understand most of it, but he did understand one part—the status message that had most recently come up.

'Critical power failure – Central Infinity Energy Core destabilized. Relying on Secondary Chamber.'

Lavender only knew one thing from that status message—that the main energy reserve had lost its power somehow. Eon was the one who kept that powered with the help of Rim and Elder, before Elder left. The secondary core was new, and he was, indirectly, the one who kept it powered.

Lavender decided to check on the primary core, first. He trotted over to the left side of the pillar and poked at one of the metal coverings. It slid open in response, revealing a small, faded rhombus. He frowned. "It's out of energy?" he mumbled to his spirits. "But it's called Infinity Energy. It's not supposed to run out."

Eon only put a blessing on it, though. And Rim. He didn't put his actual spirit inside.

"But that won't run out as long as Dad's…"

There's still some energy left, another spirit said. Why don't you power it with some of us for now?

"But what happened to… I… D-Dad—"

Focus, Lavender, it's okay!

It's okay! He'll be back.

Maybe he's just fighting.

Lavender whined. "Okay. Who wants to power this one?"

Several volunteered and collected at the base of Lavender's throat. He puffed out a golden cloud of light toward the rhombus; the spirits drifted toward the little crystal, brightening it. The gem glowed, and then lost its diamond shape, becoming instead a sphere. Lavender pressed his head against it.

Are you guys doing alright in there?

Everything's good!

I think you gave enough.

Does it look good out there?

Lavender opened his eyes. The alarm stopped. The lights weren't red anymore. And most importantly, the status screen on the central chamber was back to normal. All green, with no scary red lights or flashing exclamation points. He sighed, closing the chamber, and then moved to the right side.

It was about time he switched out the spirits anyway.

The chamber opened to a similar, golden sphere. Lavender pressed his head against it. Hey guys! Having fun?

What happened?

Suddenly it needs our power.

Did something happen to Dad?

Lavender winced. I don't know. But I'm gonna swap you guys out, okay?

Okay. 

I was getting bored.

Lavender nodded and asked for volunteers again. They were more reluctant this time, murmuring that Lavender should tell them what happened to Dad as soon as he could. After agreeing, several more of his spirits funneled into the sphere, and at the same time, the spirits within leapt out and toward Lavender. It was a routine—one that most of them were very familiar with.

With both chambers fully powered—and Lavender feeling a lot more empty—the Silvally turned around and listened. Even within the bottommost, centermost part of the lab, he could still hear faint rumbles from outside. And there was something else accompanying it, too. A sliding feeling… No, more like… What was that?

What is that? Lavender asked, not wanting to speak so he could still hear the noise. A grinding, like something semisolid passing through a narrow hallway. He'd heard that before. Where was—

That's Nate!

How come Nate's moving?

Go check! He's only two floors up!

Lavender didn't want to bother with taking the elevators—too far away. Instead, his eyes shifted to a dark purple and he sank into the shadows, going up. He passed through rubble and stone before settling on the ninth sublevel. Nothing was happening here except for a mutant Tyrantrum giving little love bites to a mutant Noivern.

"Eek! Lavender! We weren't doing anything!" Tyrantrum said.

"Do you guys hear anything?" Lavender asked hastily. "Did the lights go out?"

"Oh, they did."

"Even on this floor, huh…" Lavender frowned. "Okay. I'm going to see Nate."

"N-Nate? Are you sure?" Noivern shrank down. "He's kinda creepy…"

"Yeah, but I can sense him moving. He's pretty big, after all… and I guess I can feel his energy a lot more than everyone else here."

"Oh, well, my aura sonar can sense it," Noivern said, tapping her massive ears. "Hey, yeah… he's definitely moving."

"Thanks." Lavender gave them both a quick bow and hopped into the wall, ascending further until he rose into a large, empty chamber.

Nate used to be there. He scanned for any signs of him, but all he saw were papers strewn about with completed and half-completed drawings of the various mutants, as well as countless fabrics of half-made costumes. A few of them were fully constructed. There was one of Lavender's true form, though only the head and neck were complete; based on how there were more materials and cloths scattered nearby, Nate must have found his chimeric body to be a real puzzle.

But there was no Nate.

In an effort to pick up the pace, Lavender searched for another speedy Pokémon. Ninjask—where was… Lavender froze. He'd left him back at the Core chamber. He wasn't supposed to be without so many spirits—he couldn't find his form.

G-guys! I need a fast one! A-anybody?

Lavender bounded down the hall anyway, waiting for his spirits to deliberate. Eventually, he felt the presence of one spirit get brighter. Closing his eyes, he braced for whatever came next; his limbs suddenly disappeared under him, replaced by wings. The new Crobat toppled over in a crumpled heap, groaning.

Warn me next time…

He slammed on the ground to gain altitude, air channeling around him. With newfound agility, Lavender banked around the sharp corners and followed any possible trace he could feel from Nate's massive aura.

After one turn, he spotted something dark in the corridors, draining into the next. "Nate!" Lavender shouted, flying until he was right on top of him. "Nate! Hang on!"

But he kept slithering away. The only thing that Lavender got in reply was a small pause from part of his body. Black limbs pushed Nate forward, crawling on the ground in tandem in undulating waves. A few eyes on the ink-black body opened and stared at Lavender.

Lavender landed on top of Nate and switched back to his true form. "Nate," he said again. "What are you doing? Where are you going?"

Several eyes closed, and a few of the arms grabbed at his forepaws. Lavender lifted one and shook it. "Um, hi, Nate, but where are you going?"

I feel like I need to go somewhere.

"Go somewhere? What do you mean?"

It's calling me.

"It? What's it?"

I don't know. It's struggling to live.

"Struggling to—but Nate, you're not supposed to leave! Remember? I mean, that's what Dad said."

I can't find him. I'll ask later.

Lavender realized that Nate was trying to push him away, but he shook his head. "Nate, we can't go right now. Not until Dad comes back. Something's wrong, and I have a bad feeling…"

So do I.

"Don't you think it's a bad idea to go, though? If it's a bad feeling, maybe you shouldn't be going."

Nate's massive body—of which Lavender could only see the tail-end—slowed down. Up ahead, a frightful shriek rang out. A few seconds later, Lavender saw a lump run beneath Nate, like he was lifting himself over something… And then, he lifted Lavender next. Left behind was a curled up, trembling form of a fusion with the body of an Abomasnow, the colors and hands of a Hitmonlee, and the lower half of a Carnevine. A while later, the fusion lifted her hands from her face, looking around confusedly.

"Um, Nate, I think you're starting to freak out some of the family…"

Sorry. I'm in a rush.

Lavender noticed that Nate was going away from the teleporter wall. "Um, Nate? Teleporter's that way."

I'm too big. Taking the emergency stairs.

"Oh. Wait—you shouldn't be doing that anyway! Please, can't you stay?"

Lavender realized that, given how big Nate was, he was probably already going up the stairs… He sighed again, trying to find another way to convince him. He couldn't think of anything, and instead watched as Nate went on an upward incline. The marble halls transitioned into an alternating stairway that zigzagged its way skyward. Every bit of metal that Nate nicked on the handlebars—indeed, he used them for safety, because it was polite—echoed all the way up and all the way down the concrete walls.

Several arms, tentacles, and wings wrapped around Lavender to brace him in place. At first, Lavender wondered why, as he was only trying to convince Nate to stay back… But the alternative was Lavender constantly nipping at his heels. Did Nate have heels? Well, yes. Several, in fact.

Lavender shook his head, trying to refocus. His spirits were doing no better, unable to find a way to convince the Dark Guardian to halt his enigmatic advance.

That was, until Nate did it himself. With a lurching halt, Lavender found himself swinging forward and past several of Nate's limbs, though a few of them caught Lavender in time. His talons accidentally jabbed at one of the many eyes, causing it to wince in pain.

"Oh—sorry," Lavender said, but the eye already sank into the darkness. "Nate? What's wrong?"

The limbs started to push Lavender forward, but then Lavender gently broke out of his binds. "Want me to go up? I'll do that."

Something's wrong.

They urged Lavender to go up. Channeling his ghostly powers again, he sank into the wall and quickly ascended from the eighth floor, to the seventh, then the sixth… how far did Nate's body stretch?!

Lavender finally found the surface floor and emerged to complete darkness. The sun had set long ago, but he could still see the vague shape of Nate's upper body leaking out of Quartz HQ. "Nate? What are you doing?"

I need to go.

And then, without warning, Nate's huge body lifted itself into the air, more and more of him rising like a serpent reaching for a low branch. But in this case, it seemed like the only branch Nate intended to grab was the clouds themselves. Wings outstretched from all sides and, despite not flapping, seemed to generate an updraft, the same way a Dragonite managed to take flight.

Dragonite. Lavender searched for the species, but couldn't find it. He settled for becoming Crobat again, ascending with Nate, but he was rising even faster than he could manage. The air current that flowed around the black amalgamation ripped through any sort of updraft that Lavender could make, sending him spiraling down. Lavender called for Nate one last time, even as he was sprawled out on the floor, but he kept climbing higher.

The last of the Dark Guardian's form plucked itself out of Quartz HQ. His entire body levitated just below the clouds as a great, fat serpent, coiled together like he had been in the Chasm. Its body spiraled around itself, leaving only what vaguely resembled a head to poke out from the black coils. Ethereal, black wings, looking unnaturally attached to the rest of the serpentine form, spread out. It glided over an updraft that didn't exist. It moved unnaturally, like it was hanging off of a ceiling that moved forward, the head training itself on some far-off entity in the horizon.

At the front of Nate's body, where the serpent's head extended forward, came a glow. At first, it seemed white, but it was too dim. He beat his wings once, ascending higher into the sky while battering the distant ground below with small twisters of wind. Lavender, caught up in one of them, barely stabilized himself in time to avoid the second wingbeat, and then the third.

A low rumble shook Lavender next, down to his core. The beat pressed against his heart, and then rippled to the surface of his body, and then back in again. Wave after wave dizzied Lavender until he had to land, heaving. The spirits inside of him shuffled worriedly, asking Lavender if he was okay, asking him to get up. But he couldn't handle being in anything but his base form. His body shifted back to his chimeric self, and then he rolled to look at the sky.

Pink. The light was pink, at the mouth—if Nate's body as a whole had one. The head was split open five-ways, like a giant, clawed hand. The fingers opened like they were mouths of their own. The light… brighter. What was it?

Another rumble shook Lavender, followed by its aftershock. Ba-thump. Lavender's heart ached, heaving again.

"Lavender! Are you okay?!"

"What? What?"

Someone was beside him. He saw crackling orbs of electricity—the Ampharos standing guard, along with the Sceptile, he was sure.

Another rumble, ba-thump, made Lavender curl up. Ampharos and Sceptile winced, too, and looked up. "That's Nate?!"

"What's he—"

The pink energy doubled, then tripled in intensity. A shockwave cracked the air, knocking fruits off their trees and snapping the weakest branches into splinters. A line of pink stung Lavender's vision, cutting across the sky.


Hot Spot Cave lacked any light. The stars, the moon, the clouds themselves—gone and replaced by a swirling vortex of red, purple, and void-black.

"Why did Anam contain the Wraith King?" Rhys wheezed, barely able to stand.

"How can we possibly hope to…" Elder could only watch as the void expanded farther.

"We have to calm Anam," Rhys said. "We need to regroup and fight him. Find some way to bring that demon out of him, or—or find a way to seal it again."

Nevren appeared in a flash of light. With him, an icy Aggron, an agitated Porygon-Z, and a Joltik with fairy wings. Three Guardians, but Nevren then said, "I can't bring any more."

"What do you mean—"

"I can't bring any more. My luck's run out, I'm afraid." Nevren held his lucky charm forward, revealing its dim, gray glow. "These three are the best I can do. The Wraith King has either already claimed, or is too close to, the others."

"But—Owen! Team Alloy! All of the Guardians, the—"

"Gone. We must go."

It didn't look like Nevren was giving Rhys much of a choice.

"The void in the sky is expanding. What happens if it covers the world?" Elder said. "We can't stop it from advancing this time. The Chasm is—Star and Barky aren't… The Tree—"

The void rumbled, making ADAM and Willow shake. Step looked up at the void defiantly. "I doubt there is nothing to be done," she said, holding her palm toward the center of it. She fired a blast of icy energy toward it.

"How can you expect that attack to—"

The ice melted away, but the remnant energy that remained from Step's attack—the aura that tried to produce the ice as it sailed through the sky—continued to battle with the swirling void before ultimately fizzling out.

"You don't have enough power to counteract something like that, Step," Nevren said.

"I beg to differ," Step growled. "Something inside me is telling me I can. I will destroy that—that thing if I must!" She fired again, but the same result occurred. The ice melted away, and the aura battled weakly against the expanding vortex. By now, three quarters of their sky had been consumed by the void.

"How are you…" Nevren trailed off, looking at Rhys next. He was too weak to fight back.

Are you still trying to fight?

Nevren halted his words to stare at the sky. "It's… that's him." He squeezed his spoons a bit tighter. All of the others turned their attention to the expanding darkness, a soft rumble like never-ending thunder shaking small rocks in the dirt.

All life has proven its uselessness. Nothing but suffering permeates your world, propped up by a single soul's ambition to alter the natural state of reality. I gave him a chance, I watched from within as he slowly, yet in vain, tried to repair the world, only for it all to be wiped away by those who hungered for power. Had I let it continue, the war would have escalated to ruin what little structure you had. And then, what would become of me? You would destroy me, just as you try to destroy each other.

You do not know what to do with power. I am Dark Matter, named by your god, Anam. The old god, Mew, has been claimed by me. The old god, Arceus, is next. The Hunters are all but vanquished. All those who seek power will fall to the void.

The joy your old god tried to manufacture in this world is false and fleeting. His heart was the only one that shined, and now it is tarnished by hopelessness thanks to his very subjects and their greed. I will show you the world for what it really is. I will show you the world you ungrateful souls have been blinded to: A world without blessings, a world without your god to unite it so tenuously.

I am your new god. I will show you a life without suffering. I shall shape this world into its ideal form: A state without suffering or pain. A state… of terminus.

As Dark Matter spoke, the void in the sky expanded further and further, wrapping around more and more of the sky. Nevren couldn't see the stars no matter where he looked. His Revisor remained useless in his hands. Despite the fact that they had been rewound every single time, his fingers felt raw. How many times had he just heard that speech? He lost count. Rushing in, running out, nothing was enough to stop Dark Matter from expanding across the sky.

Step was inconsolable, launching Ice Beam after Ice Beam into the sky, only achieving the weakest pauses in the void's expansion. Soon, the whole world would be covered, and this time, there wasn't a reserve of power to prevent it from staying that way.

Someone kept repeating his name. Only when he felt the sting of electricity did the Alakazam look to his right, seeing an angry Joltik clinging to his mustache.

"You're the smart guy!" she shouted. "Think of something!"

ADAM spun his head several times. "Calculating probability of victory…"

Nevren didn't need to wait for the answer. He looked at his Revisor again; bright blue. He could use it, but for what purpose? Did it matter anymore?

It was tiring. So, so tiring, going back, over and over, to find a solution that simply didn't exist.

"What are you doing?!" Step shouted at Nevren, blasting him with a weak gust of frosty air. "The brainy one will help!"

Nevren flinched, blinking several times at Step. Her piercing gaze didn't stop her from firing at the sky, not even looking anymore. She didn't need to—the general direction of up was enough to hit her target. "The sky has an aura! Therefore, we can strike it!"

But how could such an immense aura be fought, even slightly?

Something flickered in the corner of Nevren's vision. At first, he thought he was hallucinating, but then Rhys, barely on his feet, turned toward it, and then Step, and then ADAM and Willow.

"What is that?" Elder said, extending his neck to gain extra height. "Pink…"

It was getting brighter—and closer. It cut through the darkness like it was fog. A roaring rumble echoed from the vortex's core, shaking Nevren's very spirit. He shuddered and took a knee. "Step," Nevren wheezed.

The Aggron didn't kneel. Nevren could feel her stubbornness—even if her body was falling apart, she'd refuse to kneel to the dark god.

The pink light struck the center of the vortex, creating a shockwave that—despite Step's adamance—knocked everyone several feet away and into the air. Nevren slowed his and Rhys' fall with a Psychic barrier, while Elder skidded across the ground with a strained grunt. ADAM flailed, and Willow flew over tall grass before landing on a nearby clump. Step landed the hardest, cursing loudly, and then stared back up at the crackling vortex.

The void had been cut down by more than half, yet it still remained, struggling to expand further. Someone cried out inside the cave—the unmistakable voice of Anam.

"Is he still fighting it?" Nevren said.

"Anam is the center!" Step said—but Nevren doubted she was correct.

"Step, wait!"

But she was already rumbling toward the cave entrance. Nevren, knowing that she'd be claimed like all the others if someone didn't Teleport her out, followed her.

In the corner of his eye, Nevren also spotted another flickering, white light. Now that the void had been cut through with the assistance of that attack—that pink light that seemed so familiar—he saw a follow-up. Flying filaments of white energy curled through the sky and descended upon Hot Spot.

"Step!" Nevren shouted. "Brace yourself!"

Despite her fervor to run forward, she listened and tensed her body. "Why?"

The ground heaved from several ethereal impacts. Hot Spot's cavernous ceiling partially collapsed, large boulders tumbling and slamming onto faded mushrooms. Several wraiths screeched and dissolved, but a few times, the fallen boulders bounced off of something solid, too.

Streams of white light pushed through the cave's ceiling and struck homes built into the walls, cracking their structures. The sky was alight, punctures of divine energy dotting the once perfect void.

Dark Matter roared, and this time, Step was forced to all fours, grunting. Nevren couldn't move; his whole body felt compressed by the pressure Dark Matter gave off. He could only stare through the darkness to see Anam's form in the middle of it all, staring emptily upward. Swirls of lavender competed with black ooze within his body. Nevren couldn't see anything else with all the wraiths, aside from a few fallen boulders, streams of light from punctures left in the cave's top, and near the middle of Hot Spot—

How did he forget about Valle?

His aura had always been so weak, and his presence literally like a statue, that he had completely forgotten that he was still there. He didn't glow. The Shiftry statue remained where he always had, unmoving, and Nevren couldn't safely get to him. He looked at Step.

"And what is your plan?" he said, finally finding his breath. "Step, how do you expect to—"

"If your Anam is as strong as you say, then he can still fight this demon," Step replied. "We just need to help him."

"I feel that this is beyond help."

"I've already decided that for you. Now choose: Die here, or assist and I consider whether to kill you later."

Nevren blinked. "Excuse me?"

"You caused this by tampering with the vessel. Now help me fix it!" Step fired several Ice Beams at incoming wraiths before turning toward Nevren. She grabbed him from under his arm and forced him to his feet. "Now will you fight?"

Nevren suppressed a shudder from her icy touch. "I can't fight."

Step eyed him, looking at his limp arm, then at his tired eyes. She snarled and shoved him back; he fell to the ground with a painted grunt. "Useless."

Then, the Ice Guardian turned back to Anam. "Ghost Guardian! Stop letting that demon control you!"

She blasted more wraiths, using the tunnel as a choke point. Nevren rolled to his front and pushed up, getting to his knees. The wraiths seemed a lot weaker, but the sky was darkening again. Was Arceus' Judgement not enough? And that last attack—it wasn't coming again, was it?

"H… help…"

"Anam!" Step blasted the wraiths in front of her with a wall of ice. The Blizzard destroyed most of them, leaving only a few stragglers to ice over. "Keep fighting!"

"I… I…"

Not even Judgement is enough to stop me. What hope do you have to—

"Please… Mister Matter, enough…"

"Keep fighting!" Step roared.

From the ceiling, a wraith dropped down. Step looked up too late—two more had appeared.

Suddenly, a blast of ice, fire, and electricity knocked away all three, destroying them. ADAM swept forward. "Refreshing calculations."

Two Moonblasts arced past Step and dissolved another cluster of wraiths. Willow landed on Step's head, shrieking. "I'll help!"

Rhys, using Elder as support, staggered into the cave next. "Anam, just a bit longer. Arceus and—and someone else is already trying to help. Can you keep fighting?!"

It is too late to fight back! Give up!

"Bluster!" Step took aim at more of the wraiths. "Just what would happen if I struck Anam's body, I wonder? Would you have to retreat?"

You would only harm your precious god!

"He's not my god." Step pointed her hand forward.

A heavy rumble staggered Step, forcing her to misfire into the floor. She tried to get up, but a few wraiths fired shadowy blasts at her, deflected only because Willow and ADAM were quick to counter with their own blasts. Step got back to her feet, but another tremor knocked her to the left.

"Aah… aaaah!" Anam whimpered, then wailed. Swirls of lavender briefly overtook more than half of his body before the darkness came back. Dark Matter roared again; Anam's body became pitch-dark, but then more bright purple shined through. Step snarled; the bright spots were clearly Anam fighting back. All this time, he had been trying to fight against Dark Matter for control? Perhaps the squishy dragon was mentally stronger than she'd given him credit for.

It won't be enough! Just give up!

"A bit forceful for someone who claims it is hopeless!" Step said. "Anam! Put an end to this!"

"I… I…"

Anam, I already felt your despair. You know this world is rotten. Let me fix it. I can end all of this.

"This isn't… what I wanted…"

Endings are always painful. But the sooner you accept it, the sooner this can all be fixed.

"Yes, trust the cloud of evil." Step snarled and finally righted herself just in time to see Anam glow.

Anam. Anam, what are you doing? That's enough. That's enough!

"St-stop… I changed my mind! STOP!"

IT'S TOO LATE!

It was too bright for them to look at directly. ADAM buzzed and blared an alarm.

With an incomprehensible scream, a bright, indigo flame exploded from Anam's body, shooting through what little remained of Hot Spot Cave's upper ceiling. An intense shockwave, followed by a rush of hot wind, sent Step and all the others flying out of the cave, smashing against some of the walls along the way. Sparks of a bright, golden energy singed their bodies and knocked away chunks of Step's icy form.

On the outside, the few who weren't face-first in the dirt saw a large, indigo drake made purely out of flaming Dragon energy. It smashed into the void above, sending a golden ripple throughout its influence; at some point, the gold light sliced through portions of the void, disintegrating some segments completely. The heat melted Step's icy snout and several of her claws.

And then it was quiet. The wind blew, the void above rumbled lowly, stabilizing… but it didn't expand. The sky was still mostly blotted out, but the darkness didn't expand. The aftershocks of gold were far into the horizon, revealing the stars and clouds again.

Rhys slowly righted himself with Elder's help. Willow and ADAM figured out which way was up. Step panted, growing back the parts of her that had melted away. "It's still there."

But it wasn't expanding.

"What was that attack? What did… what did Anam do? I've never seen such a technique before."

Rhys looked back to see Nevren picking up his spoons.

"We've seen it before," the Alakazam said. "I don't know what it is, but he'd used it in Hot Spot Dungeon when under extreme stress, too. It was filled with more Dragon energy than I'd ever seen… It certainly wasn't a normal technique."

"But whatever it is," Rhys said, "it subdued Dark Matter, as he calls himself. Yet…"

They all stared at the now dormant void, neither shrinking nor expanding. Then, they turned their attention to the east.

"Arceus has descended," Nevren remarked. "That means Star is…"

"Gone." Rhys looked at the cave entrance, so small from how far away they'd been flung. A black fog seeped outside…

"I believe Dark Matter has been rendered dormant, but we can't do anything here," Nevren said.

"But the others—"

"Are gone. We need to salvage what we have left and refocus." Nevren stood up, spoons in one hand. "We have no choice. We're useless here."

"Useless…" Rhys tried to channel some of his aura power, but nothing but a small spark came. He tried harder, but Step cut off his concentration with an angry slam of her tail.

"Where can we go?"

"I'm going to return to Quartz HQ and round up what we can," Nevren said. "There may be some help from them. You should go to Kilo Village and ensure that society isn't in chaos." He made a reflexive draw for his Badge, but then realized how useless a gesture that now was. "…Hm. This could be a problem." He turned to face Kilo Mountain. "That's at least a day's travel." He then faced the southeast. "…Quartz HQ, even longer…"

"Waypoints are gone. Can't we fly there?" Rhys looked back.

"Well, I certainly can't fly. Rhys, you can only fly with your aura power, and you lack it."

"What good would the town be for us? If there's power in your lab, we should focus on there only." Step crossed her arms. "The mortals are useless here."

"I beg to differ. Even if we are strong, Jerry has demonstrated that even mortals can match Mystics under the right circumstances."

"Against a naïve Charizard," Step corrected.

"And he is not even of the Thousand Hearts. Some of you should go there."

"And we are listening to you, why?" Step pressed. "You are the cause of this."

"Irrelevant. We are on the same side, regardless of the cause of the problem. Or do you believe I also want the world to plunge into darkness?"

"I have no ties to Kilo Village, and I trust you with nothing." Step walked toward Nevren. "Therefore, I am coming with you to Quartz. If you cannot fly, I will take you there."

"Then I will be going to Kilo Village," Rhys said, grunting. "On foot until my energy—"

"I can help!" Willow said.

"What do you—"

A pink mist suddenly overtook Rhys, Elder, and ADAM. Before any had a chance to react, a yellow fuzziness followed, and then intense gravity.

Rhys grunted loudly, trying to stand, but the downward force was too strong.

"Calm down!" Willow said. "I'm gonna fly us there! If you're too weak, then I'm all that's left!"

Rhys rolled over and buried himself in Willow's fuzz. Next to him, ADAM spasmed and muttered various diagnostics.

"Willow! Warn us next time!" the tiny Lucario tried to stand, but one of Willow's fairy wingbeats toppled him over. "I… urgh…"

"Oho… well, this is very convenient, isn't it, Rhys?" The hard shell of Elder bumped against Rhys' side. "There isn't much else we can do. Why don't we rest?"

"Rest…" Rhys sighed tiredly, looking away. "But the void, it's…"

Elder looked past the forest of fuzz. "I see stars. That's good enough, isn't it?"

Rhys glanced to his side, where pink wings the size of Emily beat up and down. "Shrinking down and resting on a Joltik's back," Rhys mumbled. "Not how I intended to end the night."

With one final sigh, he stared at the starry sky. "Arceus returned, and with it his Judgement to stop the void from expanding. And then that energy Anam gave off…" Rhys closed his eyes. "So familiar, but… why can't…" The thought escaped him, drowned out by fatigue as the weight of the battle completely crashed on him. "Pink energy…" The sight of that beam tearing through the sky entered his mind again.

"That was Fairy energy," Willow said. "But I'm the Fairy Guardian! No fair! Why can't I use that technique? I've never seen anything like it!"

"It's not a normal attack," Rhys said slowly, drifting in and out of consciousness. "Light… of Ruin…"

If Willow had said anything after, Rhys didn't hear it. The Lucario faded into his dreams.


All of Owen's senses gave way to nothing but an intense, unbearable, throbbing pain. The metallic taste in his mouth wouldn't go away no matter how much he tried to spit it out—and that, in itself, sent needles through his throat. He tried to groan, but nothing came out. Only one eye could open, and with it, all Owen saw was a blurry, purple landscape and tall, dark structures. The air smelled of dusty stagnation and blood.

It was dark. Owen's tail felt cold. His wings, when he tried to move them, gave the sharpest pain of all—that was, until he tried to move his legs, and then his arms. Was everything broken?

By some miracle, he realized that his left arm was still functional. With a grunt, he moved it over his throbbing head, feeling something… sticky. His head didn't feel as solid as it should have been. And where were his horns? He felt the cavity that they should have gone in, but…

It was getting darker. Why couldn't he see anything? Something primal stirred in Owen's chest—a tightening, gripping fear. Charizard weren't supposed to see darkness. They were never in darkness. To be in the dark meant death. Where was his flame? Where was his flame?

Owen twitched his tail, but a sting of agony shot through him when he tried. Part of it was bent at an odd angle. Like everything else on him, apparently. He opened his mouth to let out a cry for help, but a wad of blood escaped his throat instead.

His head hit the ground hard, breathing through his nose.

This felt too familiar. Lying on the ground in debilitating pain, unable to move, unable to breathe, with his vision rapidly fading. What was he supposed to do? Who usually helped him?

He felt a phantom of something holding his back. It felt like Amia. Mom… help…

But nobody was there. No Heal Pulse came. His wings twitched one last time. Finally, Owen closed his eyes—seeing no difference when he did—and tried to focus. It was all that he could do, and soon, even that became too difficult. His mind swam in a blurry soup of thoughts, images passing through his mind's eye. Zena fighting off the wraiths, only to be overwhelmed by them. Amia disappearing in a flurry of embers from a Legend's onslaught. A Charizard, several times his size, smiling down at him…

Mom…


A chilly breeze threatened to snuff out his flame. Charmander shivered and curled up tighter, grasping at his flame to hide it under his chin. It wasn't as if it was truly in danger of going out… but it felt that way. He remembered how important that flame had felt to him. He wanted to protect it more than anything in the world.

Hot breath washed over his back. Charmander reflexively uncurled, letting out a long, drawn-out chirp. He looked up into the sharp, blue eyes of Charizard. He could only see her nostrils and her eyes. She leaned forward and nuzzled him, knocking him onto his back. He chirped again, kicking the air. Charizard pressed a paw on his chest; Charmander chirped and kicked harder, giggling. He lunged his head forward and snapped at her claws, leaving no mark when he latched on.

Charizard blew a puff of embers in his face; Charmander yipped and let go, falling onto Charizard's tail tip. The warmth covered him like a blanket. He rolled and curled around it, breathing in the flames the way grass would take in the sun. That's what she taught him. That Grass ate the sun, and he ate the flames.

Another flick and the tail pushed Charmander under Charizard's wings. There, two other Charmander and one Charmeleon lay nestled in a warm cluster, the heat making everyone look blurry. It welcomed him.

Charizard nuzzled his back again, finally pushing him inside. Reluctant, still full of energy, Charmander settled under her wings, pressed against Charmeleon's shoulder, and then nestled between two of his younger siblings.

Dark tendrils suddenly started to fill his vision from the sides. Charmander whined, curling up a bit tighter, but the heat made him want to fall asleep. The darkness covered half of his vision, but then he spared a glance to his mother's tail. The light overwhelmed him as well las the dark tendrils. They all disappeared.

All he saw was the flame and its comforting warmth.

"Good night, little ember."


Owen awoke to the painful sting of water all around him. He thought to gasp, but a primal thought told him not to breathe. Not while he was underwater.

With every ounce of strength he had left, he kicked his legs and wiggled his tail, clawing his way to the surface. His vision was red, and the sky beyond the water looked purple and murky. Freezing liquid rushed past his face; his tail bubbled in it, puffing clouds of steam that rose faster than he did.

It was getting dark again. Even more frantic, Owen saw the rippling surface get closer. Closer, closer. Just a little closer, a little more! He tried to motivate himself, but his lungs felt like they were about to collapse. It was at his throat. The water crept into his snout when he had nearly let in a half-breath. It tasted foul.

Sound returned to him next, as did that first, sweet, painful breath of air into his burning lungs. He gasped loudly, sputtering and flailing for the water's edge, which was miraculously nearby. Keeping his tail above the water, he paddled toward the edge and rested only when he was finally on dry land.

The loose dirt stuck to his body in a thick layer, coloring his body like a bruise, but he didn't care. He didn't even want to move for a while, not after that.

His chest rose and fell quickly, but it slowed down when the sense of danger finally passed. The dirt caked on his body, which didn't help at all—the dirt was just as bad as the water, and dealing with both was anything but pleasant—but with some tired wipes on his scales, he got at least some of it off.

A few embers escaped his mouth, like he was testing to make sure he still could produce them. They didn't feel like they were enough for a proper technique, but at least he had his flame again. He still felt blind, but at least he could see with his eyes.

Reluctantly, he rolled onto his chest and pushed himself into a sitting position. He thought he could see, but it was all so blurry. The water shock must still be affecting him. It had been a while since he'd felt true water shock—when was the last time? Oh, when I drowned in…

It hit him all at once. "Zena!" he cried, springing to his feet too quickly. The wave of dizziness that followed made him fall forward, caught only by his arms and a bit of quick thinking. "Ugh—" He may have been dizzy, but he still had to find her. "Zena! Anyone?!" He could only see a red lake behind him—at least, he thought it was a lake, since it was still too blurry. And tall, imposing figures far ahead, like black tree trunks. Crimson skies, violet dirt. Where was he? Was this Ghrelle's place, the poison swamp? Even there, the sky wasn't red. Maybe it was some kind of freak storm, or…

That darkness. Did the darkness cause this?

He didn't want to spend more time thinking about it. He'd wait for his vision to come to him normally. It already felt a bit like it was coming back to him.

That was a good enough excuse to start flying. It didn't feel like there were any obstacles in the way; the only thing obstructing his flight would be those tall, black things, which were starting to look a bit like plateaus.

Feeling lighter on his feet than usual, Owen gave himself a wobbly, running start. Blood rushed to his legs. His tail—he felt the flame blaze, filling him with vigor. Yes! He could fly with this kind of energy. All he needed was a bit of pep.

He had enough speed. With a crouch, Owen hopped into the air, leaned forward, and planted his face firmly in the dirt.

His back flew ahead of the rest of him until his tail touched his snout. Then, when his inertia finally gave out, his belly hit the ground with a rough thud. Owen groaned and rubbed his bleeding nose, only realizing then how odd that felt. His snout was… short. And his fingers felt delicate.

"Wait… wait, what—"

His vision was clear enough to see the details of his orange scales. He looked down; cream scales. That was normal. He looked at his tail, the same fire as always. But he felt thinner. Of course, he was always thin for a Charizard, perhaps part of those mutant genes, and his horns were—

Owen frantically grabbed at his horns, but all he felt were smooth scales. A loud whimper escaped him. He didn't want to test it, but he had to: he flexed his wings.

He had no wings.

"No…"

Owen spun around, staring at his feet, at his tail, feeling physically for his wings as well as he could. He couldn't believe himself when he ran straight for the water to see his reflection, and that confirmed it.

The Charmander's shriek carried on into the plateaus.

End of Act II






85. Act III - A Faded Voice


Act III – A Faded Voice

A red sphere shielded itself inside a hollow shell. While it could not curl, it was the closest equivalent to hiding away from the world: within its void, within its own small reality. All around it, above and below and behind and in front, were little pinpricks of light. False stars like the night sky of the living world.

Little droplets of slime punctuated the otherwise complete silence. It was annoying. He didn't have to be here. He could have wandered off to do whatever he wanted while he took care of annihilating the world. Was moping around really necessary? Dark Matter rumbled irritably, turning his attention toward the Goodra that refused to leave.

"Why are you still here?"

"Please stop this."

The words felt like little daggers against his core. He contracted his shell like a child hiding deeper under the covers. What was he doing, hiding away from the Goodra? He had the upper hand! Judgement, Devastating Drake, Light of Ruin—all three attacks only paused his advance. The real stopping point was this pestering Goodra. With him around, he…

"I changed my mind. You… you tricked me. That wasn't fair."

"I only made you realize the truth. Because you denied it all, too. For so long, you tried to convince yourself that the world—"

"It's not ruined! It's not rotten!" Anam squeezed his fists together, slamming them against his sides. "The world's just hard to live in sometimes, and that's just life!"

"It is the reality the old gods created."

"So?" Anam challenged. "With all the bad stuff, there's also… also good stuff! And that means—"

"Fleeting pleasures in a world that was built on survival. By default, life persists only for its own sake, and only by taking away from other living things. That is the rule of nature molded by Mew, based on the laws formed by Arceus."

"And what about Necrozma?" Anam said. "He's in here. How come you never talk about him?"

This child was actually growing a spine. He'd never seen Anam talk back to him like this before, in all those centuries. Always kind, always delicate, and now he was yelling… But the way his lips quivered, his tail flicked here and there… He felt his fear, his sadness. He was only lashing out because of how all other mortals lashed out. Kilo's new god was cornered, and now he only knew but to struggle aimlessly.

Pitiful.

"Don't just stare at me like th-that," Anam said, his voice hitching at the end. "Necrozma's why I made the world better in the first place. What did he do wrong, huh?"

Another long silence followed, the fake stars in the fake sky rotating around them. A few more globs of purple slime fell onto the flat and featureless void, the imaginary floor formed by Anam's own desires. It was a wonder how long the floor would exist before he fell into despair like everyone else.

Stubborn.

"His mistake is the same one you made," Dark Matter replied. "He trusted mortals."

Another quiet rumble shook the void, and Anam finally looked down, flicking his antennae. He sat with a childish plop and looked up at Dark Matter.

"So you refuse to leave?"

"You can't do anything while I'm here."

Dark Matter growled at that, looking down. Even now, he was tied to him, stuck in a perpetual deadlock so long as Anam continued to have hope. How irritating. Anam had lost hope so completely for that one instant, and he'd already recovered? What fueled him?! Why?!

Dark Matter slowly formed a black cloud from deep within his core, aimed at Anam. His bright, green eyes stared back, filled with defiant sadness. The darkness crackled more, concentrating into a fine point. It stayed there, ready to fire at any point.

Anam stared.

The beam smashed into Anam's body and bent around, spraying flecks of slime behind him, yet the main part of his body, his core, amorphous as it was, still remained completely unharmed.

Dark Matter rumbled and compressed his sphere again. "Pest."

Anam's horns crossed in front of his chest, his eyes now transitioning to one that was more like a disappointed father's. "You said you wanted to be happy."

That one hurt. Dark Matter lacked a head, yet it still somehow felt like a headache. It cracked through his shell and into his core, and then somehow into the core of his core. That wasn't fair. Someone like Anam wasn't allowed to say something like that.

"What happened?"

Stop, stop. Anam wasn't like this. He wasn't angry. Anam didn't get angry. Why was he looking at him like that? Dark Matter shrank away. It wasn't fair. Anam was supposed to agree. He was supposed to give up and agree. This was the right thing to do, after all.

"It's all fleeting. Even if I did become happy, it would go away. I… don't want it anymore."

"You're… denying it." Anam gulped, looking away. "You lost hope."

"I can't hope."

"You can!" Anam shouted, squeezing his fists again. "Y-you can! When you reached out to me, when you agreed to help me… th-that was hope! That had to be—"

"I just wanted you to shut up. It was desire and hunger… Not hope."

"That's not true." Anam's eyes turned fierce, like his mother's. "Y-you… you hoped, because you wanted to be happy. And you thought I could do it. That was hope! And… and you still care enough about the world… don't you? That you helped me for so long, telling me about everyone's darkness so I could make it less, and less. That's true, isn't it? You feel less darkness than before. I-it's not… it's not all for nothing."

"Nevren would have ruined it all."

"No, he… he just wanted to save the world. He told me so."

"From gods who also wanted to save the world?"

"Y-yeah, but—Nev-Nev…"

"Is just another fool who thinks the world can be saved."

The pain wasn't going away. Dark Matter had hoped it would—no. No, he couldn't hope. That wasn't part of him.

Anam let out another laugh, snapping Dark Matter out of the silence that he hadn't even noticed. "What?"

"E-every time I think I understand you, I learn a little more, Mister Matter."

He hated when Anam laughed. Why couldn't he laugh?

"What do you mean?"

"You spent so many centuries trying to make the world better with me, but one little thing makes you give up on it all… i-it's sad. Maybe I lost a little hope, but it's never too late. You can turn this back… can't you?"

No, no, stop talking. He didn't need to hear this nonsense. The world was hopeless. Hopeless! There were no clean souls. Even Anam was tarnished and imperfect; he just denied the negativity and shouldered it all for himself, as if a single person could handle all the flaws of the world. Clearly, he couldn't. He was a fool to even try.

"Please, Mister Matter. Turn it back. We can try again. I'll tell everyone what happened. I'll tell them what you are, and I'll explain everything. They'll pool all of their power together for you, and they'll make you happy. I just n-need you to listen."

Dark Matter couldn't press his shell tighter. Any more and it would crack. "No."

Another silence followed with Dark Matter refusing to look at him. Pest, pest, pest. Leave. Go away. He didn't need Anam anymore.

"How come?"

His voice was so soft. Why did it hurt more than when he was shouting? "They won't help me. It's as I said. They'll kill me. They already tried. There's no going back now, Anam. It's… too late for me. I can't go back."

"Y-you're wrong. I'll protect you. I will!"

And then, Dark Matter laughed. It was foreign to him—the laughter was one of disgust. That was why, he was sure of it. Because of course Anam would try to shoulder even his burdens.

He hated him.

He always hated him.

"Then you'll die, too."

The Goodra's eyes didn't waver. Dark Matter turned his attention to Anam again, but it wasn't enough. He focused his attention away, snarling out another rumble.

Finally, Anam closed his eyes, and the tightening feeling Dark Matter felt around his core faded away. The Goodra brought his hands together, and then his horns back. He breathed steadily.

"What are you doing?" He recognized that posture.

"Praying."

Dark Matter wished he could scoff. "To Star? To Barky? To Necrozma? None of them can hear you here. Your voice is silent."

"That doesn't matter."

"Then you're throwing it to the wind, hoping the nothing will pick it up? You're a fool."

"You're here."

"I'll ignore them all."

"That's okay."

Then it was to stop him. Holding onto blind hope was all Anam had left. In fact, Dark Matter knew it was just more denial; he could feel it radiating off of the Goodra. The hopelessness, the fear, the regrets, all of it swimming around in his pathetic form like the ink-black corruption that infested his body. Dark Matter knew that the face Anam gave him now, so tranquil and confident, was nothing but a thick mask. He saw through it.

Yet despite all of Anam's doubt, and all of his fatigue, Dark Matter couldn't feel defeat from him. And that was the one thing he needed—for Anam to submit again, this time for good. He just clung to this "hope" he claimed to have because that was all he had. But for what purpose? Why? Why? WHY?

"They'll help you. All my friends will know to help you."

"Half of them have already fallen into my realm. It won't be long before Kilo collapses. And as despair spreads… so will I. You won't be able to stop me once you're convinced of that."

"Prove me wrong."

Anam didn't open his eyes at all. The Goodra kept breathing. Dark Matter couldn't breathe. He couldn't understand him. He never did. He pretended to.

Anam was riddled with every negative thought that he should have had. And despite this perfect formula, every single fact lined up in front of him to show how he was wrong… He refused it anyway. Was there even a point to understanding how such a warped mind could function?

That was it—he never desired to understand Anam. Yes! Of course. He was just playing along. And now that Anam was wrong—then he was right. He was right. This was what he had to do.

"You're their god, now, and all the other gods are useless or dead. Who could you possibly be praying to?"

A small smile tugged at Anam's lips. "I don't know why you keep calling me their god," he said. "But I think I know who gods pray to."

"Nobody. Prayer from a god is pointless. You're speaking nonsense."

"I think gods pray to mortals."

The Goodra was delirious. "Really. You think Star, Arceus, you think they pray to their creations?"

"Mhm. Maybe they don't know it, but I think they do." Anam opened one eye, peeking at Dark Matter. "They just want friends in their own way. And I bet Necrozma was like that, too, huh?"

"I wouldn't know. Everything you just said made no sense."

Anam closed his eyes again and returned to a neutral pose.

"Then you're praying to nobody. Nobody can hear you. It's pointless."

Anam's smile returned, tranquil. Dark Matter sank back into the void and seethed silently, getting at eye-level.

The irritating Goodra didn't change his expression, even after Dark Matter threatened to shoot him again. He formed another shadowy beam, making sure it crackled loudly so Anam would hear, but he didn't react. It wasn't like it would actually go through to him—the same way Anam could strike him in return. And those negative emotions were subsiding, despite all his efforts. Envy toyed with Dark Matter next.

"Then this is your new normal. Praying to the void."

"I'll call out to anybody who will listen," Anam said.

"Nobody. Nobody can hear you."

"You're still here."

More silence followed. Eventually, Dark Matter stopped his futile charge, staring Anam down. He just had to bide his time until he finally lost hope… Or maybe he could do something a bit more active.

"No." 

"What?"

"I won't let you stop me this time. If you can stop me…" Dark Matter rumbled deeply. "Then I just have to gain more power."

"But you said you were afraid they'd—"

"I don't care," Dark Matter hissed. "I refuse to wait while the world suffers. While you try to perpetuate it. It's over. You lost. You've gone back on your word. So—I'm taking this into my own hands."

Anam stood up. "Think about this, Mister Matter. You—"

"Star is here," Dark Matter said, his core crackling with anxious anticipation. "How long until she loses herself?"

Anam's eyes darkened, lips quivering. "She wouldn't—"

"Goodbye, Anam."

And with a final crack of lightning—one that Dark Matter knew Anam would try to follow—he disappeared from the void.






86. Under the Red Sky


Chapter 77 – Under the Red Sky

This had to be a nightmare. It had to be a nightmare.

Owen, back to being a Charmander, with weak muscles and an even weaker flame, panted as he ran by the red river. He didn't know how long he had been running, or why—he just wanted to find… No, he didn't even know what he was trying to find. Was he trying to run? To what? From what? He was just running on instinct—something that seemed a lot stronger, now.

At least it provided him with a sense of guidance. Usually he'd be aimless and sitting around until he was given some sort of direction—at least now, he knew to go someplace instead of stay put. He didn't know which one was the better option, though.

To his left were the strange plateaus, carved, potentially, by eons of wind. To his right was a large river, the depth of which was impossible to discern. Thick and red like blood, but it smelled like… Owen wasn't sure. Maybe it did smell like blood. Ever since he had gotten here, his sense of smell had been failing him. Perhaps everything was so strong that it had made him scent-blind.

His legs burned. He had to slow down. But once he slowed down, would he be able to start running again? His chest felt simultaneously cold and hot and tight. "Ngh, nngh, hnngh…"

He had to keep going. Someone had to be out there that had come here, too, wherever here was. And even if he chose to go in a random direction, it felt like the way he was going was now the right way. Forward. Wherever forward was.

And then he tripped over his own clumsy steps, slamming into the strangely hard, yet dusty ground. After a sharp inhale, dust coated his tongue and throat, leading to rough coughing and wheezing. He rolled over and, not thinking, scrambled to the lake and took a drink.

Foul.

He heaved the water back out, at least losing some of the dust, but it had been replaced by what Owen would have imagined Rhys' trash pile would taste like. The thought earned another gag, then a cough, until his chest hurt more.

With a cough that was slightly too hard—nearly all of the air in his lungs seemingly gone, a splitting headache crackled across his skull, blurring his vision. He breathed through his nose next, careful that he wasn't face-first in dust this time, but the air was dry. It only made his lungs hurt more.

His arms trembled, finally gathering enough strength to push Owen onto his back.

The Charmander's head lay in the very edge of the shallows, tail dry. The sky was still red as ever, but he spotted a few clouds this time—gray things that gave him something to concentrate on.

The painful feeling in his lungs was starting to subside, though the dull throbbing of his legs hadn't gone away. The same went for his sore throat and dry mouth. The thought of getting more water from the red pond made his whole body seize at the thought. But was there water anywhere else?

Owen turned his head to the left, seeing plateaus and the lakeside. He turned his head to the right, seeing plateaus and the lakeside. He didn't have to, nor wanted to, lift his head up to know that the same scenery—aside from the lakeside—could be seen ahead.

A little time would be nice, just to relax and let all those pained feelings fade.

Owen wasn't sure when, but at some point, he had drifted off into a nap.


Charmander hid behind Charizard's tail, poking his head out now and then to watch the fights. Bigtail and Redscale were fighting. The Charmander with a big tail and the Charmeleon with crimson scales were always training, even if it wasn't as good as it could be. But it helped to pass the time. 

Bigtail weaved to the right of one of Redscale's slow sweeps. He stumbled and fell over, but Redscale waited. Bigtail got up, but then lost his balance and fell backward, pressing his tail against the back of his head. He whined and rolled, puffing a stray ember into the dirt.

It was mostly dirt. Any grass in the training area had burned away a long time ago. Before he hatched, that was for sure. He didn't see grass that often.

Charmander ran his claws through the dirt curiously, squeezing between little, dry clumps. With curiosity and impulse, he lifted his claws and licked at it.

No real taste. Dry. A little bitter. He didn't like it.

He grimaced and ran his tongue over his teeth a few times, snarling at nothing. It wasn't coming off. He kept licking, bringing his paws to his tongue again. Why was there more dirt, now? It still tasted bitter.

"What are you doing?"

Charmander chirped and looked up, dirt still speckling the scales around his mouth. Charizard frowned, leaning forward to lick some of it off.

"Stop that."

Charmander whined and licked at the roof of his mouth again. He puffed a small flame, but that just made it all feel dry again.

Charizard closed her eyes, but then her attention turned upward. Charmander followed her gaze.


Muddy drool caked the edges of Owen's mouth. "Ngh—" He squeezed his eyes tighter, but then cracked one open. Same sky, no sense of how much time had passed. It couldn't have been that long, but his body felt horribly stiff.

His dream felt blurry and distant, but he remembered a bit of it. What was that? He remembered… warmth. And the dirt. And…

Owen rubbed at the corner of his mouth, wrinkling his short snout when his claws ran along the thick layer of dried dust-mud. He tried to sit up, only to realize that his head had sank partway the wet ground. With a loud, sucking sound, Owen managed to pull the back of his head out of the muddy lakeside, looking back at the imprint he had left in it with a worried frown.

Maybe that had been more than a nap…

Perhaps he could continue his advance now that he had some time to rest.

Where am I? Where… what happened when Anam… when everyone…

He felt like he should have been panicking, but he was too exhausted. There wasn't much energy in him to run. Sitting up had been a chore. A simple walk would probably be best for now—at least until he could find something to eat, like a few berries, or maybe if there was a shop nearby.

After all, everything was usually just a warp away. Even without those, it hadn't taken too long for him to find something if he needed it.

A dry wind sent up plumes of loose dust, forcing Owen to close his eyes and cover his face. When the wind settled down, he took a peek to verify it was safe to open them completely.

It occurred to Owen that he hadn't seen anybody since he'd first been… defeated. Yeah, let's call it defeated.

It was a better idea than anything else that may have happened. But he was still breathing, and he was still walking, and everything still hurt—so he had to be okay.

He finally got to his feet. Wobbly, at first. His tail felt heavy. Arms, too.

One step after the next. Step, step. Soon, he found his rhythm again. At least his throat wasn't dry anymore.

His mind wandered. He replayed the fight over and over in his head, trying to recall small details that he might have missed in how frantic it had all been—but that was just it. So panicked, so desperate to survive and save everyone… All I remember is Dad—no, that… Eon got taken, and… and I told everyone to run. Did they get away? How is everyone? If… they didn't… are they here?

Owen's walking had been off-center, and the reminder was his foot splashing into foul, red water. He shuddered and corrected his path, but not before looking behind him to have any sense of how far he'd walked, or how far this pond went. It seemed circular, and now that he had gone so far, it felt like he was losing track of where he had to go.

I can't follow this thing forever. I'd go in a complete circle. Do I just…

He had to break away from the lakeside. But his throat… It was starting to feel dry. And his tongue, and his breaths. Owen looked at his arm, pinching at the scales, looking at the little wrinkles of his elbow.

Dehydration?

He needed… water?

But he hadn't needed water—truly needed water—for moons, now. Ever since he'd become Mystic, he…

It hit him even harder than before—a horrible pit, a knot, a weight in his stomach that twisted, and then loosened with a low rumble.

It wasn't just a lack of water. He needed food.

Clutching at his belly, the Charmander winced and eyed the river with a quiet whine. He hadn't come across any sign of water since he'd arrived. That… red stuff was the closest thing to water that he could find. If he went away from the river now, and he didn't find anything to drink…

With no choice, he approached the water. He smelled nothing at first, but once he had his mouth just barely above the water's surface, a tinge of foul, rotten odor, simultaneously sweet, sour, and bitter, assaulted him. He squeezed his eyes shut, held his breath, and dipped his muzzle in for a deep gulp.

It wasn't any better. It coated his tongue and freed him of any residual dust, but the taste was like bile—even worse when it went down his throat. It wafted to the back of his nose, lingering there. What he'd just downed threatened to rise back up. He shut his mouth tight and even grasped at the edge of his maw with his hands. He had to keep it down—otherwise, he wasn't going to get any water at all.

It wasn't enough. He needed a bit more water… It was water, right? He didn't want to know for sure and just hoped that was the case—because, otherwise, he was going to be without water. And if he was getting hungry, then he'd just—shrivel up and die if he didn't get something to drink.

He took another revolting gulp, this one slightly better than the last. Maybe his tongue had gone numb to it. Still, the aftertaste—the scent that battered the bottom of his head—made him retch.

That's enough, right? he pleaded with himself, but he still felt thirsty. He wanted to cry. Squeezing his eyes shut again, he took another generous helping of red water, and finally jumped back, as if his very body was forcing him to reject any further attempts.

Three massive gulps. That was enough.

After spending some time recovering—and waiting for his stomach to settle at least somewhat—the Charmander got back to his feet and turned his back to the lake. Welcoming him was a long walk to towering plateaus. With his tiny legs and how far away it seemed, Owen feared it would take at least an eighth of the day… if he could tell the time of day!

Where's the sun?!

Owen stared irritably at the sky, expecting to see some sign of what time it was, but there was nothing even hinting at it. Starting to lose his patience, Owen marched onward. It didn't matter how long it took; he just had to go forward, thoughts about what had happened still swirling in his mind.

Another cruel gust of wind blew past. He shielded his eyes, waiting for the dust to settle; he wandered forward anyway, guided by a vague sensation that he had to keep going this way. Was something calling out to him, or was he just trying to convince himself that this way was accurate? He sensed that someone was there, in those plateaus.

The only other person he could think of that would be here would be Eon, one of the first to be claimed. But he wouldn't want to see him, now—not after…

He couldn't get the sight out of his mind. How helpless and desperate Eon was to get him back… surrounded by his mutants—his children… his soldiers… for a war that he never asked to be part of.

That he never…

Something about that thought didn't settle right with him, much like the water in his guts.

Owen tried to think more on that statement, nearly stumbling when his foot sank partway into a false ground—it was actually just a pile of loosely collected dust in a pit as big as he was. After righting himself and making sure his ankle was okay, he continued around.

Didn't ask to. Didn't ask to. No, he did ask for that. But how did he ask that? When did he ask that?

I thought I was done with this memory nonsense!

He stopped briefly and huffed out a weak ember. Even his attacks weren't like they used to be, so what if he'd somehow lost his memories, too? After all, every other time he became a Charmander, he had forgotten everything about having evolved.

At least I kept that this time…

How far had he gone? The lake was just a small, flat circle in the distance, and the plateaus were a lot taller, now.

The ground shook, dust scattered from a small shockwave thanks to the vibration alone.

All this dust would've been very distracting if he still had his Perceive. In fact, since he didn't have that anymore… why did he still have a sense of where to go? This was different from the aura sight granted to him by Mysticism, and his Perceive. This was deeper, weaker, less… precise.

Another rumble disturbed the dusty ground. Those were becoming worryingly pronounced. Where were they coming from?

The plateaus towered above him like angry parents after getting a notice from school. They stared down at him, not mad, just disappointed, at how small and weak he'd become all over again. The plateau to his left was glaring particularly strongly. Owen quickly looked down, slapping his cheek. "Losing it…" he mumbled, and then startled himself at how hoarse his voice sounded. The lake was too far away, now, but maybe he didn't get enough water after all…

Another rumble, and this time his heart skipped a beat. Either the source was becoming stronger and a volcano was about to explode, or an earthquake was coming, or—whatever was happening, or something was coming closer. Why did things always have to come closer? All his life, he felt like he was wandering around in the dark despite all the light his tail provided, and now he had looming shadows to run from, too.

No, that wasn't any different, either, was it?

Owen quickened his pace, the empty, purple fields of dust sprouting a few new decorations, such as the stray rock or boulder. Undoubtedly, it had been chipped off from the plateaus and rolled all the way here from sheer momentum. Did rocks get a thrill from the way they rolled? It must have been exhilarating after spending so much time not moving. But it also must have been fast, too.

Owen stumbled over nothing and slapped his cheeks. Stay calm, don't lose it! He didn't know where those thoughts came from, but they felt so distracted and there was also a rock not too far ahead.

He took a few steps closer—it was black against the rest of the purple dust. Something to focus on before he went crazy, and he wasn't crazy, he was just bored, and not crazy.

It was good to see you, little rock. It was starting to get boring with all the nothingness, and the lake had bad odor. But rocks didn't have bad odor. At least, Owen hoped they didn't. The Charmander squinted at this thought, slowing his pace and approaching a nearby pebble. He picked it up, giving it a curious sniff. No, no scent. That was good. Did it have a taste? Lick, lick. No, not much of a taste, but it did remind him that his tongue still felt dry.

Another rumble made Owen drop the small rock. More fell from the upper portions of the plateau, rolling and kicking up most purple dust when it hit the ground.

That wasn't an earthquake.

Running on pure instinct, the Charmander scrambled to the largest rock that he could hide behind—thanks to his small stature, it wasn't that difficult—and hoped that whatever it was wasn't coming from behind. No, why would it? There was nothing but empty fields behind him.

A round boulder about the height of a Charmeleon was the first one that he deemed worthy of hiding behind. Panting and suppressing worried chirps, he waited for the next rumble and tried to gauge where it was coming from.

It didn't take long. The next one was even stronger, and it was coming from the left and ahead. He peeked out from behind the boulder again.

Then he saw it.

It was about half the height of the plateaus—bigger than anything he'd ever seen moving before. Taller than Emily—at least three, maybe four times her height. Black, like a thick Smokescreen. It reminded Owen of a wraith. He only saw the front of it before he ducked back behind the boulder. It had something that vaguely resembled a head and neck, but where one began and the other ended, let alone where its shoulders were, was a mystery. Another rumble shook the earth, shaking Owen's balance.

He dared to take another peek at the gigantic thing. From how far away he was, it was like staring at the Heart HQ from across town. Yet for that thing, it was probably only a few paces. And each pace was slow, shambling, and stumbling. Not every step it took made the ground rumble; it just happened to stumble now and then, falling over.

Four legs. It had four legs… he thought. Similar to the head and neck, its inky body didn't have much of a definition for where its body ended and its limbs began. The same went for its tail. The movements… A cross between a quadruped and a Bug. Maybe he'd see something like that from Trina's abode.

It was wandering toward the lake. That meant it was going away from Owen. Good. Maybe while it was distracted, he could hide in the plateaus instead. He still felt a nagging feeling to keep heading inside—and that was even more important now that something like that was behind him.

Slowly, he circled the boulder, peeking only to verify that it was still wandering in its predicted direction. Could it be friendly? Did he even want to risk that? His instincts screamed no, and he complied.

Still, he was paralyzed with fear. Maybe that was part of his instincts, too. If he made a sound, would it hear him? It was so big, maybe it wouldn't. But there was no telling. He should wait until it was by the lake, which wouldn't take too long. It was already halfway there, after all.

Owen held his breath, realizing that in the amount of time it took for him to get from the lake to the plateaus, the creature had passed along it in a matter of a handful of minutes.

Minutes. He remembered that metric. Owen rubbed his head with another suppressed groan.

The creature bent down, collapsing its front legs with another deep thud. Red water splashed in all directions from its knees as its head lazily dipped into the water. Did it have a mouth?

It surely must have. But the water didn't splash near its head. It just… kept its head there, sucking the water in a steady stream. Owen watched, transfixed, still holding his breath, as its body swelled to an even greater size than before, gaining at least another of its heads in height. Its body became slightly more defined—though there hadn't been much definition to begin with. Something that resembled muscular tone formed along its legs; the vague sense of hips and shoulders followed, but it was still of a Pokémon that Owen hadn't seen in books, in person, or described in any way in legends or myths. Was it even a Pokémon? It was titanic…

Finally, it stopped drinking, raising its massive head—which still lacked definition, let alone a face. Tilting upward, the even larger creature stared at the sky. It let out a sound that was a mixture between a tornado's wind and a demon's scream.

What is that? What is that?! What's it doing?!

It felt like Owen's head was about to split open. He covered his head and curled up into a ball behind the boulder, but that wasn't enough. The sound reverberated through his bones, shaking his arms and legs, pressed against his soft insides. He let out a ragged wheeze and breathed in sharply. The tightness in his chest came back with every heavy beat of his tiny heart. By the time the roar was over, Owen remained curled up behind the boulder, trembling and with a loud ringing in his ears.

Is it gone? I can't hear. I can't hear…

It was the most he could form in his head. Everything else was drowned in thoughtless, paralyzing fear. Everything was going dark again. Owen reminded himself to breathe, slow breaths, deep, steady. Just like his meditation. He closed his eyes, envisioning a small flame in the dark, flowing with gentle winds.

It's gone. It's gone and I'm too small for it to care about me. Maybe it's just a bad dream. I'm hallucinating. I'll open my eyes and it'll be gone.

No, it's definitely still there.

With his composure returned—but not quite his hearing—he stood back up and tried to steal another glance at the titan. It was following the river in the opposite direction. The relief that spread over Owen was enough to turn his legs to jelly.

On the ground, Owen was wise enough to keep from breathing in the dust this time—that'd be bad, after being so far from the lake. The call from the plateaus returned to him now that the terror had left.

Regaining his composure and his ability to stand, he ignored the fading ringing and continued away from the lake, stealing a glance or two behind him to make sure the titan hadn't turned around. Thankfully, it never did.

Was he dead? What part of the spirit world was this? Could he die again? Did he have something to fear here?

Something primal was telling him that dying was dangerous.

He continued between the plateaus. He thought that they would have just been a narrow passageway, but the flatlands between each plateau were actually wider than even the training grounds of Hot Spot. Still, he was careful not to walk by either of them. After seeing how readily some of the rocks fell, walking along the walls seemed like a bad idea.

Every so often, he'd hear a distant rumble and freeze. Every time, the rumble became softer, rather than louder, and Owen advanced with a bit more relief in his breaths. Soon, he went past the first layer and looked to the left, then the right.

It was an entire forest of the things—that lake was just some sort of clearing. He was a tiny speck of sand among these rocky trees, and he wondered if climbing to the top of one would give him a better idea of where he could go next.

His instincts were telling him to go right again. Without any indicator of where else to go, he followed that vague feeling again. Though, this time, it felt more defined. Sharp. But where was it coming from this time? It almost felt like it was coming from inside one of them.

It felt like a dull itch on the top corner of his skull; Owen spun until he felt the that itch, like some kind of telepathic call, strike the center of his forehead. Yes, there.

The Charmander stared directly at one of the tall structures, imposing and insurmountable. The way the rocks curved outward the higher it went made for an impossible climb for his tiny limbs. Some of them felt like mountains that had been flipped upside-down.

There's no way I'm going to die here, Owen thought to himself, trying to at least keep the pessimism out of his head. Those giants won't find me, and they won't eat me, either.

Owen wrapped his tiny arms around his body, suddenly feeling a chill despite his Fiery nature. Oh, Mew, did they eat Mom? Dad? Are the others here? No—no! They're fine! They have to be fine. If I'm fine, they're fine. I'm so much weaker than they are…

His stomach tied itself into a knot again; he groaned, one eye squeezing shut in a wince, while the other remained trained on the rocks, like there would be some kind of hidden passageway when he actually touched it. He had his doubts; while he lacked his aura sight, he doubted there would be an illusion of a wall out in the middle of nowhere.

Owen glanced at the sky again. Yes, still red. The rocks—none fell. He'd have to keep an eye on those, Owen thought. Just feel for rumbles, right? As long as there isn't anything trying to chase me down, or…

He was afraid to, but he glanced behind him. Nothing. He breathed out a sigh of relief and stopped at the edge of the rocks. Putting that farfetched illusion theory to the test, he leaned against a stone. Solid, without a hint of give. No illusions there. He grabbed another, smaller pebble and wondered if throwing it at the wall would do anything different… or if it would break a loose rock off and injure him.

Best not to try.

He tried to focus on that vague feeling again. It wasn't directly at the center anymore, but now that dull call was sharp, to his left.

A long walk across about an eight of the plateau's circumference led him to the mouth of…

It's a cave.

It occurred to Owen that perhaps this vague call was actually some kind of Psychic trap to draw in unsuspecting victims. His flame doubled in size just as another rumble shook the ground. It was louder this time. Above him, none of the rocks loosened or fell—not nearby, at least. The distinct thud of a larger boulder further away indicated that some other part had broken loose.

And then another boom, even louder than before, sealed Owen's choice. It was coming closer. He couldn't afford to get caught, trampled—eaten? Would it eat him? No, that was silly. He was too small for something like that.

…When was the last time he'd come across another living thing his size, anyway? The way there was no sun or any indicator of time passing, it could have been anything from hours to a couple days. He didn't even know how long he'd been asleep.

The fatigue hit him again. He had walked more in this day or days than he had in the past moon, he was certain—perhaps, in part, because most of his travel had been with Waypoints. Those would have been nice to have. Or wings. Yes, wings would have been nice, Owen thought bitterly. What was worse, forgetting that he'd ever been a Charizard, or remembering it, and yet still being a Charmander?

Maybe ignorance really is bliss, he snorted.

A third rumble shook him from his thoughts. Without thinking, he scrambled toward the cave's entrance. He pinned himself against the inner wall of the cave, breathing shallowly, and checked the interior for—

"SKRAAAA!"

Something leapt onto Owen's back and jammed its fangs into his shoulder. Owen shrieked and slammed his back against the wall, which was barely enough to loosen it from his body. He spun around to see his assailant—another ink-black, amorphous thing, this time with two wings and a gaping mouth. The fangs, also black, had a small fleck of Owen's blood on it.

The winged wraith lunged at Owen again, screeching. Owen dove to the right and swiped at it with sharp claws—probably all he had to work with, as far as he knew—and stepped back to gain some extra distance. The wraith screeched again and blew a gust of wind toward Owen, forcing the Charmander off his feet. He yelped and hit the ground in a rolling stop.

The feeling was sharper than ever. It felt like it was right behind him. But the wraith was a bigger worry. Despite landing its attack, it seemed even angrier than before, flying clumsily toward him. Owen puffed a gout of fire, but it evaporated early, leaving just a bit of heat haze to distract the wraith.

It closed in fast. Falling back to another reflex, Owen crossed his arms and braced himself. A golden bubble obscured his vision, his Protect shield as radiant as ever. The wraith bounced off of the shield with an ethereal thud. Taking advantage of its dazed state, Owen stomped on the ground and channeled a bit of energy into the floor. Then, he stepped back, losing his balance on something smooth and hard.

The Protect shield dropped and the wraith advanced again.

"Stop!" Owen shouted, like it would listen.

He focused on the spot he had stomped; a pillar of fire burst from the ground for a split-second, illuminating the small cave in orange light and engulfing the wraith in embers. It screamed again and flew in the opposite direction, out of the cave, and then into the air, even as another thud shook the entire plateau.

Owen breathed quickly, eyes darting left and right. Only his tail kept the cave alight. It was only ten, twenty of his paces deep, and he was already near a dead end of the cave. The entrance, a dim circle that felt so far away, revealed no further movement.

The wraith probably wasn't going to return.

Hoping that he'd hear it if it did, Owen turned his attention to the strange, solid thing that had tripped him.

What's… that?

The smooth object was a flat, rhombus-like crystal, a calm green. It was see-through, like colored glass, with a black symbol in the center. Curious, the Charmander prodded at it. The crystal sparkled a bit in response, which only heightened his curiosity. He shined his flame over it, and the orange light glistened against the radiant crystal. Owen finally picked it up, rolling the diamond in his hands; it was a bit too big for him to grasp with one hand completely; his fingers could only touch if he held it by the edges. Still, something about it fascinated him, and it was definitely what had been bugging him.

Odd. He didn't feel much of that call anymore, now that he was holding it. He rolled it in his other hand, chirping curiously. Finally, he studied the odd, black symbol in the middle more closely. Within the transparent, green structure, the black symbol that reminded Owen of a leaf sat stoically.

Can I call on my Grass powers? Owen wondered to himself, focusing. As much as he didn't like losing his Fiery pride, there was some practicality in it, if he could. He envisioned his flame sprouting into a beautiful flower, his scales becoming leaves. He held the crystal to his chest, like it would somehow help. When that didn't work, he pressed it on his forehead. Nothing. He checked his tail—still a flame.

With a disappointed sigh, Owen finally sat down. The rumbles were softer again. It must have taken a different route. Was that another creature that he had to worry about?

He couldn't stay in that cave for much longer. But now where was he supposed to go?

Now that he didn't feel the dull call of the crystal, maybe he could focus on another. That had to mean something, right? It was all he had to go by. Crystal in hand, Owen stood up—ignoring his fatigue and the pain in his shoulder, and focused on… anything. He knew what it felt like once, so maybe he could feel it again.

He felt it. It was faint, but it was coming from the same direction as before, a vague, dull pull toward what Owen was going to call north. Was it actually north? Possibly, but he had his doubts. Perhaps this was how migratory flying Pokémon felt when going north or south. Did they have this dull, directional feeling, too?

One step after the next, Owen continued his march through the dusty wasteland. He juggled the risk of being spotted by one of those behemoths and being crushed by rocks from above. Any time a rumble became particularly loud, he slowed down and hid near a plateau or other fallen boulder, always keeping the nearest one in mind in case he had to run back to hide.

Aside from one incident where a bipedal one had paced across the path Owen had been taking, though, he didn't encounter another one. For the best; Owen wasn't sure if he even had the energy left to run. A quick walk was the best he could manage; his stomach was already contorting itself to feel full, and he still had no idea where the next source of water was coming from.

Something was tricking Owen's eyes. It looked like there was actually an end to this madness further ahead—far, far ahead, but certainly a change in scenery. The network of plateaus ended with a long, black strip across the horizon, at least where there were big enough gaps between the plateaus to see past them. That was one thing to be thankful about in this field; despite how tall the stone structures were, the fact that entire fields separated them meant it was easy to see for miles.

Still, he didn't go directly toward that black horizon. Something else was dully calling for him, and he had a feeling it was going to be another of those crystals. He looked at the one he still had in his possession; its green glow was a welcome change to the purples, grays, and reds that surrounded him.

Now, where was the next? A bit to his right this time, and it didn't feel like it was at this plateau. Tedious. He had passed by so many of them that it was starting to feel the same.

After another long pass of a plateau—walking at his pace, he counted that he averaged about fifteen minutes each time, even longer to move between them—and then rounding the corner of the one ahead of the first, that feeling became sharper.

Why am I even chasing them down? This one doesn't even feel the same.

That much was true. Unlike the green crystal, this feeling still felt dull even after how far he'd traveled to what he hoped was closer. So, why did he still feel the need to continue? Well, then again, the first time, he got a pretty rock out of it. Maybe this would be worth it, too.

Owen inspected his shoulder. The bleeding had stopped, but there was a clear, red stain running along his chest and, surely, down his back where the fang had punctured him. He'd wash it off… if he wasn't worried about whatever strange substance the dirt was. He was not going to use the red water. It was already a struggle drinking it—putting it right into his blood stream? Pass.

More passes, an unknown number of minutes. Owen lost track of both the time and the times he'd passed across the fields. But eventually, he noticed that his sense of direction was pulling him in a different direction.

Here.

It was inside the stone structure, so it had to be another cave. The same process worked again, and this time he didn't have any rumbling to scare him into running—which would waste precious energy. He glanced at his tail, not trusting his own sense of how much energy he had.

Oh, that's bad.

It was at least at half its usual size. If he didn't find water, or at least food, soon, he'd be dragging himself through the dust.

But maybe some of that was also because he didn't sleep yet. He should have stayed in that old cave, but at least now, this was a new one. No matter what he found in this cave, he'd sleep… As long as he could scare off whatever wraith was taking up residence inside.

With that in mind, Owen took a slow, deep breath and prepared for battle. He still had Protect. He still had Fire Trap. That would be enough. At least he remembered those techniques, even if he wasn't strong enough to use them at their best.

A cruel wind blew by, forcing Owen to brace himself and close his eyes to the dust. He felt a need to protect his flame, meaningless as the gesture was, until the wind settled down.

And to the edge of the mouth he went.

Okay. Just another wraith, maybe. And then the crystal. One… two…

Owen leaped into the cave, arms tensed and ready.

All of the fight left him in an instant.

Slumped against the wall, clutching at the largest of many wounds, was a green Gardevoir, staring at Owen with bittersweet recognition.






87. Back to Basics


Chapter 78 – Back to Basics

He couldn't find the words, so he just stumbled toward her. It felt like even longer than the walk through the plateaus, but he finally collapsed into her lap. The first sound she made—a weak, entertained laugh—nearly made him break down, sobbing. It had been too long since he'd heard anything that even resembled another voice.

"Mom," Owen blubbered. "I th-thought you—"

"Shh, shh…" Using her free hand, she rubbed the back of Owen's head. Her voice was so faint that Owen tried to quiet his sniffling to hear her. "Are you okay?"

"I—I am now," Owen said, rubbing his eyes. "Ugh, I dunno where this is! Mom, where'd you go? Where are we?"

"I don't know," Amia said softly, scratching behind Owen's head. He stretched and pressed against her, letting out a happy chirp. "Owen, are… you okay?"

"You asked me that already," Owen said, laughing. "I'm okay, kinda. Oh, um, and I know I used to be a Charizard."

Her eyes widened at that.

"I don't get it, either. But, Mom, you—" He looked at her wounds, finally remembering them. It wasn't just on her side. There were cuts and bruises all over her body, and some of them were still bleeding—especially the one by her side. "What happened?"

Amia shook her head. "Wraiths… I…"

That was all he needed to know. The way Amia's injuries looked, compared to the single wraith he had encountered before, it seemed like she had suffered a lot more than a single one. Yet, she fought them all off!

Still… "I—I'll go and look for some berries, or… There are berries, right? Somewhere?"

"No, no," Amia said gently, reaching down. "I'll be f…"

"What? You'll be what?"

"I don't need…"

"You do," Owen insisted. "Please, do you know where any are? I've been looking for food, and I'll find some for both of us!"

Amia hesitated, squeezing her eyes shut. "It's dangerous."

"Well, it's—" Owen felt the flame on his tail intensify. Dangerous? Everywhere was dangerous! Was she just trying to make sure he was okay because he was a little Charmander again? He was still in a better state than she was. "Just tell me."

Amia bit her lip.

The words fell from his mouth before he had the chance to think about it: "Tell me, because it's my turn to take care of you."

She didn't answer immediately. Instead, another dry, dusty wind blew across the cave, little purple clouds creeping their way inside.

"Forest," Amia said. "There were a few…"

"A forest? That black stuff, off that way?" He pointed toward the wall.

Amia nodded weakly. "Please, be careful."

"I will, but I need to get us food, and berries for you." Owen stepped away, holding his crystal like it was a badge. He scanned the cave for something similar, but found nothing. Puzzled, he said, "Did you run into any of these things?" He held the crystal up.

Amia didn't recognize it.

What drew him to her, then? Owen had his doubts it was something sentimental. It felt too tangible.

"Okay." That didn't matter. He still had to keep Amia safe, and if a wraith happened to wander in…

Owen stood up, taking a few paces away from Amia and toward the cave's exit. There, he stopped and stomped his foot on the ground. Then, another, and another, a little bit of his power draining each time. He panted, but pushed through until he had stomped across the cave from wall to wall. "If anything tries to sneak in, they'll hit one of my Fire Traps," he assured Amia. "I'll be fast!"

Amia looked like she was about to get up, but Owen saw her weakness.

"No, I'll be fine," Owen assured her. "You've… I don't want you to get hurt more. Okay?"

After a long, reluctant pause, she sank back down.

Sparing one last glance behind him, Owen marched to the forest with renewed vigor.


Trina had prepared them for this, should it ever happen. It was one of their many drills—if something ever happened to her, or if she was away and something dangerous had approached, all of her Bug subjects knew where to go, what to do, what to wait for, and for how long.

Even with her gone, that plan remained.

Har rushed through the silken labyrinth, the silk now completely dark without any Mystic luminosity.

"Har!"

He spun around, greeting Ani. The Meganium jerked her head back. "Everyone's kind of freaking out. Are you…"

"Yeah, I'm working on it," Har replied with a little grunt. "I almost got everyone coordinated to make sure they know what they're doing. How's the east sector?"

"They're the ones freaking out."

Har rubbed his forehead, growling. "Oh, come on. We went over the drills!"

"You're the only one studious enough to remember them off the top of your head, Owe—er, Har."

Har glared, but then felt his bag bumping against his side. He glanced at it, then at Ani.

"What's wrong?" Ani asked. "Hey, you aren't trying to Perceive me, are you?"

"No, I—I turned it off," Har said, looking down. Indeed, he wasn't reading them—it was rude, and they could tell by the glow of his flame when he was trying it.

"Good," Ani said. "Anyway, um… Sorry about that."

"Whatever, look—Is Lygo handling it? Where's Ax?"

"They are. I just wanted to tell you it's probably not gonna work until you go along, too."

"Ugh, fine, fine. Everyone here is doing okay, so can you just make sure nobody's wandering around while we're on lockdown?"

Ani nodded, but then eyed Har's bag. "So, what's with that? Looks kinda overstuffed."

Har clenched his jaws. "Nothing," he said uneasily. "Trina just left me something, that's all. And I'm starting to worry that it's the last thing she's gonna leave us."

"Don't say that," Ani said, flicking his forehead with a vine. "Honestly. She's way too strong to be taken down by some stupid whatever's going on."

"But since when did we ever just…" Har rubbed at one of his horns worriedly, the anxieties that he'd been shoving down in the back of his mind coming back rapidly. "Never mind, she's—she'll be fine. We'll see if she comes back in the morning and, well, if not, we'll… figure out our next steps."

"Right." Ani frowned again, looking at the bag. "So, seriously, what did she give you? Looks like a bunch of scarves."

"Y-yeah, it's nothing," Har said. The scarves were supposed to give back Ani, Lygo, and Ax's memories the moment they slipped it on. But it wasn't an appropriate time to do that, was it? In the end, he was supposed to keep Trina's subjects calm until she returned. Right now, returning all of their memories—what would that do to them? Was that necessary right now? Would he lose them? No—that part wasn't important. It wasn't fair to keep it from them, but if he just waited a little while longer—

A vine smacked him on the cheek.

"Gah!" Har rubbed his snout, waiting for another. When none came, he peeked out.

"You're zoning out again! What's wrong?"

"Did you really have to hit me?"

"I was jostling you! You didn't respond!"

"Oh." Har blushed beneath his scales. His flame shrank down shamefully. "Sorry. I'm just distracted. Can I tell you later? We need to focus on keeping the colony safe."

Ani sighed. "Fine, fine," she said. "But it looks like those are scarves for us, don't you think?"

Har tensed.

"Why'd she leave those? Our old equipment is just fine."

"Look, I need to take care of the east side, right?" Har said hastily.

Ani glared, not advancing, and Har felt frozen in place. It wasn't until several seconds later that Ani moved past him. "Fine, tell us later." She didn't look back.

Har's wings drooped and he nibbled at his tongue.

He wasn't afraid of losing them. Getting distracted simply wasn't good right now. Later. He'd tell them later.


"Go to room 4-C, the Bewear needs to have those bandages cleaned again. You, what's the patient in 5-A's status?"

"Stable. They'll be fine on their own for now."

"Good, then go to 8-E. Heal Pulse if you need to, and forget the berries, they're useless."

They headed out, and Incineroar grunted, looking frantically over a list written in scrawled handwriting. He left a small checkmark next to 5-A's, the paper lit only thanks to a nearby Volbeat standing on the table. The rest of the room was barely lit by the glows of the brighter Pokémon nearby, like a Rapidash's flames in the corner.

Several Pokémon shuffled in and out, testing the entryway to the hospital, either to bring more of the injured in, or to push out those who could be discharged—even if they hadn't been fully recuperated. They couldn't afford it compared to the most severely injured. Most of them had been from the training area; without a means to heal, intense sparring matches suddenly became lethal. And then there were injuries from nearby villages in the outskirts, outsourced to Kilo now that their basic berries were of no use, and their natural healers were rendered exhausted.

"Need me to adjust, Phol?" Volbeat asked, wiggling his rear.

"Yes. Don't do that again," the Incineroar replied. "I'm almost done. We're low on healers. They only have so much energy."

"Well, that voice in the sky said—"

"I do not care about that right now," Phol said flatly. "I don't care if the apocalypse itself is coming; I have patients to take care of, and if the world doesn't end, they're living to see the sunrise."

"Y-yes, sir."

A few more checks, and Phol was confident that he had finished it off for the patients in critical need of attention… except he knew that it was only going to tie them over until midnight. They needed more healers, but without any berries to replenish their energy, the healers would be outpaced by the injured.

"We need to send people out to gather volunteers," Phol finally concluded. "Gather any spare hands and have them scout out. Bang on doors. Disrupt their sleep. I don't care. We need healers, and I know more people will be coming in with fresh injuries once the night guard realizes their healing items don't work. This is a code red."

Volbeat stood there, along with a few others who had stopped to listen to Phol.

"Are you doing anything productive right now?" Phol said behind a growl.

"Well, er, we don't really know what—"

"Then get out there and find more healers!" He slammed his hands on the table. "This is not a time to hesitate! People will die if we don't act now!"

"Yes, Sir!"

Phol looked back at the list again, realizing that, with that complete, he had to find another use for himself. His eyes were heavy, but that didn't matter. He'd worked long shifts before, sunrise to the following sunrise, even. Perhaps this would be one of those shifts.

Wasn't there a Smeargle near this place? Yes, there was. Always up late with his art projects, depriving himself of sleep for the sake of his craft. But Smeargle could learn practically any move—and Heal Pulse, when it was possible, was incredibly popular to have on hand. Surely, he would know of it.

Not wanting to waste time, he looked back at the others. "Keep maintaining the critical patients. I'll be back. I think I know of someone who can help here."

He also thought about Spice, the Salazzle. She was a strange case; their berries didn't work at all on her on the field, and that left permanent scarring on her body when she had finally been brought to Kilo Village. A rare sight. He remembered her talking about her vials of special, concentrated berries—her potions, she called them—that could heal her much more effectively.

Was she home? She could be useful, too. In fact, anybody from the south might. Before annexation, they didn't have much in terms of blessed berries. Perhaps some of their old traditions still persisted.

One thing at a time.

Phol stepped out of the hospital and weaved to the side, allowing a Chimecho, two Gallade brothers, and a Clawitzer pass through, all of them channeling healing energy in their bell, blades, or claw.

That eased his mind enough to actually leave the hospital in the others' hands. Kilo's decentralized sense of leadership once the Hearts were out of the equation made it easy for Phol to take charge when he needed to. As much as the culture perplexed him—as he, too, had been raised by southern natives—it made it easy to step up and organize the others. Leaders and followers, no matter how it was officially outlined.

Most of the buildings were completely dark. A few luminescent Pokémon were a lot easier to spot, each one wandering around with aimlessness or at least a vague sense of purpose. Some utilized their techniques to light the way. He spotted a Blaziken maintaining the flames of a Blaze Kick to keep part of the street lit while they conversed with a few others. He was careful to stay on the dirt or stone roads rather than the grass.

Phol passed by the nearby grocery shop next, glad to see that most of the facilities there—aside from the lights—were still operational. A chilly frost emanated from the frozen aisles, and everything else seemed to be perfectly in order. But without Waypoints, Phol wasn't sure how they were going to resupply it once their current inventory ran out.

And how would they get supplies out to the rest of the world?

Not only that… but all of the outskirts and remote villages scattered around Kilo, once connected by the Waypoint system—they were stranded. Those with Teleport could only do so much on their own.

But he would have to deal with that later.

"Angelo?" Phol called, hoping he got the name right.

"Yuh-yes?"

A golden light circled around the Smeargle's tail, acting as some kind of illumination while he painted. Phol doubted it was efficient compared to working under proper light, but he wasn't surprised that he had some kind of utility for when the lights went out. Perhaps he had gone a time without a Luminous Orb before.

"Do you know Heal Pulse?" Phol asked.

"Er, I do, but—my projects, I—wait, what's wrong? Why do you need Heal Pulse?"

"The hospital needs anyone who can use the technique. You know how useful it is day-to-day. Come with me."

"But my—"

"I'm not giving you a choice, Smeargle. Lock up your things and come to the hospital. What other techniques do you know? Can your kind switch between more than four?"

"Well, I'd need time to recall my forgotten ones, but—"

"What else do you know?"

Angelo hesitated. "I, er… Nothing particularly useful."

Evasive. Bothersome. He didn't have time for this. "List them out in detail when you're not needed for healing. People are going to be pulling you left and right for your utility, understand? You aren't an artist anymore. Time to save lives."

"Bu-but I like my art, I—"

"Angelo, let's go." Phol reached out and grabbed the Smeargle by the arm, having barely enough courtesy to not smudge his current project, which seemed to be depicting a half-drawn Aerodactyl, and carried him over his shoulder and out of the building.

"But—but didn't you hear that voice? What does it even mean? And those explosions, and the sky, and—I just don't want to think about it," Angelo rambled. "This must all just be some sort of big trick, or a bad dream. A-and when I wake up, it'll all be over, like it never happened."

"How ambitious of you," Phol said with a low growl. "Are you even equipped with Heal Pulse now?"

"I—I'm switching to it now. Just give me some time to break it back in."

"And you aren't going to explain to me the list of techniques you have otherwise?"

"Th-that's private! You don't just ask a Smeargle about that; it's like reading my diary!"

"…You keep a diary?"

"…No."

They went past the grocery shop again, where a few nighttime dwellers stepped inside to see if everything was okay. The night-shift cashier, a Weavile, seemed nervous, sparing occasional glances outside and toward the starry sky.

Angelo, spotting this, also looked up while over Phol's shoulder. "What's going on with the world? It's all gone insane…"

Phol stopped when he spotted a little Squirtle on the ground, thinking he was another of the injured in the streets. But he got up and continued running, so Phol advanced again. "It's going to get a lot worse before we can find our footing again. We need to focus on lessening the impact right now, and we need your help for that, okay?"

Angelo whined, looking down. "I just can't escape it, can I?"

"Responsibility? No, that's life."

"No, just…" Angelo sighed. "Never mind. Are we almost to the hospital? My chest is starting to ache from all the carrying. Your shoulders are very hard."

"Comes with the species." Phol adjusted the Smeargle, but something in the sky caught his attention. He hoped it wasn't another strange light show. Between the pink explosion and the apocalyptic meteor shower, maybe the world really was coming to an end.

"Is that a Joltik?" Angelo said.

"…Joltik can't fly."

"That one has wings."

"They don't have wings, either."

The Joltik landed in the middle of the main square, right next to the hospital and the now-defunct central Waypoint. Just what were they going to do with that main spire, now? Affix a light to it to guide fliers in? Maybe.

Speaking of fliers.

"A flying Joltik. What do you know?" Phol set Angelo down and pointed toward the hospital, but the Smeargle was too curious. He approached her as well.

"I think I drew you, once," Angelo muttered. "Are you a rare subspecies of Joltik?"

"I'm the Fairy Guardian!"

"…R-right. Right. That's good to hear."

The tiny Joltik shook out her fuzz and folded her wings down. Even Phol couldn't remain stoic when a Lucario, Porygon-Z, and Torkoal came tumbling out of that fuzz, followed by a pink mist enveloping them. They grew to their normal size, and the Joltik skittered onto the Lucario—who was collapsed on the ground.

"Can you heal him? He's beat!"

Angelo pointed at Joltik. "H-how did—why did—"

"Heal him," Phol said firmly.

"R-right, right. Sorry."

Angelo grabbed his tail and made a motion in the air with it—a little circle. A pink orb formed. With another flick of his tail, like a tossing motion, the ball enveloped the Lucario, who seemed very familiar.

Passersby Pokémon murmured to one another.

"…Wait, isn't that Elite Heart Rhys?"

"I dunno about Elite Heart, but he's Rhys!"

Rhys groaned at his name being called, opening one eye. "What happened?"

The Torkoal—who might have been grown too large, since he was even bigger than the Lucario—poked his head out of his shell. "Are we at Kilo Village already? Oh, that felt like such a short nap…"

The Porygon-Z was motionless, though Phol recognized the appearance in his vacant and dim eyes. He was still asleep.

"Porygon-Z. Are you able to wake up?"

His head twitched. A feminine voice buzzed. "Initializing Hope O.S. Warning: Hope O.S. shut down abnormally during the last session. Boot in safe mode? Y/N."

"Y," Phol replied.

"Wait, what did you just tell it?" Angelo said.

"When a Porygon-Z is knocked out, they speak in a strange dialect that seems to be universal across their kind. Apparently, Safe Mode is the proper protocol when making sure they're okay, because it keeps the rest of their selves in a safe place while we talk to some… base part of them."

"I have no idea what that means."

"I don't either. I'm just repeating what one of my colleagues told me about himself. The legend is that their kind came from humans, and humans, when they existed, spoke like them."

"Creepy."

Phol rolled his eyes. Rhys, meanwhile, got to his feet, using the Torkoal as support. "Thank you, Elder. Are you alright?"

"Yes, just fine," Elder said. "Goodness, it's dark. Is it morning yet?"

There was the smallest hint of blue in the otherwise black, white-speckled sky. It really was going to be a sunrise-to-sunrise shift. Exhaling through his nose, he turned his attention back to Elder. "Are any of you critically injured?"

"No," Rhys replied. "Nobody with us. Are Waypoints truly destroyed?"

"Yes. Along with berries, orbs, seeds, and the vast majority of our medical supplies. It's as if we're in the south, pre-annexation."

"Pre-what?" Joltik said.

"Before Anam spread his blessings, or whatever they are, there," Phol clarified.

"Oh—Anam…" She looked away.

"Do you know where he is? We need him immediately." Phol eyed Rhys, who was also avoiding his gaze. "What happened to Anam?"

"Anam's… not able to be here at the moment," Rhys said. "We need to organize everybody in Kilo Village as soon as we can."

"But it's almost morning and I didn't get a blink of sleep," Angelo said. "I—I know, I know, I'm going to focus on healing people, but—think about it. Nobody is going to remember what anybody says until it's at least noon. It's too late, er, early, to do something like this, don't you think?"

"Hrmm…" Rhys and Phol exchanged a look. Then, the Lucario asked, "Willow, are you tired?"

"I'm Mystic! I don't need to sleep!"

"Safe Mode boot complete."

"Hope O.S., what was the cause of your shutdown?" Phol asked like it was a routine.

The feminine voice continued. "Checking logs. Cause of shutdown: Depletion of energy and disorientation due to a series of percussive blasts of Fairy, Normal, and Dragon energy at close proximity. Onslaught against unknown entity: 'Dark Matter.' General stress. Static electricity from a Joltik."

"Current status?" Phol said.

"Normal."

"Hrm. Alright. Restart normally." He must have been a fast healer to not need a Heal Pulse to patch things up. He'd ask for the hospital's digital duo, but they didn't have the current shift, and he wasn't sure where they lived.

"You do not have the necessary user permissions."

Phol did his best to keep calm. "I am a doctor at Kilo Hospital. I have your best interests in mind. Restart normally."

"You do not have the necessary user permissions."

"Guess she doesn't trust doctors," Angelo remarked, shrinking away when Phol flashed a glare at him.

Rhys sighed, looking like he was ready to fall asleep again. "Restart normally."

"Restarting."

Phol's left eye twitched, but felt no desire to press the subject. Moving on, he asked, "What were you saying about being Mystic? You aren't related to the Aggron that snowed over half the crater, are you?"

"Oh, you mean Step? She's mean! …But we're friends."

"Of course." Phol wondered if most of this was some kind of sleep-deprived hallucination. Still, on the off-chance that this was real, he motioned for Angelo to head into the hospital.

"Rhys, do you know Heal Pulse? I believe your kind are also capable of learning it."

"Er—not immediately," he said. "I could channel my aura toward it if you give me time."

"Please. Healers of all kinds are needed right now. I suspect we will have a lot of injured coming toward Kilo Village on foot."

"On foot…" Rhys frowned deeply. "We need to find a way to help all of the villages that used to be connected by Waypoint, immediately."

"Oh, oh! I know! What if I shrank down the villages and flew them here?"

"Do we even have the necessary housing and shelter for that?" Rhys said. "I don't think we do. Willow, even if you can carry them, I'm not sure if you'd be able to help them once they arrive. How long does that shrink magic operate for?"

Phol decided to not ask why a Joltik was capable of shrinking people. "Can she do it in reverse and make something increase in size? Is it permanent?"

"No, and no," Willow said, sticking her upper half in the air. "Making things bigger is dumb unless I'm the one that gets to be bigger."

This is who I have to work with. Phol growled. "Fine. What about shrinking supplies and flying them over, and then returning them to normal size?"

"Oh! I can do that!" Willow nodded. "That reminds me of the Poké Ball things that Owen told me about from Brandon's place!"

Rhys looked like he had just had the life sucked out of him, but Phol didn't understand a word of what the strange Joltik said. "Whatever it reminds you of, put it to use here. I have to check on a few more patients, and then, when I'm sure everything is at least okay, I'm taking a power nap."

"Mrm, perhaps I should do the same again," Rhys said. "ADAM, are you awake?"

"Systems operational."

Phol tilted his head. Porygon-Z's voice had changed. That was odd, but then again, so were all of them. "And how are you doing, Hope O.S.?"

"I believe that is just some sort of code name," Rhys said. "He prefers to be called ADAM."

"Mm, right. Well, if you can help out at all, do what you can. Direct anybody who needs healing to the hospital, and if you find any others who know Soft-Boiled, or Heal Pulse, perhaps even Morning Sun, any techniques like those are welcome."

ADAM buzzed. "Parameters accepted."

With that settled, Phol returned to the hospital to make sure Angelo wasn't loafing about, dreading the potentially endless wave of injured Hearts and explorers that would come to Kilo Village.


The flight from Hot Spot to Quartz HQ was long, cold, and tense. Step considered several times whether it would be a good idea to simply drop Nevren from her back right then, but she figured he would just Teleport. His lucky charm, whatever it was, unnerved her. Several times she said something and it seemed like he already knew what she would have said.

Psychics. How invasive. Can you hear these thoughts, Alakazam? Know that when your guard is down, I can kill you.

But Nevren did not acknowledge, nor react, to her. Instead, he seemed focused on the increasingly-distant void in the sky, which had thankfully stopped its expansion.

Step finally landed when Nevren directed her to where Quartz HQ was from memory. Because of course Nevren would have the memory for traveling to this place without Waypoints. Step snorted out another frosty plume and landed on the blackened ground. Her legs sank into the darkness. She tumbled forward with a surprised shout, slamming her hands in next. "Ugh!" She spat a beam of ice to right herself, pulling her legs out next. She used a platform of ice to more evenly distribute her weight.

"Fascinating," Nevren remarked, using Psychic energy to float above the darkness. "I don't think this is a wraith, as I don't sense the same malevolent aura coming from it, but I certainly sense… Ah! It's Nate. Hello, Nate."

"Nate? Is that not the Dark Guardian?"

Just then, several eyes on the ground opened, each one staring at Step and Nevren. It was a field of them, reflecting what little light came from the early morning sky. They all blinked randomly and independently of one another. An arm rose from the darkness and waved at the Aggron and Alakazam.

Step stared without a change in her expression. "Hello, Nate."

Hello… The arm flopped back down into the rest of his mass.

"Why are you outside, Nate?" Nevren said. "And, er, you seem to be a bit… flattened."

I'm a little tired.

"I can see that." Nevren leaned forward, looking at one of the eyes. The lid was halfway closed. He heard several tired groans and murmurs from all over Nate's body. "Why are you tired?"

I had to stop Dark Matter.

"Ah. I see." Nevren knew that the strange, ultra-powerful Dragon attack was from Anam, and Judgement was certainly from Arceus—his tower they had seen when flying to Quartz HQ—but the final attack… "I did not expect the Dark Guardian to know Light of Ruin."

Light of what?

"An ancient attack," Nevren said. "I've been able to emulate it somewhat with some of our technology, but not organically. Nate, who are you?"

I'm Nate.

Step's eye twitched. "That isn't what he meant and you know it."

Sorry, I don't know. I've always been this way.

Step was growing increasingly impatient. "Then perhaps it is hidden behind a Divine Decree?"

"I'm not so sure," Nevren said, frowning. "Nate… Are you familiar with that attack at all? Where you got it from?"

Nate was silent, perhaps pensive. Step couldn't tell.

No. I woke up one day in the Chasm. I always felt like I had to stay there, because… Because.

"Well, I suppose that explains why it was so easy to convince you to move," Nevren said. "Hrm. Regardless, we need to head inside. Stay safe, Nate. Return inside when you have the energy, but we need to—"

Something was making muffled shouts from below.

"Nate, are you smothering someone?"

Oh. Sorry.

His body weakly shifted around, arms and various other limbs pulling something out from below. Lavender, in his base form, let out a deep gasp and said, "Father!"

"Ahh, Lavender."

Step tensed, entering a battle stance. She still remembered the last time they had met and she wasn't about to let herself be caught off guard again by this monstrosity.

Lavender seemed to remember, too, and he shrank away, eyes glowing cyan.

"There's no need to fight, you two," Nevren said. "We're allies here, yes?"

"Was that a joke?" Step said in a low growl, slamming her tail down. That hit several of Nate's eyes, making him wince and jiggle. She grumbled to herself and stomped over Nate as quickly as she could, following Nevren into the main entrance.

The white halls unnerved Step after having flown over a completely blackened Kilo. Luminous Orbs had completely disabled themselves, so why was Quartz HQ still operational?

That left her thinking back to what had happened in Hot Spot. How everyone had simply fallen or fled. That pathetic, gooey dragon getting possessed by Dark Matter. Some world leader he turned out to be.

"Why are these Orbs still working?" Step asked.

"Hm? Ah, Elder actually made them, not Anam. Perhaps that is why."

"Elder? Then he can replenish our supplies?" Perhaps that was why he was so useful to them. That oversized Torkoal had no fighting spirit in him; his power had been dedicated toward blessings instead.

"Unfortunately not. He made these Orbs over the course of… decades, really. He doesn't have the power to make more than one for several days."

"Then this was a slow preparation in case Anam revoked your blessings," Step deduced.

"Ah, sharp. Very sharp," Nevren said, smiling back at her.

Step slammed her tail on the ground irritably again, her anger bubbling in her icy chest. She wanted to summon her spirits to assist in the fight, but what would have happened to them if a wraith attacked? There was no telling. She already lost her family once, and she didn't intend to lose it again.

She hadn't checked on them in a while.

Ra. Is everything okay?

Wraiths are trying to attack our realm, but…

It's too cold! Cent chimed in next. We're just blowing them back!

Oh, and Alex is frozen. Um, what do we do with him?

…Frozen how?

He's just sorta there. He stopped moving a while ago.

Step rubbed her forehead, ignoring Nevren staring at her. Put him to the Ice Core. Amia is missing, so he is my spirit for now.

With that out of the way, Step glared at Nevren again, her eyes anything but friendly. "I'm only here to keep an eye on you. If you try anything questionable, consider yourself shattered in ice."

"I understand."

Lavender plodded behind, keeping his head down despite being taller than both of them. "Then why are we here?"

"First, we need to reset the auras of anybody who may be going berserk from the undue stress. Were you taught the Reset Wave from Amia or Rhys?"

"No."

"Ah. That makes things difficult. I suppose only I will be able to do this, then. Alternatively, you could kill them."

Simultaneously disgusted and unsurprised, Step snarled at him. "You would kill your own creations?"

"It's not quite killing if we control their revival process. It's simply a Reviver Seed with extra steps, hm?"

"You treat death as if it has no consequence."

"For us? It does not." Nevren glanced back. "How is your dead family doing?"

The Aggron stopped walking and Lavender bumped his beak against her back, stumbling. He mumbled an apology, but Step ignored it. Instead, she slammed her tail against the wall, her toe claws digging into the marble. "Do not get smart with me."

"I apologize." Nevren turned around and bowed his head. "Will we continue?"

She waited for another remark, but none came. She retracted her claws from the ground and glanced at her tail; it had cracked from the impact. After some focus, the ice repaired itself.

"I will freeze any troublesome mutants and you can reset them."

"Lavender, will you help?" Nevren continued down the corridors again.

"Oh, um, okay," he said. "Actually, um, when we can, is it okay if we go to the incubation floor? Auntie Rim's there, and…"

"Rim?" Nevren asked. "Is she overseeing the reviving Pokémon?"

"No, um—" Lavender pawed awkwardly at the ground, talons scraping against the tile. "She's… in one."

That one stopped Nevren. "In one."

"Um, when Star attacked, and she took Auntie Rim's Orb, something bad happened to her." His voice quickened with every word. "She was fading, and Dad said to take care of her, so the only thing I could think of was what happened to others when something bad was happening to them, and—"

"Is she okay?" Nevren cut in.

"I don't know!" Lavender said, beak trembling.

"…Did the machine give any warning messages?"

"No. It's making her aura and body now."

"Hrm… Very well. On our way down, we will stabilize any mutants we see, and . . . "

Step had lost interest in the conversation. She could care less about what strategies Nevren and Lavender had for neutralizing mutants. She would just find the ones she could, freeze them if they were acting up, and move on. Simple.

A Druddigon rounded the corner ahead, staring at Step with wide eyes. "G-Guardian?!" he said, but then entered an uncertain battle stance. "I—you're not allowed here! Go away!"

"Move aside, whelp."

Step didn't pause her walking. She saw the weakness in his eyes. When they weren't in their 'battle modes,' as Owen had called it, they were nothing but docile children and not worth her time.

"Nuh-no! That's not allowed!" The Druddigon fanned out his wings and bared his fangs, blue cinders falling from his jaws.

Step continued walking, staring him down. His body tensed further, but the tentative step back told her all she needed to know. Once she was a few paces away from him, the Aggron lowered her body and snarled, clouds of ice billowing out of her mouth.

Druddigon screamed and ran down the left hall.

The Aggron rose again and snorted. "Pathetic, all of them," she said. "Shame on Eon for enlisting these innocents." She then glanced back at Nevren, still planning with Lavender, who struggled to understand the full scope of his instructions. "…And shame on you for coordinating it all."

In an effort to clear her head, Step wandered the halls and eventually found a peculiar dead-end with a number on the wall. One. She stared at it suspiciously, waiting for it to do something like the rest of this absurd place. Someone was behind her—she sensed their irritating life energy—but she waited for them to speak. Nervous? They were probably nervous.

"U-um, d-do you need help?"

Nervous. Step huffed a small plume of cold mist. "What is this? I do not trust it."

"Um, it's a wall, and if you say a number between one and ten, it'll bring you to that floor."

"Bring me?"

"Yeah, using Nevren's teleportation. He's really good at that. I even saw him make a portal once!"

Step finally turned her head to look at the speaker. Another abomination: This one was a Donphan with the red cheeks of a Raichu and the shell of a Magcargo. What a sad existence. Did they even enjoy living that way?

"A-are you okay?" the abomination asked, shrinking back.

"Are you?" Step asked.

"Not anymore…"

A tense silence followed, and then Step turned around to completely face the thing. "Tell me," the icy Aggron demanded, "do you enjoy being what you are?"

"Excuse me?" it asked with a squeak. Electricity crackled in its cheeks and flames sputtered out of its shell. "I don't understand."

"Being what you are. This fusion of… I am going to guess three Pokémon. Fighting a war you do not fully understand. Losing your mind and your self to battle. Is it a happy way to exist?"

But it all went over its head. Step saw no recognition in those mindless eyes. It just shook its head and tried to move past her, but her body was too wide for the halls. "I just want to go," it said.

"Hmph." Step moved to the side. "Leave, then."

"I think Dad's nice," it went on.

"Eon, the Hunter?"

"He just wants to save the world."

"The world is collapsing."

"Well, he could fix it!"

Oh! It had enough courage to speak up! Step could respect that, at least a little. Perhaps they were not so docile after all. "Why do you fight for him?" Step asked. "What has he given you?"

"He… cares for us."

"How do you know?"

"I don't understand what you mean…"

Step let out a slow breath again. "How does he care for you? He feeds you? He plays with you? Do you genuinely think he loves you?"

"I… yes? I don't know what you mean."

This was growing tiresome. Why did she even bother? They were all under his cult and they were his leader; they had been created, cultivated, and indoctrinated with no perspective of the outside world. Of course it wouldn't understand.

Maybe she could get some use from it yet. "Never mind," Step said. "Is there anything interesting on the other floors? I am weary of the first."

"Um, well, the dining hall is on the fifth floor, and my room is on the third floor, um… Did you ever go in a Poké Ball before? The ninth floor has a bunch of those."

A place like this must have had a more interesting location than silly spheres and a place to eat. "Where is the Dark Guardian kept?"

"Oh, Nate? Eighth floor. It used to be one of the sparring rooms, but since he's so huge, we had to put him there instead…"

None of that was useful. "What's the most important floor?" Step asked.

"U-uhh… well…"

"The deepest? Ten?"

The way it refused to speak afterward said all she needed to know. She closed her eyes and stepped away. "I apologize. I didn't mean to intrude. Please, you may go."

With a relieved sigh, he bumped against the wall and said, "Three," and disappeared.

If Step had to make a guess, the place where the mutants were grown was on the tenth floor. She stepped toward the wall, staring at the 'One' that taunted her. Very well, Eon. Let's see how blasphemously you've toyed with death…

"Ten."






88. A New Day


Chapter 79 – A New Day

They were like transparent pillars in a great, unholy palace. The dark gray plating on the floor and ceiling greatly contrasted the white tile that the rest of the facility displayed. Most of them were empty, but several of them bubbled ominously with lumps in varying levels of development floating inside.

A long hall of green cylinders greeted Step upon entering the main lab. Ten floors underground, past a long hallway, into a dimly lit room. Step looked between the empty cylinders, a scowl on her face. The urge to destroy every last one made her tail twitch and her claws flex, but her daughters and her mate kept telling her to hold off and focus on what mattered.

One of the cylinders was full of a thick liquid. Floating inside, curled with its wings wrapped around its tiny body, was a Noibat. She puffed a small cloud of ice at the container, enough to get his attention. But it didn't care, curling back up.

"So, this is another mutant, still in its larval stage? Is that what you are?" Step asked, but it either did not hear or did not care. "Fine, ignore me." And it did.

Mom, are you okay? Cent asked. You've been really… um, you know, agitated. Like, craaazy agitated.

It's not that bad, is it? Kana added. Like, we cheat death all the time, kinda. We should be across the aura sea.

Ra was next. Step, what are you trying to accomplish by going down here? Destroying these things wouldn't help anyone right now. We could use this army to fight Dark Matter.

That, Step said, is why they still stand. The sole reason I have not reduced the entire southeast of Kilo into a new tundra.

Geez, Mom, bring it down a few notches, Kana said. This is all kinds of extra.

I just need to see what we're dealing with, and—Step abruptly stopped and turned her attention to the right. The aura felt familiar, but two things were odd about it. Firstly, unlike all of the other Pokémon in these incubation cylinders, this Pokémon was being formed into a fully evolved state. And second, the aura suggested there was a piece of Mysticism already within it—but a small amount. A Hunter.

It was small and lumpy, more like something vaguely plant-like. Draped in a thick, purple veil and hiding some vulnerable center, it vaguely reminded Step of a Cheri Berry.

Step approached the cylinder to get a closer look, making sure the tiny form wasn't actually of something familiar. She wasn't that knowledgeable about all the species of the land; this one, perhaps she'd encountered one long ago, but the name escaped her.

Thankfully, Cent knew. What's so special about that Cherrim, Mom?

It's a Hunter, I think.

Eh? In there? Weird.

"Step?"

Nevren walked down the hall, head cocked to the side.

Step grumbled and backed away from the cylinder. "Who is this?"

"Hm? Just another mutant, I imagine," Nevren said, and then motioned behind him. "I finished my headcount, if you'd like a report."

Step eyed the cylinder suspiciously, but with everything going on, this was the least of her problems. And he was right—she wanted to know if there were any mutants she would have to take care of. "Go on."

Nevren motioned for her to follow, which she did, out of the cylinder chambers and back into the halls of Quartz HQ. "Seven mutants are still unaccounted for," Nevren said. "A trio and two duos."

"Unaccounted. What does that mean?" Step said. "That they aren't in the facility, and are therefore running rampant somewhere in Kilo?"

"According to the aura logs, one pair had left recently, perhaps yesterday. Another had been missing for quite a while—he could be anywhere in Kilo by now. And the last pair, there's no log of them being gone for longer than the day. A recent disappearance."

"Your mutant escapes are so commonplace that you have to track and log their auras?" Step said with a snarl.

"Yes. As I said before, it's not ideal, but it's also the only way we could have fixed the issue with their slipping sanity now and then. If we notice a mutant has gone missing, we simply recover them."

"I believe a proper solution would be to simply kill them."

"Ah, that would also be useful," Nevren said, nodding.

Step stared, wide eyed for only a second, before she returned to her original snarl. "You don't even care about them?!"

"I care about them deeply," Nevren replied. "Killing them would deliver them back to the Reincarnation Chamber. It seems that despite everything, that is still operational. Quite curious."

"Reincarnation—" Step stopped herself, still wondering what part of Nevren she was supposed to be outraged about. The fact that Nevren was cheating death so easily—something about that angered her to her very core—or how nonchalant he was about it all.

In the back of her mind, it seemed hypocritical, since nearly everyone among them had cheated death long ago. But this felt different. This felt… blasphemous.

"I'm leaving." Step moved ahead of Nevren, making sure her tail swept him off of his feet. Her irritation doubled when he simply tucked his legs in midair, floating in place in a Psychic half-jump.

"Now, hold on," Nevren said, though he made no effort to pursue her, nor did his voice hold any urgency. "If you're going to leave, I recommend you at least take a communicator with you."

"A communicator?" Step swung around again, going for another sweep, but Nevren once again dodged out of the way. The icy Aggron went for a swing this time, aiming to graze Nevren's mustache. He didn't even flinch, staring at Step. "After everything you've done?" she said, undeterred.

What's with this guy? Cent said within Step's Orb.

No kidding. Nothing fazes him! Kana replied.

Perhaps he's reading her mind, Ra theorized.

The thought didn't bode well with Step; it only made her want to get out faster. If Nevren wasn't going to respect the privacy of her own mind… Tell me, Alakazam, can you hear my thoughts now? Know that you only live because the mutants cannot be contained without your help. If your usefulness fades, then so will the light in your eyes.

"You've been staring at me for quite a while," Nevren said.

Oh, he's totally messing with you, Kana said.

The Alakazam tilted his head. "Is something the matter?"

"Give me the communicator. I will tell you when I've eliminated the mutants."

"Do you even know where they are?"

"I'd rather search aimlessly than spend another second here."

"Ah, I see. Very well." He handed Step the silver badge. "Take care."

"You aren't even going to argue against me leaving?" Step said.

"No, I believe you intended to come here on your own volition. I never requested you to follow."

Don't fall for it, Mom! Kana said. It's reverse psychology! He wants to keep you here!

But wouldn't keeping an eye on him be a good idea? After all, he's a traitor. Ra hummed. And I—oh, Step, hold on.

Um, called another voice—Alex. Now that he was an Ice Spirit, the cold of the region didn't bother him. Step, I'm sorry to intrude on the family gathering in your Core, but I wanted to deliver some news?

Step tilted her head upward, earning another curious inquiry from Nevren, but she ignored it. Yes, Hydreigon? How are the wraiths?

Er, right. Everything is fine now. I don't think the wraiths will be bothering us any time soon… It seems that the last of them gave up.

Gave up? Good. Keep an eye on the border until then. Step paused, then said, And I haven't found any news on your mate. I'm sorry. Have you learned anything new on your side?

No… Thank you. But nobody has entered the Ice Realm aside from wraiths.

Mm. Take care.

Nevren came back to her attention. She glared momentarily, then said, "The wraiths have stopped attacking my realm. I imagine the same can be said for the others." She frowned, then, and considered what that could actually mean. "…Give me more communicators. I will fly to Kilo Village to give them to the surviving Mystics."

"A good idea." Nevren dug through his bag. "And that means, I imagine, that you weigh the priority of communicating with them higher than any antics I may pull here."

"You're taunting me."

"Merely stating a fact." He handed her a small sack of the badges. "I've made quite a few of them just in case."

"Then you hoard just like Rhys. The only difference is you create your own mess rather than collect it."

Nevren merely shrugged. Step wrenched the bag from his claws, then angrily looked it over. Holding it would be cumbersome, and she didn't have a bag on her otherwise to strap around her neck.

"Having trouble?" asked Nevren.

"No. I will manage." She coated the sack in frost, then planted it on her chest. She focused… Soon, it sank into her body, the bag frozen within the outer layer of her icy form.

"Fascinating," Nevren said under his breath. "You really are just made of Ice."

You know, if that came from Owen, I'd think he was giving a compliment, Cent said. But from him, it feels more like a veiled insult…

Maybe you should give him a solid kick before you go, Kana suggested.

Ra said nothing, neither objecting nor encouraging her.

"Bah." Step turned around, aggressively sweeping her tail near Nevren. He stepped over it wordlessly. "Manage this place as you like. Just know that if I am displeased, you will regret it."

"Understood."

"…One final question," Step said, thinking about everything that she had seen in this laboratory. The mutants, the experiments like Lucas and Lavender, the Reincarnation Machines, those all seemed to make some sense. The one thing that didn't—the one abnormality that seemed off…

"How is this place powered?" Step said.

"Ah, a few spare spirits," Nevren said. "In part. Eon provided a significant portion of his life force along with Elder, but it seems that Eon's had faded considerably. Elder's alone remains for that portion of the provided power."

"Elder… A mere Hunter was capable of providing that essence?" Step turned around again, this time intrigued enough to humor Nevren with a neutral expression. "Can Hunters confer blessings?"

"Not usually, no, which is why I'm quite surprised Elder was capable of it. Then again, it isn't as if being able to enchant things is unheard of. Elder is just the only Hunter without an Orb that can do it on his own."

Something about that didn't add up to her. Um, wait, Alex said. This lab has been around for a lot longer than they had Orbs. How did they…?

"What powered it before Eon got an Orb, then?" Step asked.

"Ah, aside from Elder, there was a bit of Owen's life force powering it, too, as well as some spirits that we eventually turned into future mutants. From there, it became a cycle of spirits used for power before they moved along to bodies… And then those bodies that died, the spirits returned to their artificial Orb, you could call it, and . . ."

Every word—Step stopped listening after a while—made her icy blood boil more and more. She eventually wanted to hear none of it and spun around, slamming her tail against the wall. "Goodbye."

"Goodbye."

Step didn't look back, but she saw his shadow waving at her.


Compared to the plateaus, the tall trees of the blackened forest were less intimidating, yet somehow even more sinister. The plateaus stood tall and rigid, and even though they were wider at the top, it wasn't as if they leaned over anything. These trees creaked at any movement Owen made. Their tall, thick trunks twisted and turned on their way toward the sky, and the branches were gnarled and jagged like loose brambles.

The tangle of rigid branches blocked most of the sky, and occasionally Owen would happen upon a fallen one. None of them had leaves, or if they did, they had fallen away long ago, joining the uncomfortable, damp ground. The mud-like dust went at least up to his ankles.

On his way to the forest, his nose—ever-sensitive thanks to the lack of any real smells in this wasteland—had picked up on the mouth-wateringly tantalizing smell of something cooking. Perhaps he had hallucinated it, but he knew, for just a whiff, he had smelled something savory. If he was lucky, that meant there were others nearby, perhaps some actual civilization! But he didn't want to risk it or get distracted, and there was no telling if they would actually be friendly.

Amia had said she'd found berries in the forest. He wasn't about to go off to another village and defer to their advice or help. He was supposed to be more independent, after all. And for once, he wanted to save someone all on his own, not relying on the decisions that other people made. More rationally, he had his doubts that a wasteland like this would leave others with food to spare.

And the berries would be free if he got them from the forest, and would guarantee that Amia would be healed. He just had to hurry. She was strong… but he didn't want to leave her alone like that for long. The Fire Traps would protect from one wraith, but what if there were several?

The loud, dry crackling of a twig under Owen's foot startled him out of his thoughts. He nearly spat out an ember on reflex, but suppressed his shock and took a deep, calming breath. He looked behind him and saw the edge of the forest. With how densely packed the trees were, he wasn't sure if he should venture too far in. He'd be better off searching for berries near the edges.

No telling if wraiths loomed deeper inside, anyway. Amia had been injured the same way.

Berries, berries… Owen scanned his immediate area and found nothing. Would dead trees even provide anything? Owen looked at his green crystal again. It was a strange, perhaps random thought, but what if he could use whatever sense guided him to the crystal, and to his mother, to find berries?

Eyes closed, Owen focused on his surroundings. Perceive or not, he had some strange sense. He felt the crystal in his hands. That was always present. But he had felt Amia, too, even with that in his possession. What else was out there?

He remained motionless, but all he could see was the black cover that came from his eyelids. So, he stood for a while longer, searching, but still, nothing.

Eventually, he frowned and opened his eyes. He'd have to keep track of how far he went while searching. A little deeper wouldn't hurt. He just had to keep his senses sharp. The flame on his tail would only draw attention; any dark areas would be best avoided.

He was meticulous, counting the number of steps he'd taken. Every hundred, he'd take ten deeper into the forest and then go back the other way for another hundred. After several of those, not finding anything, he instead took two hundred steps and swept across another segment of the forest, brushing along the very edge of the thicker perimeter before returning a few layers within.

His stomach tied itself into another knot, and this pang of hunger was enough for him to double over and wince. He had to find food soon—no, he had to find berries. And save a few for Amia. An apple would be nice, too.

He stepped over another twig, but accidentally lost his footing, crunching it. It reminded him of candy, those little, flaky wafers back home that he'd buy from Sugar 'n Spice. They had once offered him one of their special menu items for being such a regular customer—Everything Nice, they called it.

It was just one of every item.

But he had taken the offer, and that crunchy wafer was one of his favorites. In a daze, Owen picked up the twig, inspecting it. What if…

Maybe just…

He'd read about it…

But that wasn't from normal bark, was it? He had to get to the core of the tree. A nibble on the fallen branch confirmed it; tasteless, dry—Owen wasn't sure if he could properly chew it, even if he tried. Bits of it got caught between his teeth, under his tongue… Owen struggled to get most of it out, but his mouth was so dry.

He had to get it from the core of a tree. Thankfully, there were tons of them. But would any of them hold edible wood? He could at least try.

He approached the nearest one and ran a claw along the rough edges. He pried off a bit of the bark, only to see more solid wood inside. He'd probably need to actually use his claws for this one.

Could he tap into Metal Claw again? It had been a while, but he still remembered having to use it a few times. He could've done it to get to Zena's hidden abode, had Demitri not headbutted his way in. For someone so mild-mannered, he really did think with his muscles when presented with an obstacle…

Maybe channeling some of that was a good idea.

Owen squeezed his claws, searching for that old energy. Steel-gray light collected at the edges of his tiny fingers, concentrating to a fine point. He drew his arm back, crouched down, and swung.

He felt something wet on his claws and his heart skipped a beat. It was either blood or tree sap. Oh, please let it be tree sap.

Nothing red against his orange scales. He looked at the tree. It was bleeding instead—a thin, reddish liquid, akin to the lake. His tail dimmed a bit at that, but still, it was liquid. It was water—maybe. Owen ran a finger along the tree and inspected it, giving it a tentative taste.

Nasty.

But it wasn't any worse than the lake water, and compared to shriveling up, it was just what he needed. He tore off a piece, digging into the softer, reddish wood beneath the tough bark, and pulled out a long, thick strip. It dripped in his claws, and some primal part of Owen forced him to nibble at the bottom so nothing reached the ground. The ground didn't need this water, he did. Even if it tasted awful. Actually, it was starting to taste tolerable. Not good, but tolerable.

He sucked at the bottom of the bark, waiting until the wood was dry enough to pull away from. That wasn't nearly enough water. He'd need to get a little more.

The tree was bleeding too much. It was trickling down the rough bark and toward the dirt.

What if it ran out?

Owen lunged at the base of the tree and stuck his tongue near one of the little rivers, relief washing over him once it had stopped the flow. He ran further up, eyes crossing as he got closer to the source, and swallowed.

Good. All taken care of. Oh, the aftertaste. Owen tried his best to keep from wincing, but no matter how thirsty he was, that bile-like taste wasn't going to go away like magic.

He pulled away once the liquid's flow slowed, returning to the piece of bark that he'd taken. It was a lot easier to chew—and a lot softer—and he hoped it at least provided him with a little bit of energy.

He munched on the tough, yet soft bark like it was hard taffy. It was starting to taste like taffy, too. Bad taffy, but—sweet, too. Was he losing it? Maybe, but this would help him return to sanity.

He tore off a few more pieces for the travel ahead, and wondered if Amia would appreciate a few of them, too.

Owen realized that his hands were already full of tree taffy. How was he could to carry back the berries when…

He'd have to think about that while searching for them, because regardless, he'd have to bring a few along for Amia.

After more walking—and with half of the tree taffy consumed—he spotted color in his vision, something that stood out subtly from the purples and blacks. Blue, a vibrant blue like an early morning sky, poking through a pile of mulch near the base of a tree.

Could it be?

Beneath the pile, after brushing the dirt aside, he saw a small patch of berries. They actually grew here—Amia was right! He pulled at one, but then winced. It had a lot of… resistance.

He tugged a bit harder, but the other berries followed, attached to the Oran like they had grown together in bunches. Except—it wasn't just Orans. A few were, but there were Pecha Berries, and Cheri Berries, all part of the same vine, stuck together.

Well, that solved the carrying issue. He glanced at the trees. He could have potentially used the branches to fashion a scraggly, crumbly basket, but this sped things up much more conveniently.

"That's everything, I guess," Owen said. His voice startled him; high and hoarse.

Eleven berries on the bunch, and of them, three were Orans. Perfect! That would be more than enough to heal Amia up, and even give her some actual food, too.

He quickly navigated back, still searching for any signs of wraiths—to his fortune, none came. Maybe they were afraid of his tail, or maybe they knew he was dangerous. That had to be it.

After grabbing another few bunches of tree taffy and placing them between the berries, hoping they would stick together, he hauled his findings out of the forest with a tired, but still present spring in his step.

It was going to be a long walk back, but at least now he knew what he was supposed to do with himself.


The first sun of a new era of Kilo rose to its usual routine. First, Kilo Mountain's face and jagged rocks cast long shadows across the forest and fields, and then, as the sun rose higher, the light finally shined within the city, still named a village by tradition, within. Various flying Pokémon flew in a high circle around the large crater, searching for stragglers trying to find their way to the great, natural landmark at the middle of the world.

The cross-shaped main streets were flooded near the southern side with dots of civilians looking for answers. Meanwhile, the hospital had been expanded into nearby shops and buildings—commandeered for the sake of making room for the influx of patients, though very few protested. Many dots congregated around the center of Kilo as the hospital expanded to take up nearly the entire center of the city. North, the commercial district had a thin sea of Pokémon looking for their last supplies before the stocks ran out, indefinitely.

Most shops were already closed, sold out. Places that didn't have food or equipment, simply items of pleasure or entertainment, closed early, their shopkeepers more concerned with keeping their friends and family safe, visiting the hospital, or checking the south where most of the remaining Pokémon had gathered. Perhaps some were in the hospital as patients themselves.

The training district was devoid of activity entirely. Every Heart, provisionary or otherwise, had headed to the heart-shaped building at the very base of the southern district, past Waypoint Road, and embedded within the dip of the crater. Even as everything else crumbled, even as Anam left, the red heart remained—there were still hundreds of Hearts ready to help.

That's what they hoped, at least.

In front of the Heart HQ, at the top of the stairway, stood the one Elite Heart that remained after the sky had fallen. The strange, black vortex far north of Kilo village remained, ever-present on the distant horizon. Occasionally, great arcs of light flew over the ski and smashed into it, leaving distant, thunderous booms for all of Kilo to hear.

Rhys knew that was Arceus, preoccupied with keeping Dark Matter at bay, but did that matter anymore? It seemed that Anam had already kept him suppressed. Yet another stalemate, and despite this, it seemed that the world was one second closer to doomsday.

It was almost nostalgic.

Without communicators, Rhys had no way of knowing what Nevren was doing with Step. In their rush to leave, they had left them behind in Hot Spot—and beyond that, Rhys wasn't entirely sure if they worked any longer. Berries, Orbs, and Waypoints were strongly tied to Anam's blessings, to the point where the revocation of them led to the crumbling of social order as they knew it.

However, after searching through all of town, it seemed that not all was lost. Technologies that did not rely on Anam's blessings were still in working order, such as the hospital's medical technology, the aura reading systems… They all seemed to be working. What else did they still have?

The crowd was getting larger. Rhys cleared his throat and raised a paw to get everyone's attention. Nobody was listening. A few stray eyes here and there, but then they returned to speaking to one another. The Lucario growled to himself, figuring he'd have to make a louder noise.

Good thing most of his strength was back after that long rest. He fired a small, crackling orb of aura into the air, then clenched his paw. It exploded with a loud POP! that startled enough of the crowd for a noticeable silence to quiet the rest of them.

"Thank you, everyone, for coming," Rhys said, shouting as loudly as he could without coming off as screaming. "I would like to begin by—er…"

Someone pushed their way through the crowd. The Exploud that usually showed up for announcements, such as when the Thousand Hearts had performed the Ceremony of Advancement.

"Hey, hey!" he called out, waving an odd, rubbery tube of some kind, attached to a strange device at one end and a long, glowing rod on the other. "This still works! I made it myself; use me!"

"Er—thank you." Rhys took the piece and, by routine, jammed the rod into one of the holes on Exploud's back. He then opened his mouth wide, and Rhys spoke into the other end of the tube, his voice amplified for everyone else to hear.

"Thank you, everyone, for coming!" Much easier. "I understand that there is a lot of chaos, but rest assured that the Thousand Hearts are well prepared for such catastrophes!" They were only partly prepared.

"Many of you may have noticed that Arceus has descended from the heavens and Destiny Tower has returned. Do not be alarmed!" There may have been reason for alarm. "He is currently combatting the void in the sky that had also appeared north of Kilo, in the Shimmering Outskirts. That situation is under control!" They didn't know that.

Murmurs returned. Rhys' ears tried to tune in on whatever they were saying, some of the louder voices coming in clearly. Mostly names stood out to him, like 'Anam,' or 'Nevren.' He figured those were valid concerns.

"Elite Hearts Alakazam Nevren and Decidueye James are handling the situation on other parts of Kilo!" True for only one of them. "Meanwhile, Goodra Anam is busy battling the void directly, and will be working tirelessly to keep this place safe until then!" Rhys could only hope that was the case.

"Until then, I implore everyone to stay together in pairs or trios, just as you would expect of a Heart rescue team. Badges, Waypoints, and most Dungeon equipment is no longer useful, and until we can find proper substitutes and replacements, everyone—civilians and Hearts alike—will need to operate under extreme caution!

"I would also like to encourage anybody capable of learning Heal Pulse, Life Dew, or any other healing techniques to tune your auras toward being able to draw from that power quickly. I have already personally tuned my aura toward it. Please consult with species experts to learn if you are capable of the same techniques.

"And lastly, I would like to caution anyone from entering a Dungeon at this time, for fear of safety in the distorted environment. Go to a Heart as usual for any absolutely-necessary Dungeon operations. Report any mutant sightings immediately, and do not engage with them."

Rhys believed he had covered everything he wanted to, but something was still nagging at him. The way the crowd seemed, while informed, suggested they were still… unnerved, uncertain. Something was missing. What was missing? Their eyes were lost and confused. Despite the fact that his speech was over, it felt like he was still losing them.

Realization hit him—his speech wasn't over. If the world was in a crisis and they had nothing substantive to actually hold anything together, what was the one thing he could do to show a sense of unity regardless?

"And now," Rhys amended, "I would like to remind everyone of why we are all here. While this is a mantra that typically applies to my duty as a Heart, it is something that applies to all of us broadly, as Pokémon of one purpose, to help each other. We are all Hearts at our core. And so…"

Rhys raised his paw, bringing it just below the spike on his chest. It seemed that many others caught on, mimicking the motion if they could, others taking on similar poses with their varying body types, using vines, hooves, or tails. Others simply bowed their heads.

"A thousand hands

A single heart

Working and beating as one."

The crowd slowly stopped their shuffling, more and more of them murmuring the mantra to themselves. Others said it a little more loudly, and the energy was contagious. Indeed, a thousand hands, thousands upon thousands, but they all tied to the same heart. Rhys glanced back at the HQ, then back to the crowd.

"Unite the lands

From worlds apart

Until our battles are done."

He thought of the Waypoints. It wasn't so bad. They had gone without Waypoints long ago, when Kilo had been fragmented across various villages and small kingdoms, for lack of a better term. And so, once again, this verse regained its relevance. Rhys didn't pause too long, and went with the rest of the crowd, which would have carried on the rest of the mantra without him.

"We serve Kilo and all its parts

Under one name: The Thousand Hearts!"

What followed weren't cheers or shouts of roars, but little murmurs and echoes of the same mantra again. Some seemed frightened, but they were brought closer by hardened eyes and determined spirits. Others seemed less enthused, less hopeful, looking back at the void in the horizon. But more still were already dispersing, and Rhys saw their muted auras, focused on one or two tasks at most. Searching for a species expert, readying themselves for a Heal Pulse. A surprising number were already going to the hospital district—it was a district now, overnight.

No time for peace; before Rhys took his first step down the platform, something in the Heart HQ exploded. He whirled around; a puff of smoke billowed out of the main entrance. He rushed inside, spotting a glow to his right. He ran down the hall, followed the colorful path to the storage room, and spotted the fading, cyan barrier of a Golem's Protect.

"What happened?" Rhys said.

"Sorry! Sorry!" shouted another voice inside.

Past the smoke, a Primeape holding a straight, wooden stick of some kind stumbled through the debris.

"What happened?" Rhys said.

"We were checking inventory, and suddenly this stick just… blew up!" Primeape held it up. It glowed faintly with energy.

"Ah, that's… that looks like a Blast Seed's energy, doesn't it?" Rhys squinted. "In a wooden stick…"

Isn't this Nevren's storage room? He was always fond of making useless experiments…

Rhys stepped in curiously, taking a careful look at the shelves. Despite the blast, most of the area was undisturbed aside from a new layer of smoke and dust. More of those odd, metallic wrists bands lined one part of the room, while neatly organized rows of more wooden sticks decorated another. Some of them were curled, others had little leaves growing out of the top, but they all glowed faintly.

Golem grunted. "What are these things? Seems like Elite Heart Nevren really went crazy with making them all. Did he do them without Anam's blessings?"

"Isn't that illegal?" Golem said. "Just like those Jammers, they aren't made by Anam—they're totally underground."

"Conferring blessings is usually impossible for most," Rhys muttered to himself. Still… I've seen something akin to blessings happen by others, and Mystics also have some capacity for it. Considering how long Nevren had to practice, I shouldn't be too surprised at how far along he'd come.

He should have paid more attention to his projects.

So lost in thought, Rhys didn't notice the second explosion until Golem brought up his cyan barrier again.

"Will you stop that?!" Golem shouted over the rough coughs by Primeape.

"Sorry, sorry! I was just putting it down and I accidentally set it off, or something! Here, let me just… slowly… slowly…" And on the ground it went.

Rhys sighed and inspected the strange stick. "…Wands," he muttered under his breath.

"What was that?" Golem asked.

"Nevren had been developing equipment that he called wands, but this is all we have." He inspected the shelves. "But that does mean that if others that were not Anam can confer blessings, perhaps, with a little luck…

Rhys shook his head. It wasn't much use at this point to theorize on what could be possible when they were still trying to regain lost ground. "Leave this room alone for now," Rhys said. "This just gave me a thought: unregulated Orbs and other equipment might be in the hands of criminals."

"Wait—you mean, Orbs not made from Anam's blessings?"

"Or not based off of them," Rhys said, nodding. "We'll need to be careful."

"Right."

Rhys hummed in thought. Blessings—incredibly difficult, but not impossible, to channel techniques into empty glass Orbs. They had barely been a problem in the past; Anam and the regulated Orbs simply outnumbered and outmatched them. But now? Perhaps they were actually a threat.

And what of—

Rhys' ears twitched, sensing a commotion outside. Flaring auras, panic. What now?!

At the base of the HQ, a bruised and battered, but still standing, Emboar stumbled forward. "We need to lock down every single Dungeon," he grunted to Rhys.

"What? What happened?" he said.

"There… there are monsters inside. Shapeless… black things, they were everywhere, they… I…" He collapsed, sending another wave of panic through the crowd.

Rhys pointed his paw forward and channeled pink energy through it, blasting Emboar with a Heal Pulse. While it didn't heal him completely, it was enough to seal his wounds, yet his aura still appeared… damaged.

Wraiths. Why hadn't it occurred to him until now?

Anam's blessings were gone. Every single Dungeon that he had blessed—every single one in all of Kilo—was infested all over again.






89. Finding Stability


Chapter 80 – Finding Stability

Demitri was a lot heavier than Mispy remembered.

The Haxorus lounged on her back, axes by his side, while he nestled his face against her. "Thanks for this, Mispy," Demitri mumbled.

The Meganium nodded silently, though she was more focused on her surroundings. With no idea on where to go, they had decided to try to find the highest ground possible. To their fortune, they had wound up right next to a mountain, stuck in some kind of valley. The mountains were black—so dark that, at times, it was hard to tell where there were cracks in the ground, or boulders to step over. It had gotten so bad that Demitri had tripped every other step, resulting in Mispy's more unorthodox mode of travel.

Her vines crawled over every small pit and dip, filling in the cracks without much issue. Sliding forward, creeping one vine at a time, she focused on their surroundings. The actual aspect of climbing—the slope wasn't very steep—had become a routine. Red skies above and black rocks below made for a very ominous sight. The wind was invisible, kicking up no dust; she could only know to brace herself when she heard it coming, or otherwise had to make sure she had a good foothold—vinehold, technically—of a nearby rock.

"How far up are we?" Demitri said. "I don't wanna look down."

"Almost," Mispy said. The summit wasn't too far. If she really wanted to, Demitri could probably ball her up and throw her to the top. If only they had Gahi or Owen to do the flying; it would've taken Owen only a few hundred seconds to get to the top of the mountain from here. Instead, they had to deal with kiloseconds.

Mispy suddenly stopped.

"H-huh?" Demitri braced himself. "Is there another one?"

"Mhm."

She raised a vine, pointing it at the ground to her left. She waited, staring, her antennae twitching. Then, suddenly, something black oozed out of the ground, lunging at her; the Meganium's vine was faster, piercing it right in the center. It shrieked and went limp; she flicked it ahead, where it bled an inky blackness.

"Is it dead?" Demitri asked.

Mispy prodded at the thing; no movement. She jabbed it. More black ooze came out. "Dead." She curled a vine around it, lifting it toward Demitri. It dripped thickly. "Hungry?"

Demitri's head jerked forward in a restrained retch. "I—I'm full from the last one," he said.

Mispy shrugged; the vine holding the carcass split open four ways and wrapped around the vaguely shapeless blob. Once she actually pressed on the strange body, she felt vague, slightly harder parts of the body that resembled limbs. Did this thing actually have arms and legs beneath its rounded mass? How strange. Not that it mattered; it was food, now.

Piece by piece, her vines tore away, swallowing each piece greedily until all that remained was black residue. She sighed, satisfied. Any food was good food, and it seemed like they weren't going to come across anything fruit-based for Demitri to enjoy anyway.

It had been a battle just to feed him the first time. 'What if that blob had a family?' Demitri had protested.

She sighed at the thought, which earned a worried pat from the Haxorus. "It's okay," she said.

"It's settling well, right?" he asked.

"Mm."

Maybe they did have families, but as far as Mispy could tell, they were even dumber than ferals—not counting Enet. Then again, she didn't deal with ferals all that often… But these things just attacked on sight. They were defending themselves! And once they were dead, well, it'd be wasteful, wouldn't it?

She wondered if another would attack. She was still a bit hungry.

A while more of climbing brought them to the top, but a cruel wind forced Mispy to brace herself again. Her aura sense gave off no other wraiths, so that was a good start, but it would be bad timing if she had to take one on while the wind blew. Did they get blown away by those? They were pretty dense—and, therefore, were very filling meals—usually.

There had been one time, though, when she killed one and it simply dissolved into thin air. That was strange—and disappointing. It was the least defined of the bunch, nothing but a blob that vaguely resembled a Goomy, similar to the ones that Anam had summoned when he was possessed. She'd probably never know what those ones tasted like.

Soon, they reached the top—a flatland near the top of the mountain, with only a modest dip of a crater at the center. Demitri didn't want to scan for too long, but he looked around enough to gather that they were simply too far away from any sense of civilization.

It was all the same. Mountains all around, skies the same, and the horizon was lined with more mountains. With the featureless sky, there wasn't a whole lot to tell on where to go, either.

"Still nothing, huh?" Demitri said. "I guess we should just—wait, what's that?"

"Huh?"

A cave. It was on the other mountain to the left of the one they'd been climbing—which meant it would be another long and boring climb—but it was at least something. Mispy's antennae twitched, but it was too far away to tell. Still, at least it would be more climbing down than climbing up. The cave was a lot lower than the summit.

"It's so far away," Demitri whined. "Why can't we just fly there?"

"Wings."

"I—I know, just—wait. Didn't we glide on our way here?"

Mispy flinched. Did boredom get to Demitri so much that he'd rather try to fly than take the safe walk? Then again… they could get attacked by more wraiths the longer they took, and they couldn't risk too many injuries before tapping into their healing energy. And with food being scarce, Mispy would have to use up her vines for the healing.

"Glide?" Mispy said.

Mispy and Demitri had arrived to this strange place from the sky shortly after they had been taken by Anam. It was disorienting at first, but Demitri had been right next to her. They had been taken together, though the ground had been rocky. But the way they had broken the landing—aside from Mispy using most of her weight as a cushion for Demitri—was to try to fashion her vines into a flat, wing-like glider.

It hadn't worked well, but it had slowed the fall.

Mispy gave Demitri an uncertain look, though she couldn't find her words. She tried to speak, but she stumbled over herself and grumbled. "Not…" was all she managed to say.

"I guess so," Demitri said with a nervous laugh. "Okay, maybe a little too crazy. Let's just go with the normal walking, a-aha… Besides, I don't know if I want to experience falling again."

He adjusted himself on her back and leaned forward. "Do you want me to get off?" he asked.

Mispy wrapped her vines around his waist and smiled. She could feel her words returning to her again. "I'm fine."

Demitri wrapped his arms around her neck for a better grip. "I wonder if we should fuse after all. Then I won't be bothering you on your back."

She had considered it, but would that take up more energy? Less? It was hard to tell. Food used to be abundant, and now they were just trying to be cautious.

"Not for now," Mispy said.

"Yeah, I guess we don't know what it'll do with our energy."

Deciding to keep to the same routine, Mispy started her slow and careful descent down the valley. They went over the rocks, over a small fissure, and finally started their ascent all over again. At some point during the descent, Demitri had fallen asleep. Mispy kept him situated on her back with a few more vines, which he happily snuggled with. Meanwhile, she kept his axes in safekeeping for now. She did appreciate that he slept with them off so he didn't cut up her back with them, for how sharp they were.

Eventually, they made it to the cave on the other side, and in case there was something lurking within, Mispy gently shook Demitri.

"Mmm… uh… huh?" Demitri blinked himself awake. "What's going on? Oh." He rubbed his eyes, finally slipping off of Mispy. "You know, we could probably use the cave as shelter if it's empty, don't you think?"

"Mm." She didn't feel any odd auras inside. Maybe it was actually safe to rest for once. Taking shifts while sleeping would still be wise.

The inside of the cave looked like more of the same black rocks. No dust here, either. After Demitri verified with Mispy that it was safe to advance, he led the way in, unable to see the back of the cave. He was bolder, now, with the knowledge that there was nothing else inside. Still, he had to be careful about the floor being uneven.

A chilling wind shocked Mispy to her core. She raised her vines in an attempt to shield from it, but she could already tell that her body wouldn't last against this cold for long.

Demitri had it just as bad, rubbing his arms. He retreated behind Mispy's vines. "Cold—"

Mispy nodded and wrapped him in some of them in an attempt to shield the Haxorus from the wind, which didn't end. And further along, the rocks were changing from black to something with at least some color. And was that… salt?

"Why does it smell like the beach?" Demitri said, wincing when another whip of chilling air hit his arm.

"Let's keep going."

Defiant of the wind, the pair pressed onward, black, oppressive rocks giving way to a dimly lit cave within, the stone even colder to the touch. Bizarre as it was, they continued anyway, and heard a high, constant whistling sound. "What's…" Mispy looked back. "What is that?"

"Whistling—like wind through a tunnel," Demitri said. "Wait, didn't Owen mention to us about that before? A cave that always had a loud whistling noise. He went with Nevren to train, and he told us about that weird dream, I think… That was from a reset ago."

"I remember…" Mispy frowned. That didn't make sense. That cave was at the northern edge of Kilo, even further than Hot Spot. But that did explain the salty air—it overlooked the ocean on the northern side.

Everything except for how they got there made sense, if it really was…

"It actually is Eternal Whistler," Demitri said, pointing to the left. "Owen mentioned that only heavy rocks remained and stuff. It's gotta be."

Mispy's eyes brightened. That meant they were somewhere home. The air seemed saltier when they went in one direction; if they wanted to head south, closer to Kilo, they would have to go in the opposite direction, against the wind.

""C-cold," Demitri said. "How did Owen d-deal with this?"

"Fire."

"Oh… right…" Demitri rubbed his arms again. "Would love to have Owen around right now… S-so warm…"

Gahi would've done even worse, Mispy imagined. Ground and Dragon wouldn't do well in this sort of frigid weather. Step's angry words echoed in her mind—how ironic that three components to the apparently-perfect fusion shared a weakness to Ice.

There weren't a lot off feral Pokémon in the area. Even when Mispy tried to get a feel for their auras, she only sensed a few hiding in the corners. Did they fear the two of them?

Mispy suddenly froze in thought, then tapped Demitri on the side.

"H-huh? What? Too cold?"

"We're mutants."

Demitri blinked. "Yeah, we are. Are you feeling okay?"

Mispy looked onward, frowning. Once they got out, if the world was in any sort of trouble from what Anam was doing, or if the others were fighting, would they get mistaken for enemies by the general public? They didn't have Enet to hide them in an illusion this time, and while Demitri could pass as normal… there was no disguising Mispy. She wouldn't even pass as southern—she was simply too different.

"Oh… oh," Demitri said lowly. "Well… we can't just go back, can we? We'll just behave really nice, and maybe they'll believe us. Better than nothing. R-right?"

He had a point, but it wasn't exactly a good chance.

Soon, they reached the exit, with just the little distorting waiting for them. It seemed a little different than the others; usually, they had to pass through little segments from one to the next, but they hadn't encountered anything like that. And now, they were at the exit?

They decided to just accept the blessing and advance through, blinking at the sudden brightness. The sun practically burned against them. "Aagh, I think we adjusted too much to that dark place." Demitri groaned, holding his arm up to the afternoon sun. "Maybe we should… stick to the shade or something. It's kinda hot today, isn't it?"

Mispy had to agree. She knew from traces of Demitri's memories what it felt like to feel the pain of a burn, and even she was starting to feel it. It reminded her of when she'd endured Anam's attacks—like they went right to her aura. Why was it that the sun felt the same way, now? No, it wasn't the sun. It felt like the very air was oppressive to her. She looked to see how Demitri was doing, but—

"D… Demitri!" Mispy lost her words again.

"What?" But then he gasped. "Mispy! You're—what's happening to you?"

"What?"

They were both losing their shape, like a haze had overtaken their bodies. And it was getting worse—and as it got worse, so did the pain.

"S-something's wrong," Demitri breathed out.

It happened right when they got out of the Dungeon. Their first reflex—to simply go back. "Hurry," Mispy said, pulling Demitri with her. They passed through the distortion for a second time—relief flooded over them, like cold water on a burn.

Demitri trembled, staring at shaking claws. "I… th-that… what happened?"

Mispy didn't know. The pain—such a rare feeling for her—had become nearly unbearable by the time she'd thrown herself through. It was fading, though.

They shuddered together. Going out again was out of the question. But that just left…

"We need to head back… and find some other way in. W-we should tell the others about this first, and see what it means. Maybe Owen will know, right? He's… got to be in there, too. Something out of all this must make sense."

Mispy nodded. Owen might know. They just had to find him. How hard would it be to find a Charizard? He was probably searching for them from the skies.

"Let's go."

With a determined nod, the duo elected to return to the strange, red-sky land they had come from.


Manny slid down a hill made of cotton candy.

It was awful. The sugar got all over his fur and stuck between his paws, and he didn't want to think about anywhere else that he'd have to start cleaning by the time he got to the bottom. Behind him, all of the other surviving spirits of his Realm continued through, some of them tumbling and spinning downward.

"We're fallin' too fast!" Manny shouted. "I ain't gonna fizzle ter a fall, we gotta slow down!"

Elbee, further behind, pulled out one of her blades and slashed into the cotton candy slide; far below, there was a bubbling pool of pink liquid, waiting to melt them down should they land in it.

Yen followed next, slamming his hidden claws into the cotton candy, followed by the others doing the same. Azu, Roh, and Verd were strong enough to dig their claws into the surprisingly thick hill of pink fluff, and Manny swung his arms backward, using his wrist spikes to stop his fall. He slowly decelerated, his body pressed against the slide at a steep angle. They were only a few seconds away from the bottom if they lost their hold.

"Freaking Willow," Manny said, puffing out an irritated breath. "What's with the Fairy Realm?"

Everything smelled sweet, and the sky was a swirl of pink and pale green, like the entire atmosphere had been painted in pastel. The clouds looked like brush strokes trying to imitate hair.

"I don't trust Fairies. Never did." Elbee tried to get a better hold of her blade. The Samurott couldn't position herself nicely, but instead looked at her surroundings. "So, this slide goes into that pool of bubbling pink lava, right? What do we do?"

"Guys! A little help?!" Doll cried.

Far above them, two Pokémon were caught near the top of the slide. Clair and Doll—with their rough skin and prickly body respectively—had gotten caught on the slide right at the beginning.

"Aaah, that ain't good," Manny muttered, but he was pinned against the cotton candy by his own spikes.

"Pick the Fairy Realm, you said," Elbee said in a hiss. "It'll be easy, you said."

"Oy, we tried ADAM's place and that was messed up! I ain't gonna live there! And Step's nuts!"

"Oh, and the shrink-happy Joltik isn't?!"

"Baaah, ferget that! She's weak, I figured we coulda handled it!" Manny waved dismissively, which loosened him from the slide. He swung left, yelping, and he slammed his spike into the slide again.

A silence followed where nobody tried to move—up or down. Then, Elbee growled, jamming her forehead's horn into the cotton candy. "Great. So what do we do now, leader?"

"Shaddap, I'm thinkin'!" Manny tried to move his arm, but any time he did, he felt his grip on the slide become more and more perilous. He couldn't see what was to their left or right, but straight down was a bad idea.

"Elbee, shoot some water into that stuff. See if it's actually hot."

The Samurott nodded and launched a glob of water toward the vat below. Direct hit—the water sizzled loudly, a series of pops sending solidified pink material in all directions. The water blended with the pink fluid once it was as hot as the rest.

"Yep, that's hot alright," Manny said with a wince. "Great. That's out."

Some of the hot water splashed on the slide, melting the sugar near the bottom.

"…Oh, lookit that," Manny said. "Hang on. I think I've got an idea."

"Way ahead of you," Elbee said, and then blasted the slide in front of her with a Hydro Pump.

Manny barked in surprise, eyes wide. "WHAT? NO! Don't—"

"What?" Elbee stopped her attack prematurely, but the damage was already done. The water spread through the fluffy sweetness like it was nothing. "Which way were we supposed to go?"

The bridge split apart, revealing an open pit filled with—

"Oh, come on…"

All the others screamed or shouted, looking for a way out as more and more of the sugary footholds disappeared into melted, red candy. Far below, colorful, lumpy mounds of yellow, green, orange, and red, several times their size, came into view. In the rain of sugar, Manny crossed his arms and shouted, "Fall floppy; it'll hurt less!"

Manny loosened his body, while Yen tried, and failed, to catch up to him in time. The Drampa kicked his legs and channeled his innate levitation abilities—something that the other spirits lacked in Willow's domain. Roh flailed his arms in an attempt to fly. It had no effect. Azu struck an honorable pose, sticking one arm forward with his fist clenched, while his other arm held his hips. Verd had passed out—never was a fan of heights.

Clair was falling a lot faster than the others, challenging the ground to try to kill her, while Elbee actually listened to Manny's advice. The Garchomp hit the pit's center, sticking headfirst into one of the red lumps near the middle with a loud splorsh. Manny landed next, getting his chest-spike stuck in a yellow gumdrop. The others all landed one way or another, with Azu managing to hold his pose even after he landed. He was waist-deep between a pinkish and orange gumdrop, looking like he had been there all his life.

Verd, meanwhile, had landed back-first, and then rolled further down. The spikes on the Chesnaught's shell carried a few of the gumdrops down with him, reinforcing his back with sticky goodness.

Sticky water landed on all of them in a brief, sweet rain. Manny's fur stuck together, and for a moment, he just remained face-down, wondering if trying his luck with Step would've been the better choice after all.

Yen landed gracefully beside Manny, tilting his head. "It looks like everyone landed fine," the Drampa said, serene as always.

Manny usually admired Yen's ability to keep a level head and calm tone in nearly every situation, but right now, it seemed to make the sugar bubble with angry fury on his head. "Yeah, landed jus' fine," Manny grunted.

Yen's massive snout gently went under Manny's chin, playfully helping him up. "You were smart to tell them how to land," he said. "You've had rougher landings in the past, haven't we?"

Gentle waves of nostalgia hit him, and briefly, Manny felt like a Riolu again. He remembered a gentle fire that warmed up his waterlogged body and the Oshawott that so cheerfully doused him anyway, asking for a fight. He had been angry at the time, livid, even, and had his arm not been broken, he probably would have given her that fight. But now it just made him want to go for another sparring match with her.

"Gah, always know what ter say," Manny mumbled, rubbing the back of Yen's neck, though he couldn't hide his dumb grin.

Yen nuzzled Manny back, but movement to his left caught his eye. "Ah… Clair."

She was angrily slashing and chomping at some of the gumdrops, only to stop in confusion when the sweet taste got to her. Chew, chew. Too thrown off by their landing platform, she just shuffled to Manny and awaited further instructions.

"Feeling better, Clair?" Yen asked.

The Garchomp licked at the sugar between her teeth. "Yerm, 'm fine."

"Yes, you're fine," Yen said gently.

Clair snorted, but then glanced at Manny. "Yeh, doin' fine," she said.

Yen looked crestfallen. "Oh, goodness, another one…"

Manny smirked. "What's wrong, can't deal with the accent?"

Yen smiled nervously at Manny. "It's charming. I'm just surprised at how impressionable they can be. That Flygon, Gahi? He had acquired it even faster all those centuries ago…"

Yen really did like to think about the past, Manny said, but that comforted him. Maybe he was spending too much time thinking about old times, but now that he was surrounded by gumdrops and melted sugar, thinking about better times kept him sane. Good call, Yen. "Swear, it was like Gahi already had it and just fergot," Manny remarked.

They performed a quick headcount. Manny did best to ignore the fact that he felt like he was about to be rolled up for a Joltik's sweet treat. He saw Clair, and the color trio… That took care of the mutants. Yen was, of course, by his side—Elbee was angrily jamming her blade into several of the larger gumdrops.

Someone was missing.

"…Doll?" Manny looked up. "Beh, ain't that something."

She was dangling by her shoulders and arms, unable to break loose from the sugar. A green dot in the pastel sky.

Now that they were lower, just where were they?

Manny didn't expect Willow's realm to be filled with nothing but sweets and—oh, there were mushrooms as well. That was more appropriate.

To his left, there was a mountain that, instead of trees, had giant mushrooms dotting its rocky—no, those weren't rocks, those were crystals of solid sugar. Muttering incoherent curses under his breath, he looked for some sanity to his right, only to see that more of those mushroom trees had blocked his view outside the pit.

One was staring at them with black eyes and tiny, white dots for pupils in the mushroom-tree's stump.

The sound of Elbee firing a Hydro Pump caught his attention. He looked skyward; she was trying to knock Doll loose from her sweet prison, but wasn't accurate enough for such a distance.

"Little higher, gotta account fer gravity," Manny advised.

Because at least gravity still worked properly here.

"Hey!" Manny shouted at the mushroom. "Where's Willow? We need help, ya got that?"

The mushroom jeered at them, then laughed. Its echoing mirth shook the gumdrops and the sugar on their bodies. Then, it closed its eyes, and the mushroom became lifeless.

"…Well, alright."

"Got her!" Elbee shouted. "Wait, no, I missed a bit…"

"Are you even getting far enough? That's very high up…" Yen frowned, readying his body for another flight. "If I push, I might be able to get back up there in time."

The Cacturne, meanwhile, kicked her legs uselessly. Her thorns were simply too stuck in the sugar.

Squeaky giggling made Manny's ears twitch left.

Several Togepi, Joltik, and Cleffa were at the top of the pit, staring at them. Manny counted at least twenty in total. The Joltik in particular made his fur bristle. Great, she's got fans.

All of them jumped into the air and sprouted large, pink wings. They fluttered toward Manny, who at this point was resigned enough to watch without a reaction. One of the Joltik landed on his head.

"Hi, Mister! How'd you get here? You don't look like one of those mean old wraiths!"

"Yeah, we're kinda runnin' from them," Manny said.

"Oh, is that it?"

"Oooh, you look strong! How come you're running away?"

"Well, can't fight a whole lot all at once. Too risky outta our own realm."

"How come you're not in your own realm? Did you lose?"

Manny kept his expression even, despite his urge to snarl. "Yeah, we met the wraiths' boss. Didn't exactly go well."

"Oh, I see, I see! So, you want to see Willow?"

"Yeah, what's she doing now?"

"AaaaAAAAA—OOF!"

Doll landed in a few of the gumdrops, stuck for a third time. Azu and Roh helped to free her, while Elbee and Yen tried to wake Verd up.

The fairies giggled and circled around the group several times in a disturbing tornado. "She's flying around Kilo Village with a bunch of others!"

"Everyone's scared because of Dark Matter, but with Willow on the case, nobody should be worried at all!"

"Yep! Willow will just shrink him down until he's a tiny, tiny marble, and then crunch! No more Dark Matter!"

Manny frowned, pensive. "Dark Matter… So that's his name, eh?" All things considered, it was appropriate. But he still didn't like the sound of that. Wraith King was the name he'd known it by before, and that was just a title; Dark Matter… Should they really give it the dignity of calling it by its chosen name?

Not that it mattered; did it even care? It seemed keener on destroying everything all over again. And Star…

"Are you okay?" one of the fairies asked.

Manny jolted up. "Yeh, jus' fine. Eh, take us ter Willow. Where's she?"

"Well, you can try to talk to her directly if you go to the Core!"

"Sure, where's that? Mind flyin' us there? Actually, hang on—how come we can't fly, eh? Let that happen! Ain't that hard. Aether Forest let us fly no problem."

The flying fairies all giggled again, and then a Togepi sang, "Only fairies are allowed to fly here! If you want to fly, we'll turn you into a fairy!"

"Wait, no, hang on, yeh can't just turn someone like me—"

Pink dust surrounded Manny in moments, as well as all the others on his team of refugee spirits. His back felt heavier, and a new set of limbs—wide and flat and with great resistance when he tried to move them. He didn't want to look, because he knew exactly what had just happened.

But he couldn't stand still forever. Eventually, be opened his eyes and beat… his new, pink wings, taller than he was. He gave them another few tentative beats, and each one lifted him a few inches off of the ground. He stopped, landing with a cloud of pink, glitter-like mist. The horror was too much for him to express, so he didn't express it at all.

Behind him, the others sported similar wings, some taking it better than others. Verd, who had finally regained consciousness, inspected them curiously. Clair was already trying to fly with them, swiping at the air like it gave her a better battle stance. Azu marveled at them, and then tried to flex while in midair. "A wonderful addition!" he declared.

"Well… It could be worse," Yen said to Manny. The Drampa's wings were perhaps the largest of them all, and several of the other fairies were gathering on his back for a ride. He was unnerved by their presence—Dragon instincts, no doubt—and Manny just groaned and rubbed his head. "Yep. Should'a gone with Ice."

"Come on! Let's fly to the Core! There's a portal that'll take us there!"

"A what now?"

"A portal! Don't you know? The Fairy realm is full of them if you know where to look! C'mon, let's fly through one!"

"Will it get us closer ter the Core?"

"Yep! We'll lead the way." And then, the swarm of fairies took off for higher ground, beating their little wings like Butterfree.

With an irritated sigh, Manny followed them all to the skies before, finally, he spotted what seemed to be an odd, golden circle in the air. "Oh, lookit that," he said. "So, through that, I figure?"

"Yep!" the flurry of pink nearly blinded him. Trying to ignore the fact that the wings came naturally—and all of his precious Fighting spirits—he beat them a few times to gain height above the haze and toward the portal.

"Hey," Manny said to the others. "When we get outta here… nobody speaks o' this. We clear?"


News of the hostile Dungeons and the return of the wraiths accelerated all efforts to put nearby Dungeons in complete lockdown. A map of all known Dungeons had been pulled out, marked, and then assigned to flying Pokémon to scout the perimeter for any signs of recent visitors, and to leave signs depicting the dangers of entering one now.

Blessed Dungeons were one thing—easy to manage. Anam had crafted their properties with nothing but benevolence in mind. If someone became too injured in a Dungeon, it would warp them to the entrance, sometimes with most of their injuries gone. Their auras were often severely damaged, though, and Rhys never quite understood why; it was as if injuries within Dungeons were done to the aura, rather than to the body.

Along with that, Dungeons often gave rise to blessed items within, like Oran berries. They even grew along the perimeter of nearby Dungeons from exposure. Rhys recalled the ones he had used to heal Owen during his outburst, so long ago, when he'd discovered Zena. And, perhaps most importantly, blessed Dungeons lacked wraiths of any kind.

But those blessings were gone—and now, so too went all of their benefits. Defeat in a Dungeon spelled death for those who traveled inside; no useful, blessed berries, orbs, or seeds appeared there; and wraiths ran rampant within.

Just like that new Dungeon within Hot Spot. The first dungeon to form in centuries… Why now? Would there be more?

Not that it mattered—they were all unblessed, now.

Several Pokémon entered and exited the office and passed along the halls, looking for orders on where to go next or what nearby area to scout. Nearby, because they didn't yet have the provisions to handle long treks without Waypoints to take them anywhere more than a little ways away.

"That should be all of them," Rhys stated, looking over the map, then at the long checklist of Dungeons that they had to send others to. He had deliberately excluded a few of them—such as Ghrelle's swamp, or Zero Isle Spiral, since not only would those be too dangerous, but the Trinity surely had them covered. Though, it wouldn't hurt to check just in case.

Before he had the chance to give out the final orders, something landed on his head. On reflex, he reached out to grab it—only for a jolt of electricity to crackle against his paws. He hissed and swiped it away, but that just learned another zap.

"Willow!" Rhys hissed.

The Fairy Joltik fluttered in front of Rhys, sparking angrily. "Why'd you hit me? I was resting my wings! Do you know how long I've been flying?"

"You don't even need wings to fly!"

"Yeah, well, it looks better!"

Rhys pinched the bridge of his muzzle. "What do you need, Willow? Shouldn't you be scouting with the others?"

"Manny wants to see you!"

Rhys blinked, and then his expression transitioned rapidly from exasperated to serious. "Manny? He's alive?"

"Nope! But he ran all the way to the Fairy Realm just to see me! I'm gonna summon him now. All his other surviving spirits are there, too, but Manny's too strong on his own. I gotta put aaaaall my strength into this so he looks solid!"

"Yes, of course, I—"

Rhys realized that several passerby Hearts were staring at the flying Joltik, but by now, they'd already made themselves known to the public. There was no real point in trying to keep themselves hidden for very long. He sighed. What was one more power?

"Summon him. We don't have much time to—"

"Actually, Manny wanted it to be done in private. He refuses to come out in public as a Fairy."

"…What?"

But Willow was already flying into the Heart HQ, and Rhys followed with a morbid sense of anticipation. Manny, a Fairy? What would he look like? Would he have fur colored like those mushrooms that Willow often summoned? Or perhaps, would he sparkle with every movement? Perhaps his voice would be several octaves higher—that could be it.

Whatever it was, Rhys intended to meet it with respect and dignity.

A spirit shot from Willow and in front of Rhys—a Lucario, pure and simple. Rhys' shoulders visibly lowered with relief… and then he froze. Two luxuriously hot-pink wings spread behind Manny, taking up his entire arm span and a bit extra in width. Manny glared at the ground, paws clenched, as he stared at Rhys' feet.

"Laugh an' yer dead."

Rhys nodded firmly, body tense.

"I'm here after we got attacked by that demon and stuff. We've got a lot ter go over."

Rhys grunted in affirmative.

"…You busy? I'll wait."

"Just some small duties," Rhys said too quickly.

"I'll wait."

Rhys made a hasty retreat into Anam's office, shutting the door firmly behind him. Elder, who had just ascended the stairs nearby, tilted his head. He'd caught Rhys' expression, filled with a great amount of strain and forced discipline.

"Is Rhys okay?" Elder asked, but then kept his mouth open upon seeing the elegant Lucario that remained with Willow. "Oh… goodness, Manny."

"Yeh don't wanna know… how much hate I got in my heart righ' now."

Elder looked at the closed door of Anam's office, then at the Fighting Fairy, and frowned. "Perhaps some time to cool down would be best." He exhaled a plume of clear smog, then rested his shell near the door.


"So he's really callin' himself Dark Matter now, eh?" Manny said.

"Indeed." Rhys poured out some hot apple cider for himself, then passed the main teapot to Manny.

"Pur some fairy dust in it. It tastes way better!" Willow said, waving one of her mushroom spirits in her paws.

"…Yer not gonna tear off pieces o' them again, are yeh? That's weird." Manny looked at the giggling mushroom.

"What's weird about it?"

"Everything."

Willow snorted and pulled off a bit from the cap—earning a loud giggle from the mushroom—and then tossed it into her tiny bowl. The rest of the mushroom disappeared in a puff of mist, returning to Willow's Realm.

Elder hummed worriedly. "I think it's reasonable to assume that the wraiths are trying to attack us any way they can. We can't afford to let our guards down at all. Willow, your Fairy Realm—is it safe from wraiths?"

"Well, they can't get anywhere near my Core, so I think I'm okay."

"What security measures do you have?" Rhys asked. This one was curious. Of all the Guardians, Willow was among the weakest, yet her realm was safe from wraiths?

"Oh, that's easy. Most entry points will destroy wraiths because of the spicy pits of sugary doom! And even if they get past that, they still have to battle the mushroom giants, and then they have to get across the gumdrop chasms. Oh, and Choco Mountain, and after that, Wafer Ridge…"

Rhys blinked several times, then looked at Manny.

"It's a freaking candy land." His wings beat once on reflex. "Only reason we got through easily was because the spirits guided us to a weird portal. Looked like a ring. Went through a few of them, actually. Next thing we knew, we were near the Core."

"Hrm. So a confusing architecture can thwart the wraiths. That's good to know. We should probably warn the others about that. Manny, what was your realm like?"

"Er… simple."

"I see," Rhys hummed. That explained why his realm was so easily overrun. Step's was quite hostile as well, from what he gathered. ADAM hadn't spoken of any issues in his realm, either.

Rhys briefly thought about all the other realms, but then quickly realized that all of the others were either overrun or simply claimed by Dark Matter. Everyone…

Well, the Trinity still had theirs, but there was no telling how they were doing until they sent others. "Ah, that reminds me… Elder. Could you stay here and discuss with the others? I need to send for a few teams to investigate the Poison and Dragon Dungeons."

"Wait, isn't that sorta a bad idea?" Manny said. "Star said those places're pretty dangerous fer mortals. I mean, apparently the Dragon Guardian's fine with mortals, but Poison, I dunno… And there's that weird barrier protecting the factory that keeps mortals from getting' there, too."

"Hrm, that's true. But we can't travel all the way to the Poison swamp on our own, can we?"

"Well, I could fly there," Willow said. "I'll shrink one of you down to come with me. Do we know who Ghrelle would like?"

Manny thought back, but then growled. "The four that Star said would be fine the first time're all…"

Rhys' expression darkened. That was true. Enet, Owen, Amia, and Gahi were all lost to darkness. The four who Star had considered 'worthy' of Ghrelle's presence, at least from the Altaria's perspective.

"Tch… I'll go," Manny said, nodding. "Willow can come with, and I'll take over her body fer a bit when we arrive. How long's the flight, y'think?"

"From Kilo all the way to that forest… That's quite far. Perhaps a day."

"Don't got a choice. Who's gonna go ter the factory, you?"

"Zero Isle Spiral and the factory are on the same route," Rhys said. "I will visit them both without a problem."

Elder leaned his huge shell against Rhys. "Hmm, I do wonder, though…"

Rhys ran his paw along the large Torkoal's side, watching wisps of smoke escape from the top.

"Would it really be a good idea for all of you to go alone like that?" Elder hummed. "I don't know if it's safe anymore, not with the wraiths."

"We don't have time nor other Mystics to help. ADAM is trying to assist in stabilizing the technology that went down, isn't he?" Rhys frowned. "All that remains is Willow and I. Manny's attached to Willow for now. We… have to."

Elder hesitated, looking down. "I… I see."

An awkward silence followed, but Rhys didn't have time to think about all the others. If there was any hope of saving them, it would be by defeating Dark Matter—their spirits were probably imprisoned in the Ghost Orb.

That had to be what happened. And perhaps, if Hecto still can't find Amia, maybe she—

"Hecto. Where is he?"

"What?" Elder said, but Rhys was already stepping out of the Heart HQ.

"Hecto. He's how we can communicate with all the others with ease. Why hadn't we considered that until now?"

"Well, I suppose part of that would be because of all the panic," Elder admitted. "We've been so busy that—Well, actually, we aren't really sure where Hecto is, are we? We need to find one of him…"

"I'll go look! Do I just call for him a bunch?" Willow stretched her wings.

"Er, yes, actually," said Elder with a nod. "I suppose you could try to do that."

"Okay!" And she was gone.

"…Hey, wait, wait, oy! Yeh left me behind! I—" Manny looked at his paws, which were already fading the more Willow distanced herself. The Fairy Lucario let out an annoyed grunt, about to say something, but then his body dissolved into mist completely. His spirit returned to Willow in a blue ember, leaving Rhys alone with Elder.

"…We should search for backup just in case, Rhys," Elder said, looking down. "I just don't want to risk it, and we already know that mortals can handle themselves against wraiths if they have backup. But a Mystic alone can be overwhelmed."

The Lucario rubbed his forehead. "And you shouldn't come with me for this," he admitted.

Elder frowned, but nodded. "I'm sorry I'm not much of a fighter, Rhys. It just isn't part of my capabilities. Perhaps if I trained like Rim, I would be at your level, but… My focus was always imitation blessings. Something I should do here."

"No. It's not a problem," Rhys said. "I just want to make sure you're safe, Elder. And… if you're worried about me, then I'll search for some talent in town. Almost all of the Hearts are scouting Kilo, though, and we can't afford to take guards away from the border in case mutants wander here. I might need to look for hidden talent." Rhys' paw flashed with cyan flames. "Thankfully, I have just the means to do so. And if they need a boost in power, there's always that Substitute technique I developed."

"Ah—don't strain yourself too much," Elder said. "You know how draining that is to your power."

"That's the point," Rhys said. "A spark of energy is just enough for a boost… If it's enough to take Demitri and Mispy to their highest forms, then perhaps it can help strengthen other non-Mystics to fight by my side, too."

"Just don't do it immediately," Elder pressed. "Find… already-strong talent."

Rhys nodded, setting off for town. He had already felt a few powerful auras that hadn't even joined the Hearts; perhaps he could begin there. He already recalled a few that he'd spotted previously: a powerful Incineroar, for one, and a strange Smeargle.






90. Healing


Chapter 81 – Healing

Spice didn't take her eyes off of Leo for most of their walk, particularly focused on the bandages around his abdomen. She never realized how thin he was beneath all that fur. The Delphox moved delicately, trying not to aggravate his wounds, and he murmured little curses occasionally as he felt the bandages press against his wound.

"Maybe they put it on too tight," Spice said. "They didn't know their own strength. I can readjust it if you—"

"I'll be fine. It needs to be tight. It'll remind me if I'm moving too fast." Leo took step after careful step down a trail that no Pokémon had traveled in decades—and it showed.

Beyond the nonfunctional Waypoint, the early morning sun revealed an expansive, lumpy field of tall grass. The breeze was nice against her scales, and she hoped the morning sunlight would give Leo a bit of energy, too.

"We should have stayed for one more night," Spice said.

"The others might need us at Kilo Village. A day wasted is a day without our help."

"You won't be much help if you're dead."

Leo growled, but kept his eyes trained forward. "Have you slept yet?"

"Will you stop going on about that?!" Spice hissed, flicking her tail at him—but immediately stopped herself. She kept calm. The last thing she wanted was for her to be the one responsible for his first bandage replacement. She glanced at her bag; it had enough supplies for three replacements in case the wounds bled through.

That would be more than enough for when they got to the next village, right? They just had to find and follow the river along the way to Kilo.

"Spice."

"Eh? What?"

"You didn't actually answer my question."

"What was the question?"

"Did you sleep?"

"I'm not tired." Spice picked a stray scale and tossed it aside.

"How many days has it been, now? Four? What did you do while I was asleep?"

"Patrolled the village and watched Destiny Tower." Spice glanced back, and Leo followed her gaze, to the tower where the Spire of Trials had once been. "You can't see him from here, but Arceus is definitely at the top. Three times overnight, he fired off what I'm pretty sure was his Judgement attack on something up north."

She pointed in the vague direction of the northwest. "Guess whatever's there is a pretty big threat. Maybe when we get closer, we'll see what it is."

"Arceus," Leo breathed out. "And I mean that literally. He's actually real. Does that mean the Books were real all along, too?"

"Who knows?" Spice said, shrugging. "If you ask me, they're probably just stories because of how powerful they are. But you know what's also possible? Arceus coming down has everything to do with Orans and everything not working." She puffed a small cloud of poison, then dispelled it with a smaller plume of fire. "Let's take it easy for now. One step at a time, right? We'll get to the next village and see if we can restock on anything."

"And maybe we can get you some sleep. You're looking… agitated, Spice."

Spice's left eye twitched. "I've tried to sleep. Drop it. Okay? I'm sick and tired of hearing it, day in day out, get some sleep, get some sleep, I would if I could!" She raised her arms in the air, then crossed them over her chest. "Hope the rest of the team is doing alright."

"They should be back at Kilo Village," Leo said. "And I think—"

"Wait."

Leo stopped. Spice rose a bit higher, straining her spine to straighten her stance completely. She squinted and sniffed the air, then closed her eyes. "Hear that?"

"What?"

"Smells like wet dirt, and I think I hear a small waterfall."

The tall grass made it hard to see much; it went up to Spice's chest on her normal stance and tickled her scales. They had to be careful with their fire here unless they wanted to set off a Rain Dance from a feral.

Her scar was starting to itch again. "Hey, can we hang on for a second?" she mumbled to Leo.

"What? Oh. Sure." Leo spotted a small lump of grass nearby and inspected it, making sure it wasn't some sleeping Pokémon, and then sat down. "Is it bugging you again?"

"It's all this grass," Spice muttered. "My scales are more sensitive where the lightning struck. Just give me a second." She dug through her bag, little glass vials clinking against one another. She pulled out one with an odd, whitish substance, marked with a yellow dot on the top. She poked her claw on the cork and tugged it out. A bit of the powder puffed out with it, drifting to the ground.

She poured some of it in her palm and stuck the vial in the grass to keep it upright. From the back of her throat toxic liquid bubbled up; she spat a small drop on the powder, where it sizzled into a yellowish paste.

The numbing relief that followed upon slathering it over her chest was enough for her to breathe an audible sigh of relief. "Finally," she mumbled. She let the liquefied powder air out for a while, flaking off with the wind, and brushed aside the rest.

"Alright. Sorry for the wait." She recovered the vial, corked it shut, and slipped it back into her bag. "Let's find that river."

After some trial and error, they found a direction where the bubbling got louder, and it was no wonder why they couldn't see it at first. The tall grass had obscured it and leaned over the river, a mere few feet across. It was shallow, too. But a sudden dip in land made the water just loud enough to spot. "And now, we just follow it," Spice said.

"Right." Leo said, though Spice noticed a bit of breathlessness in his voice.

"Or," she said, "we can take a second to relax."

"No, I'm—"

"If you trip, that wound is gonna reopen. Besides, it's starting to bleed through. I think it's about time we changed them." Spice motioned for Leo to turn around, and he reluctantly complied, sitting down by the riverside.

Leo winced when Spice got to the last few layers of the bandage, sticky and red. His fur got caught in some of it, and she had to pull a bit delicately so it wasn't too uncomfortable. She looked through her supplies for a certain powder.

"What're you doing?"

"I'm gonna do something that'll help it heal faster, but it's gonna hurt. You fine with that?"

Leo's lip quivered.

"Oh, brush off your eggshell. It won't be that bad." She pulled out another vial, this one with a blue cap.

"Wait, wait," Leo said. "Your hand—isn't it still a little poisoned from your—"

"Oh, fine." Spice rolled her eyes and breathed a plume of fire onto her own fingers, then shoved it in the water. It sizzled, a small cloud of steam rising to Leo's face thanks to the wind. Spice winced at the cold. "Happy?"

"Yes."

"You know, being too sanitary can make you weak to filth down the line," Spice said.

"Says the Poison Type," Leo mumbled.

Without warning, Spice smeared the powder onto Leo's wound, making him yelp and nearly jerk away.

"Oh, quit it."

Leo stifled his whimpers, though his eyes were tightly shut, creases forming over his muzzle. Spice followed up by wrapping another bandage over his waist, making sure it was a little less tight this time, but still tight enough that it wouldn't slip or jostle around.

"There, that better? This shouldn't strain the wound all that much."

"A little… Did you have to be that rough?"

"You were bugging me." Spice huffed, flicking her tail. "Alright. That's done with. Let's just relax and let you gain your breath."

"Are you sure?" Leo said. "I'm good to go. I—"

"You're a liar is what you are. Just sit still, alright?"

Leo frowned, but he didn't protest further.

This far away from any town or Dungeon was a rare thing indeed. Spice remembered the old days when she was a child, before the southern annexation; no Waypoints to go so conveniently from place to place. Taking a trip to the nearby town meant navigating hills and paths often trotted. If there was an outlaw or some other unruly Pokémon in the way, she remembered her parents taking an alternate route, where the grass was similarly tall, just to avoid them.

Those were all hazy memories at this point. Vague visions of getting lost in a Dungeon crossed her mind; she remembered an intense, dark feeling, and her mother staring at her in fear. Everything was dark. And then what? Those Dungeons were always cursed; if Spice could credit anything to their insufferable leader, it'd be fixing those.

"This is a peaceful place, isn't it?:" Leo asked, breaking Spice out of her memories. "I wonder if civilians ever travel here."

Spice paused to remember what Leo had just said. "Doubt it. All this tall grass makes me surprised we haven't run into any wild Pokémon, actually."

Another gentle breeze ran across the field, kicking up loose blades of grass. A few got caught in the fur that stuck out of Leo's ears. Spice brushed some of them off for him, flinching when a few extra blades went right over her snout.

"Something wrong?" Leo taunted with a wry smile. "Look at that, a big, strong Salazzle scared of grass."

"Shove it." Spice feigned to jab him in the side, earning a preemptive yelp from Leo. She smirked; he pouted.

A few Magikarp fell from the higher levels of the river, following the flow. They kicked up dirt on the riverbed, revealing a Wooper that had been lounging in the mud the whole time. Despite the world showing signs of the beginning of the end, the ferals still behaved as they always had. They didn't care. As far as they were concerned, it was just a thunderstorm without rain.

"I'm glad it's still quiet," Leo said.

"What?" Spice said, losing her thoughts.

"All of this. I was worried that when I woke up, the world would be on fire, or a wasteland, or… well, simply not the same."

"It isn't." Spice looked in her bag. "Waypoints are gone, berries stopped working…"

"That isn't very different for you, is it?" Leo asked. "You grew up in the south before annexation."

"Not for long," Spice said. "I was only ten when that all happened."

"Old enough to remember." Leo gave her a little smile. "I don't really know what that sort of life is like. I was a little Fennekin that lived right next to Kilo Village, in one of the outskirt colonies."

"Oh, really? Which one? Maybe on our way, we can pay a visit."

"Oh, it is on this side, if we keep heading to the mountain this way…" Leo hummed. "It's called Yotta Outskirts. It's sort of a spread-out settlement, one of the biggest in terms of, you know, landmass. Mostly farmland for crops. I wonder if they're doing alright after, you know… How are they going to deliver all that food?"

"Well, they can always do it the old southern way," Spice said. "Get a big, winged Pokémon and fly it around to everyone who needs it. Simple, basic."

"And tiring. Those poor wing muscles." Leo rolled his shoulder. "I can't imagine."

Spice shrugged, but sensed that Leo was feeling livelier than before. "Think we're about ready to go?"

The Delphox adjusted his footing and tried to stand on his own, pausing when he felt a strain in his side. Spice held him and helped him up.

"Thank you."

"No problem. Let's get going."


He could still smell it, even after getting close to where Amia had been. It smelled a lot like soup back home, some kind of thick, hearty stew, maybe. But that came with risks, and he didn't want to have his berries stolen. Maybe when he had more energy, or if he was just more prepared in this strange place—or if he was actually evolved, that would've been nice—

Owen grunted, trying to keep his composure. There was no use fretting over that sort of thing. After all, he'd been through it countless times before. Now he just remembered them all.

"Mom?" Owen called, hoping she was still there. He didn't smell blood, and he didn't smell ash or anything burning. Had she been left alone? No rumbles had greeted him during the whole walk, thankfully, but that could change at a moment's notice. The sooner he got in, the better.

Amia was where she had been before, though she seemed a lot paler. Her eyes drifted toward Owen, and she motioned weakly at the ground where Owen had set the traps. Once he got closer, he saw the subtle glow of where they had been planted.

"Nobody came. Good." Owen sighed and walked over the traps—they didn't activate to him—and settled down next to Amia. "Hey, do you want to have something to drink first, or the berries? Wait—dumb question. How about I give you the berr—"

"Water…"

A chill ran down Owen's spine. Her voice was so weak. It was like an icy pit had replaced where his stomach had been. "Water. Right. Water." He pulled one of the tree taffy slices. "It's not the best, but it really helped me, and the berries will probably have some in it, too. See, that one's a Pecha. It's probably got a lot of juice in it."

Amia nodded weakly, and Owen handed the tree taffy over. She tried to use the hand clutching at her wound at first, but it was caked in blood. She shifted her weight and nearly fell over; Owen dropped the berry amalgamation and propped her up. "It's okay, here," he said, easing it into her mouth for her. She wasn't able to chew it well, but she got the juice out. When he saw her wince, he smiled nervously. "Sorry, I know it doesn't taste good, but it's water. I'll give you the berries next, okay? How about the Pecha first?"

Owen tugged a bit harder at the amalgamation, finally breaking loose the Pecha. At the very least, it looked mostly the same compared to a normal one, even if it was attached to a bunch of other berries. Maybe that's just how the berries grew in this part of the world.

He peeled off a segment of the Pecha, which broke apart in his claws, and fed it to Amia. Soft fruit. She was able to chew it easily. And then another, and another, and soon the whole Pecha was down, though Amia didn't look any better. But it was hydrating. It would take time. "Another?"

Amia seemed unsure, but then looked at the Oran.

"Right. Let's get you healed. It's a little tougher, so how about I break it open?"

"Okay."

Her voice didn't seem as dry this time, but it was still weak. She gave him a little smile, waiting for the Oran to be cut up. Owen remembered how to cut them into smaller pieces; trace the outside, use a claw to cut along the tougher outer portions, and then break along the segments. Easy enough. He could use the button at the top as a guide. Snap. Snap. Soon he had four pieces. A few more, and it was in eighths, the soft insides spilling juice out. It, too, was a bit… red. Unorthodox. But it was the same as everything else here.

"Okay, open up."

Owen watched Amia's wound after each Oran slice, but nothing seemed to be happening. He wasn't the only one with a bit of concern in his eyes. He looked at Amia again. Zena had mentioned that Orans used to not be blessed—that it would be harder to heal. Still, they healed a little. Maybe this place just wasn't blessed?

It certainly seemed that way.

"I'll get the next one ready," Owen said.

He wasn't sure where she put it all, but every piece of tree taffy, and every berry from the whole bunch, had gone to Amia, and Owen wouldn't have had it any other way. The taffy would last at least through the… He decided to call it night.

Amia winced, glancing at her wound again. Her eyes seemed grave, and Owen could understand why. After being a Mystic for so long, having to deal with an injury like that, where it simply didn't heal after enough time—he couldn't imagine how scary it must have been.

"I'll get more," Owen said. "I know what to look for now, so—"

"Stay."

Owen had already been halfway out the cave, but he spun on his heel. "St-stay?"

"I'm feeling better… You're tired."

"Yeah, but you still need more—"

"No."

Owen's flame twisted and crackled. He was supposed to be helping her, darn it. Not taking orders. But, his eyes were heavy. She probably saw that on him while he was cutting up the berries for her.

"Please, rest, dear. You've done so much…"

Every word brought a heavier fatigue over his shoulders. Rest sounded nice. "But you're sure you'll be okay?"

"Mm." Amia motioned at the part of her dress that was draped by her side, so invitingly asking for Owen to curl up over. Owen's legs carried him there without his input, and soon, he was curled up next to her in a cozy heap.

Amia's hand drifted over his back, stroking along his scales, over his head, his shoulders—she found the spot, after all this time. He arched his head back, stretched his legs, and let out a long, drawn out chirp, growl, and then curled back up. How did she always know where to scratch? Did he still have that as a Charizard? He hoped so. Maybe it migrated to between his wings, or…

Owen's eyelids fluttered again, then finally rolled to the back of his head. He was so tired. And even though he wasn't sleeping in his own bed this time, it was with Amia. Hopefully Alex was okay somewhere… They'd have to find him next. And then, maybe he could find everyone else, and find a way out of…


Careful fingers wrapped around Charmander's neck, squeezing at the extra skin and scales.

"You're a healthy one. Looks like your mother took great care of you, huh?" The human behind Charmander moved to his arm next, tapping it. He lifted it on reflex, and they inspected them next.

"Not just her," a Marowak growled nearby.

The one behind Charmander laughed. "Yes, you, too," she said.

Charmander's father growled again to emphasize his point.

The human rubbed Charmander under the chin. "Okay, little guy. Turn around; let's listen to your heart."

Charmander spun and chirped at the assistant. She had fair skin, dark hair, and a thick, flameproof lab coat on, as well as protective goggles. He knew that those were used because of his fire. With a hint of defiance, he puffed an ember in her face; it brushed against her cheek.

"Oh, you" she said, rubbing at where he'd hit.

Another chirp. Then, the human said, "Okay, shh. Don't chirp for a bit, okay?"

She brought out a funny device that was attached to her ears, with a little circle at the other end, which she placed on his chest. He didn't really know what she was saying, but he knew to be quiet when this happened.

After a little while, she pulled it away and smiled. "Good job, Charmander."

He chirped again and looked at Charizard. Her smile was part proud, part elated, and the human said to her, "You've got another wonderful child here, Miho. He's still a little too young to go on an adventure with a trainer, but do you think he'll be ready?"

"My son is always ready."

Charmander's flame dimmed. He didn't understand how Charizard knew what they were saying, but were they talking about the trainers? He looked down. He wasn't sure if he was ready for that… Or if he wanted to. Why couldn't he be like Redscale? He never went on an adventure. He just stayed home, and sure, he was getting older, but…

"Sounds like Amber's pretty confident," the human said.

Charmander chirped uncertainly. "Am I gonna go away soon?" he asked.

"Soon, little ember," Charizard replied.

"But I don't want to."

"Smallflame…" Charizard frowned, looking at the humans.

The other human, who had been writing things down on a large rectangle that he always carried, said, "Is something going on?"

"It sounds like Charmander isn't so sure yet," the human guessed. "Charizard, is that it?"

"No, he's ready," Charizard said.

"I'm not!" Smallflame protested.

"You're ready."

Marowak looked away wordlessly.

The two humans listened, but it was clear that they could only understand the emotions behind their words, and not the words themselves. But that was simple enough, wasn't it? Maybe Charmander just had to be a bit more assertive. He looked at the humans and growled. "I'm not going! Ever!"

"I—I think we upset him a little," the rectangle-wielding human said.

"Hmm, maybe he's just agitated from all the testing. We went on for a while. Let's just let them rest for now. Sorry, Amber. But he's wonderful! Perfect health!"

Charizard was more focused on Charmander, but she gave a little, irritable growl to the human. "Thank you."

"G-guh, that was a scary-sounding growl," the nervous human said.

The one with goggles grinned. "No, I think she was just saying thank you. She's just occupied with the little guy. What, you've never given an irritated thanks?"

"I—right. Sorry. I'm still new to all this…"

"Well, everyone learns. You'll eventually get a feel for what Pokémon are trying to tell you." They both walked away, leaving Charmander behind with the others. He didn't want to look at his mother.

He didn't need a stupid human to get stronger, and that was final.


Waking up hungry was a new feeling for Owen, and for a while, he wished he could just find a way to go back to sleep. So cozy. The wave of nothingness was soothing in hindsight. Though, the strange dreams were starting to freak him out. Was that what a human looked like? Where were those memories—those weren't memories, were they? What was…

But as soon as the dream had come, it faded. Owen spent a while trying to piece together some of them again, but they were slippery in his mind's fingers. Maybe if he meditated later, when he wasn't starving, he could find more of them. He'd thought he had all his memories, but maybe there were more that he had completely lost until now.

Owen exhaled through his nose and glanced down at his tail, and then at Amia's dress with a small smile. He tried to roll, but then felt Amia's hand still on his back, so he stopped. Now it was just awkward. How was he supposed to squeeze out while she was asleep? "M—" He almost called to her, but then figured she wouldn't appreciate being woken up like that.

The pain in his stomach reminded him that he still had to get up to find food. Perhaps he had given too much to Amia after all—he should have taken a berry or two. That taffy didn't give much for him after all…

Owen carefully crawled from under Amia's hand, making sure that his tail, even if it was just a dull warmth, didn't brush against her dress or her hand. Finally, he stood up, stretched his back—he heard a few satisfying pops—and sighed out a chirp. He glanced back to make sure Amia was still asleep.

She was still slumped over, hand resting where Owen had once been.

Something seemed off.

Owen wasn't sure what. But there seemed to be something bothering him about the image. She was… too still.

And for a while, so was Owen: still. His blinks were quick, when they happened, like he was searching for any sign of movement from her, his mind immediately snapping to the worst-case scenario. He took a hesitant step forward, like going closer would see the subtle movements of her breathing. He struggled to reach up to her nose to feel her breath, but that's when he realized that her eyes were half-open, a little smile on her face.

The surprise made him stumble, his hands instead slamming onto her side. He gasped—she was cold. As cold as the rocks behind her.

The only part of her that was warm was where he had been resting.

Thoughts didn't come to Owen immediately, only a blurry fuzz of muddled words, and even those he didn't completely understand. His head pounded with the beat of his heart, like it was trying to beat for the two of them. He reached toward Amia again, not thinking, just trying to feel for the cold again, like it wasn't real. His vision closed into a tunnel, and then a pinprick of light, and then nothing.


"I don't want to leave you," Charmander said, wiping tears from his eyes. "It's not fair!"

Charizard's frown deepened. Her strong tail brushed him until he was sitting up, but Charmander kept his face hidden. His body shook with sniffles.

"Little ember, do you really not want to go with a human? Think of how much stronger you'll become. The adventures you'll have, the places you'll see. You'll grow wings. And if the adventure doesn't work out, you'll still learn and see what the world has. And if, after all that, you still want to come home… Then I'll be here."

"I don't care what's out there," Charmander said. "I want to stay home."

"But you're almost ready to go," Charizard said. "The humans' rituals for starting an adventure… They told me a few will be coming soon. You won't be part of that?"

"No."

Charizard opened her mouth, but suddenly an otherworldly screech, followed by an explosion, filled the air.


Owen woke up with a start, springing to his feet, but then fell over. His nose smashed against the rocks and he smelled metal. With a groan, the Charmander rolled over and looked back—a wraith was staggering away from the cave, burned from one of the Fire Traps.

Once his heart rate went back to normal, Owen steadied his breath and inspected the floor for the missing glow. He glanced back to see if Amia was doing alright—

There she was, still motionless, eyes half-open, completely oblivious to the explosion that had protected them.

She was still cold, and she still wasn't breathing, and Owen refused to believe it. He stepped back, turned around, and then turned back again, but the sight didn't change. He felt her wrist for a pulse again, and felt nothing, and her body was stiff. The only sign of movement came from the fact that she had fallen to her side, earning a surprised yelp from Owen, and then a flood of hope. She'd come back to life, and she'd soon grunt from being woken up so rudely. Because the body had moved. Downward, sure, but it moved.

No movement followed, her limbs twisted unnaturally and uncomfortably, though it wasn't like she would feel it.

"Mom?" Owen finally said, barely above a whisper.

He didn't even know why he said it, and soon, he was in front of her again, feeling her cheek for some sign of life. And then her arms, and then her head, and her eyes. He couldn't look at her eyes, yet he had to. He tried to close them, running his hand over the top of her forehead, but they stuck back open. Trying again yielded the same result.

"C'mon," Owen said, but he couldn't bear to try again. He instead pushed her back to a sitting position, but she fell over again. He let out a loud, helpless whimper and rolled her onto her back instead. Her arms stayed rigidly in place. She had to be in a graceful position, he had to get them crossed, why didn't it work for her, why couldn't she just—

Owen tripped over her dress and yelped, sniffling. He could barely see. And his stomach was still twisted in knots. On his back again, he curled up, too lost to figure out if he was supposed to stand or stay there. Would another wraith come? It would just run into another Fire Trap. That didn't matter.

The ground rumbled again, but he didn't care. He wouldn't leave for a while. He should leave, and he knew he had to find a place to go, but not now. He… just couldn't. He couldn't.

Was she in the spirit world now? How would he get there? He wasn't even Mystic anymore. All of his friends were still looking for him. They were still fighting Anam. Or did the fight end? They would be looking for him.

But he couldn't leave! What about Amia? Or at least, what she left behind.

The isolated Charmander shook his head, taking deep, meditative breaths. It wasn't working. But he had to think rationally about this… He had no idea where he was, but he at least knew that Amia was probably more worried about him than he was of her. Maybe there was a bright spot to this after all; Amia could tell them where he was. Maybe they would set up a rescue party to find him.

They wouldn't be able to find him if he was hiding away in a cave in the middle of nowhere.

He curled up tighter when another pang of hunger hit him. He glanced at the gnarled vine that had once held those berries, then at Amia. Now that he thought about it, he still smelled… there was a hint of… berry rot. The smell of…

Owen stopped thinking about it, physically clenching his jaw and fists. He forced himself to his feet and paced left and right, angrily shaking his head. What if he burned her body? That was a proper way to… No, he didn't have the energy for it. The Fire Traps were too volatile; it wouldn't… burn it properly. Bury her? He was too small, too weak, and he didn't have the tools.

Would Amia understand if he just abandoned her body here? Or maybe he'd just tell her that he buried it, or burned it, because she was the Fire Guardian, and she wouldn't—no. He was a horrible liar. She'd know.

His stomach tied itself into knots again and he doubled over. The pain didn't go away; it was always there, dull and in slow, rhythmic spikes. He had to eat something soon, or…

Particles of purple dust bushed against Owen's back; the wind was picking up. It danced behind him in small waves of ruin before finally settling. Some of the dust collected on Amia's half-open eyes, further clouding them over. The rumbling was getting weaker; the large creature was going away.

Owen remained still for a while longer, his tail flame crackling once, then twice, and then it dimmed. He stared at Amia's body for longer than he'd ever admit.

A horrible thought crossed Owen's mind, and that's when he decided to leave.

"I'm sorry," Owen whispered, and before he could think twice about his decision, he used what energy he had to sprint out of the cave. He didn't look back.






91. Casualties


Chapter 82 – Casualties

Angelo leaned his back against the wall, legs crossed. He panted heavily, like he had been running for several miles, and he wasn't sure if that was actually the case or not. He had been going from room to room for at least the first quarter of the day, ever since Elite Heart Rhys' announcements. Tireless—but that was a lie, because he'd never felt so tired since his training with his father.

He saw someone approaching him, and he held up his paw. "P-please, I need a break. I can barely breathe; I can't use Heal Pulse for a while, please…"

The Pokémon—Angelo wasn't even sure who or what it was—left without a word. He felt a pang of guilt for shooing them away so quickly, but what he said had to be the truth. He felt like he was withering away. He'd lost count of how much he had healed the hospitals' patients.

A nap sounded wonderful. And maybe lunch, and second lunch. Anything to get his energy back. They still had food, right?

A blurry figure entered Angelo's vision again, this one accompanied by the characteristic warmth of a Fire. "Phol?" the Smeargle said, squinting up.

"How are you feeling? Don't forget to conserve your energy."

"I—I know, of course I know that," he said, but then something cold was placed in his paws. He squeaked, but then Phol's strong hands guided Angelo's to his face. Smelled like a cold smoothie. A straw poked at his snout. "Ow."

The cool temperature was all he noticed at first, and it was precisely what he needed. Then came the taste—sweet, and was that a hint of coconut? He usually didn't care too much for that, but right now, he liked anything that would cool his chest. There was an odd tang, too. He recognized the taste, bringing back bitter memories, but he shoved those away, too. He needed the energy, even if it was from an Elixir.

"Mmph, I thought these weren't good anymore?" Angelo said, looking up. "All blessed items stopped, didn't it?"

Phol shrugged. "Only some Elixirs failed. Some of them are just made with certain mixtures of ingredients, and that seemed to be enough. Pechas, Rawsts, a lot of them are working just fine, too. They aren't blessed; they're just natural."

"Then Orans were blessed," Angelo mused aloud.

"Sitrus as well, even if they're harder to come by."

Angelo took another deep sip, the tang overtaken by the creamy taste of yoghurt and berry mash. He had to pause, losing sense of everyone else around him, to savor that refreshing gulp.

"You healed nearly half of all the patients here, you know," Phol said.

"I—I did? I think I burned myself out, to be honest…"

"I wouldn't be surprised."

The words themselves should have been disapproving, but Angelo heard something else in Phol's tone. Pride? Praise? Angelo curled his paws, humming. "You mean I did well?"

"You did more than everyone else here. Good job." Phol looked ahead. "Anyway, I need to make sure everything's in order. Let us know when your strength is back, but I think the major influx of patients is taken care of."

Angelo looked up, spotting a furrowed expression on Phol. "Is something wrong?" he asked.

"…Just rest for now. I've got some things to tend to, but they aren't anything you need to worry about."

"Er, right."

The Incineroar left him alone again, and the tension in his chest left with him. Angelo sighed, deflating against the hard wall, and looked at his half-finished smoothie. Why did Phol get that for him, anyway? It would've been nice if he had something with banana in it. Those were always amazing. Apples, too. Apples and bananas… maybe some yoghurt with it? And ice. Was Ludicolo Café still open? Maybe he could escape for a nap there.

"Smeargle?"

Oh, sweet merciful Arceus.

"Yes?" Angelo looked up. His breath caught in his throat; he sprang to his feet and gave a quick bow to the Lucario before him. "H-hello, Elite Heart Lucario Rhys. Er, I, sorry if I'm looking—er—unbecoming or anything—"

"Your aura. You're very powerful, aren't you?"

Oh, stars, why does he know that? Oh, that aura sense—why do Lucario have to be so prying?!

"No, I'm just—er—strained a bit from Heal Pulse. I Sketched it a long time ago, you see, er… Just had to tune my aura to bring it back to the surface. Smeargle are odd Pokémon in that way, don't you think?"

But Rhys stared for a little while longer, eyes trained on him, and Angelo knew that wasn't going to be the end of it. He braced for the line of questioning, the same questioning he always got whenever he showed even an ounce of talent. Just leave me alone. I just want to go home, sleep, and forget any of this happened…

"No, I know what aura strain looks like, and it's certainly not this," Rhys said in a hum.

Angelo cursed in his mind, hoping Rhys couldn't read that, too. "Er—I don't know what to tell you. I'm just an artist, Lucario. Maybe you've seen my work around town? Like, er, the menu inside Sugar 'n Spice?"

"Oh, you made that?" Rhys said, eyes widening with surprise. "Goodness, small world. It's lovely."

His heart fluttered. "You really think so?"

"Oh, of course. One of my students actually—" Rhys cut himself off for some reason, puzzling Angelo. His expression became grave again. "I'm sorry, I got distracted."

No, wait, stay distracted!

"Could you come with me for a mission when the healing is over?" he said.

Angelo hesitated, looking off. He was already feeling tired from all the healing. Maybe he could go on for a little longer, but he didn't want to admit that; they'd be able to handle this on their own.

"I think I'm done with healing for the day, actually. They have everything covered. But I don't think I'm cut out for doing anything crazy, um, with all due respect. I'm just an artist."

"Just an artist?" Rhys pressed. "But your aura is incredible."

Of course it is. Why wouldn't it be? Angelo thought bitterly. For an instant, he didn't see a Lucario before him, but another Smeargle with an infectious, proud smile. Just let me go home. "Sorry, I just don't have a fighter's heart. Normal civilian here. I, er, I was never interested in all that Heart business—just too dangerous."

"I understand," Rhys said, "but this is a crisis situation, and you have one of the strongest auras in town. Please, can you accompany me somewhere for a simple mission? A very simple mission. …Also, do you happen to know Fly?"

If I say no, will you believe me? "I do, er, but it might take me a moment to tune myself to it."

"Tune yourself…" Rhys frowned. "Don't Smeargle completely lose access to a Sketched move once they tune to another? They can only have so many cling to their auras."

How could I forget about that?! Angelo tensed, which earned a concerned look from Rhys, and that just made things worse. At this rate, he was either going to think he was a lunatic, or he was going to peg him as some kind of crisis deserter. And sure, he was that, but that didn't mean Rhys had to know it. For shame! The Elite Heart, asking him for something in a time of crisis…

He had no choice.

"Er, right. I'm actually part of a bit of a… talented line of Smeargle. My father was the same way, and his mother, and her father, and so on… A bit obsessed with preserving the lineage, actually. Er—sorry, rambling." He cleared his throat. "I guess you could say we have a vast aura. We can recall any move that we had Sketched; we don't have to re-Sketch it from anybody. Sketch it once, and as long as we have time, we can relearn it just as any Pokémon can relearn a move they'd buried away."

The more Angelo spoke, the more Rhys' eyes seemed to light up, albeit subtly. He had a sinking feeling why.

"Angelo," Rhys said. "Your father, I mean. He was a Heart."

And there it is.

"Yes," he said, bowing his head. "Died early, of course. That also runs in the family because they just can't stop overworking themselves. So, I carry on the title. Smeargle Angelo, once Junior, now just… well, without title."

"Your father and I were acquaintances for a time," Rhys said, eyes showing just a small flash of nostalgia.

That only made Angelo want to shrink down further.

"Sorry—I didn't mean to talk of the past. But do you need anything before we go?"

It wasn't even his choice to begin with, was it? "Just some time to gather my strength," Angelo said. "What do I have to do?"

"I need you to come with me to a place across the sea. It's a bit of a long flight, but with your power and some energy, we should be able to make it."

Angelo had to make sure he heard him right before repeating, "Across the ocean? What do you mean, across the ocean? There's nothing out there except… Well, nothing! There are rumors about a tiny island, but after that, you'll just go all the way around to the north."

"There is something there," Rhys said. "We need to check on it, but it's dangerous for me to go alone. If you could just come along? I also need to find one other person, another strong aura—do you happen to know any?"

"No, sorry."

"Then I'll continue looking. Can I meet you in Kilo's eastern exit by noontime?"

Angelo checked the shadows outside. They were still a bit angled against the street that split Kilo in half. He had a lot of time to just duck into Ludicolo Café for a quick rest. "Sure. I'll see you then."

Finally left alone, Angelo rose to his feet and tiptoed his way out of the hospital. He made a lazy glance at the patient list; most of them were checked off. That was good enough. Without looking back, he slipped out and paced down the road.

A while later, Phol returned breathlessly. "Second wave of casualties is incoming. All healers gather up! We'll need everyone!" He looked for Angelo. "Where's Smeargle?"


Angelo relished his precious few seconds of isolation in Ludicolo Café. The stools were the same as always, and the tables were mostly empty—people were too busy on getting everything in order on their end, but Angelo wasn't too concerned about that for now. Instead, he placed an order for a simple apple smoothie and closed his eyes. The Elixir shake was nice, but the bitter tang left an aftertaste that he wanted to wash away with something purely sweet. Apples were just the treat. And apples with sugar? Even better.

He made a mental note to consider healthier alternatives next time.

Yet, despite this, that bitter taste didn't go away. Though now it was all mental—because he knew there was still one last job he had to do today, all thanks to that Elite Heart's request.

Angelo groaned and pulled his hat down, hoping he wasn't messing up the fur that constructed its shape. He just wanted darkness over his eyes. "Why me?" he muttered aloud.

"Um, your apple shake," Ludicolo said, placing it on the table.

"Ah! Oh—sorry, sorry." Angelo sprang up, straightening his hat-fur again, and then looked down at the drink. Left alone again, Angelo took a few tentative sips, and then glanced at the entrance. He half-expected to see Rhys there, waiting for him to go. And he'd probably be obligated to comply, too.

Before he knew it, his drink was empty, and he sighed. All things considered, he should probably get back, but a little longer of taking a break never hurt anyone. He looked at his paws, wondering if they were still shaking, but they were stable. Guess all I needed was a bit of sugar…

He sighed, slipping off of his seat. Perhaps a little bit of rest was what he needed after all. The little excursion could do him some good; the hospital was so depressing with everyone panicking. And he'd already healed half of them—they could handle the rest.

He left Ludicolo Café and took a deep breath of the early autumn air. Was it that time of the year already? It certainly didn't feel like it. He should check the leaves the next time he left Kilo Village.

An uncomfortable thought crossed his mind. When was the last time he'd set foot out of the village? He usually spent most of his time at home with his commissions, or working on his comic, and only really went out to gather groceries. His last time going out, that was…

Dad…

Angelo grumbled to himself, his mood instantly soured. Maybe I can back out if I say I'm not feeling well.

A slow walk back to the hospital reminded Angelo that he'd completely forgotten where he was supposed to go to see Rhys. Did he really want to go back and be asked to do everyone's healing again? Maybe he could sneak back home and snooze. It was about that time for an afternoon nap, too.

The hospital looked a lot more crowded than before. Before Angelo had the chance to spin on his heel to leave, his curiosity got the better of him, and he got a little closer. Phol was yelling orders at someone; other Pokémon—Angelo recognized them as healers—tripped over one another and shoved past mildly injured Pokémon in favor of others that were deeper in the facility.

A Clefable waved a Corsola in the air, scattering a cool mist through one of the rooms. Angelo tilted his head, following the two in time to feel the refreshing effects of Life Dew reenergize him. "Er—did something happen?" he asked Clefable.

"Some village northwest was attacked by a stray mutant. Some kind of—I don't know what it was, but everyone who fought it became seriously injured. The whole village ran to bring them here."

"Shake me again!" Corsola shouted.

Clefable complied, more Life Dew seeping into the room.

Inside, several Pokémon were lined up on the floor, varying shapes and sizes, but all of them barely conscious.

"An entire village is in the hospital right now?" Angelo said, squeaking.

"Yes—please, do you know Heal Pulse?"

"Yes, I—"

"Go to room 5E, they're short. Hurry!"

"Okay, where's—"

"Just follow the hall!"

Angelo sputtered an affirmative and weaved past a few more, only for the powerful grip of an Incineroar pulled him back. "Yaaah!"

"Angelo," Phol hissed. "Where have you been?"

"I—I—"

Phol picked Angelo up and hauled him over his shoulder. "We need you in 5E, and then the neighboring rooms. They're all critically injured."

"Critically? How badly were they—"

"Just focus on healing and don't focus on the injuries."

Soon, Angelo was set back down and urged forward. Phol left before he had a chance to reply. There weren't many healers here… The silence was ominous. The buzz behind him was muted.

"Hello?" Angelo called, stepping inside. "I'm here to—"

They were lined up on the ground, several of them unconscious or close to it. Burns—he recognized them as being from Hyper Beams, based on the circular patterns that covered most of the large ones' bodies—and lightning scars covered most of them, and even worse. He approached the first one—a Slowking that was more black than pink. He channeled a Heal Pulse into him, washing away most of the injuries like dirt under a waterfall. Slowking groaned loudly and rolled to the side; dead scales fell away, revealing a fresh coat underneath. They looked sensitive and discolored compared to the rest—had the wounds already settled in?

No, of course they had. Without berries or Revivers or Waypoints—they had traveled all the way to Kilo Village on foot?

He moved to a Boltund next. She whined with every attempted movement, but a Heal Pulse soothed her enough so she simply fell asleep. He checked her pulse, and then her breath; both were weak, but stable.

Then there was a Druddigon, but he wasn't moving at all. He was clutching his side, frozen in time; it looked like bandages had been hastily placed there, only for them to break open and bleed out. "Hey, it's alright," Angelo said softly, and then channeled a Heal Pulse into him.

Nothing happened.

"Er—" Angelo pulled his hand away, staring at the unmoving Pokémon. The blood was slowing, but he had a sinking feeling that wasn't because of the Pulse. It pooled everywhere.

He hadn't noticed until now, but there was a trail of blood from where he had been, all the way to the entrance, and further down the hall. "Hey, wake up," Angelo said shakily, sending another Heal Pulse toward Druddigon. It passed through uselessly and struck a nearby Rhydon, slumped against the wall behind Druddigon. Most of the Rhydon's wounds went away, but the fact that it passed through at all…

Angelo didn't have any aura sense. He didn't need it. Yet, despite this, he still shakily stepped toward Druddigon and held a paw against his neck. It sank in; he felt no pressure. His limb was stiff.

No no no no no.

He had been alive recently. Had to have been. Could he try it again? Heal Pulse—it was supposed to be easy, right? Just—just bring them back from the brink! These Pokémon were well past a usual duel's results. A Heal Pulse was barely enough for some of them, yet…

He moved on to the next Pokémon, healing him quickly. The fatigue was starting to set in, but Angelo ignored it and healed the next, and the next. How many were left? There were at least twenty Pokémon.

Someone was crying in the other room.

His vision was fuzzy; he didn't even know why he was doing all of this. Did he even have enough energy for the next room? He was out of practice. Been out of practice for years. Why was he here?

Keep pushing, Junior! Dig deep and find that inner power! 

Angelo shook the voice from his mind. He didn't have any energy left. And once the final Pokémon was healed, he staggered back to see his handiwork. Two of the Pokémon in the room hadn't reacted to his Heal Pulse. The remaining twenty were anywhere between bad to stable.

"Unngh…" The Rhydon he had healed opened his eyes. The barely-healed Pokémon dizzily stared at Druddigon, smiling. He glanced at Angelo. "Thanks…" And then, he tried to reach for Druddigon. "Dad… Looks like we made it…"

It felt as if Angelo's temperature had halved. The last thing he saw was Rhydon holding his father's dead shoulder; after that, Angelo bolted.


A bright green blur raced through the dark forest, tearing through dead branches and leaving nothing but a storm of twigs behind. "Rrgh, it all looks the same! C'mon!" Gahi twisted around and slammed his tail on the ground. Molten earth erupted behind him, followed by a shriek. A blob of darkness dissipated into nothing but smoke.

"Yeah, don't think yeh can sneak up on me that easy," he growled.

He glanced at the sky, hoping that he'd have some vague sense of time, but that was useless with how it was just red, always. He didn't know why he even bothered. He was obviously trapped in some kind of nightmare-realm made by Anam's demon spirit, so that probably meant he was somewhere in the Ghost Orb. This was a pretty big Orb, since apparently it went on forever!

Owen's latent knowledge about flying in a random direction to go into Aether Forest didn't work, either. So, he was obviously also trapped in the Ghost Orb.

He also had a vague feeling that he wasn't supposed to be going in circles. Instead, he had the slightest feeling that he had to go forward, which he felt was supposed to be southeast. He felt something in that direction. What was it? Hopefully something that was less monotonous than a bunch of useless crystals. Still, it bugged him if he left those behind—and so, he now had three diamond-shaped gems in his claws, each one a different color.

A few more quick dashes through the forest, the dead trees a blur that only he could comprehend, and he suddenly stopped and listened.

Going above the treetops was a bad idea. The last time he'd tried that, he couldn't even count the number of dark beams that came from the forest from all directions. His shoulder still ached from that attempt. So, instead, the Flygon grunted and followed the now slightly stronger feeling to the left. Yes, where was that coming from?

He crept through the last of the trees and sensed movement. But at the same time, that movement stopped. Gahi narrowed his eyes, trying to tune his hearing for anything odd. His antennae twitched, but they wouldn't be nearly as useful as Owen's horns. Too bad he wasn't around to help.

Gahi suppressed a growl and crept forward again. Something was ahead, but he didn't have the instincts to creep forward the way a feral would. He folded his wings back, worried that even a strong breeze would make them whistle, but in his distracted shuffling, he stepped on a fragile twig. Gritting his teeth, he stared forward, but he heard nothing.

One more move. It was right behind the tree. Was it friend or foe? Should he call out? No, that could give him away, if it was an enemy.

He knew what he had to do. Just grab it. Grab it quickly—he had the speed—and figure out what to do after that. Maybe pin it down, or toss it in the air.

Gahi tensed his muscles and felt the aura around his body shift, readying for a blink-speed run. He'd only have a split-second, but that was all he needed.

One moment, he was in front of the tree, and in another, his green, gleaming body was on the opposite side in a blurry curve. He grabbed the hiding creature and shouted, "Hah!"

But it was just a mound of dirt and twigs under his claws. "Eh—"

Something lightweight slammed on the back of his neck, earning an irritated grunt. "What's—" He tried to reach for it, but a thin vine smacked his hand away. "Yow! Oy! What's yer—"

"It's rude to sneak up on someone like that," said a familiar, yet extremely high-pitched voice.

Gahi spun around, but something stuck to his shoulder. He reached for it, feeling a thick, tough vine. Pulling it forward, the rest of the creature followed, dangling in front of him with an irritated glare.

"…Trina?" Gahi said to the Snivy.

"If the accent is anything to go by, you're Gahi?" Trina said. "I hope this isn't how you normally greet others."

"Eh—no." Gahi didn't let go of her, though. "And yer a Snivy because…?"

"It isn't really something I know the answer to," Trina said. "How ironic that despite the fact that I take care of your kind, I wound up being the first one to be reduced to my lowest form."

"So yeh really never devolved any of 'em?" Gahi said.

"No. I hadn't considered it. I only wanted to put them in a more stable mental state."

"Oh, right, yeah. Figure you wouldn't've known about that whole thing." Gahi tilted his head left and right. "Guess you just turned 'em inter yer soldiers instead."

Trina's huge eyes narrowed to a glare. "I didn't turn them into soldiers," she said. "I gave them all the opportunity to leave if they wished."

"Yeah, after brainwashing them." Gahi shrugged.

"I wasn't—"

"Look, it's fine. If you wanna get in a philosophy debate about yer methods, go talk ter Owen when I find the guy. I don't care. It was like yeh said, right? We're mutants, so we choose who we wanna fight, but we're fighters. You just gave 'em a choice."

Trina blinked, but then shook her head. "You don't understand what I was actually doing for them, do you? Just because I can alter the mind doesn't mean I do."

"But yer the Bug Guardian. Don't those guys kinda like workin' in hives and all that?"

"What an awful stereotype! Perhaps for feral Combee, but—"

"They call you Queen Trina."

Trina opened her mouth to retort, but she interrupted herself several times. Eventually, she just sighed and said, "That was something they came up with themselves. I didn't enforce it."

"Uh-huh. Didn't stop it, either."

The Snivy growled, her one vine twitching in Gahi's grip while the rest of her body hung limply in thin patience. "I suppose I'll just wait for Owen, then."

Gahi shrugged. "Maybe we c'n figure out why yeh got all tiny, too. But, heh, well, yeh look cuter that way, so that's a start."

Trina growled. "I'm not supposed to look cute. I have a regal image to keep up! If my subjects saw me like this…" She glared at the gnarled tree roots. "We need to find a way out of here that doesn't involve being burned away."

"Eh? What're yeh getting at?"

Trina didn't reply immediately, her expression becoming pensive. Gahi wondered if she was trying to gather exactly what she meant for herself; burning away? He didn't feel anything like that, aside from getting blasted by shadows, but he had shaken that off. It had been more like a cold burn, too.

"It's how I became a Snivy, or at least, what might have led to it." Trina motioned in a vague direction behind her. "I was exploring this forest for some sort of landmark—as a Serperior—and found a distortion. It was a Dungeon. But once I found the exit, I felt myself… evaporating. I had been in such a rush to get away from the Dungeon, though, that I couldn't get back in time before I realized what was happening. The next thing I know…" Trina frowned, motioning to herself with her arms. "Everything goes dark. There was this horrible feeling in that darkness—I fought against it, somehow, and… woke up here. As a Snivy."

"Huh…"

"I premise the same didn't happen to you," Trina said, eyes going up and down his Flygon body.

"Nope." Gahi leaned forward and bumped the top of his head under Trina, earning a surprised shout. Gahi grabbed a vine that had reflexively shot from her shoulder and brought it down to his neck. "Guess yer gonna ride on me fer a bit."

"This is degrading."

"Oh, okay," Gahi said, plucking Trina off. He dropped her to the ground, where she landed with a soft pomf against the dusty ground.

Trina tried to dust herself off with her vines—her tiny arms were almost as useless as when she had mere leaves for hands as a Serperior—and then looked at Gahi's thigh. Humiliating—so small that she'd been reduced to thigh-height…

She didn't need to look up to know Gahi was smirking.

"You're mocking me."

"Wanna walk on yer own?"

Trina crossed her vines and turned her head away. "I said it was degrading. I'm not going back on that."

"Bah! Get over it." He thumped his tail on the ground. "If yer that low ter the ground, and somethin' attacks, no tellin' what it'll be, got it? So get over it, go on my head, and you'll be safer."

"Really, you want that?" Trina said. "After all you just ranted to me about?"

"Ranted? C'mon, I'm just sayin' the truth. Besides, yer still an ally, ev'n if yer methods're shady."

"Yet you'd still lower yourself to carrying me."

Gahi couldn't squint his eyes further. "You just said it was degrading, what're you—"

"Yes, I did. I don't see what's so hard to understand about—"

"So what's that make me, super -degraded?"

"What?"

"What do you mean, what, you just—"

"Hold." Trina raised a vine.

Despite how tiny she was, Gahi listened with an irritated snort. A small plume of indigo fire escaped his nostrils.

Trina lowered her vine and watched Gahi's tail as it thumped on the ground, kicking up a small plume of dirt from a dry patch of the ground. "Yes," Trina said. "I said it was degrading, to let me ride you. And I don't want to perpetuate your feelings by doing that, if that's how you're going to be. I won't play that game."

"Game? What in Mew's pink a—this ain't a game, I was offerin'! You gotta drop yer pride and accept it."

"…Excuse me? Drop my pride?" Trina rubbed her eyes irritably. "I don't understand you. I have no pride to drop here. Putting you in a lower position would mean you would be shedding your pride."

It was Gahi's turn to rub his eyes, even going so far as to pluck off his lenses and groan. "Baaah, I don't get you! Yer small! I'm big! Ride me!"

"Even after what you said? I thought you wouldn't want to be a soldier."

"It ain't like that."

"Then you don't find it degrading?"

"Well, maybe fer you."

"I don't find it degrading at all."

"BUT YOU JUST—" Gahi's claws squeezed together, then tugged at his huge antennae. "You said it was degrading."

"For you."

Gahi blinked at this, trying to repay what little of the argument he could remember. It had gone so quickly that he couldn't even remember precisely what had started it.

While Gahi snapped his lenses back on, Trina continued. "It's degrading to you to carry me. If you feel that I treat your kind as servants, I'm not going to put you in that same position."

"That… wha…" Gahi felt a headache coming on. "I don't care about that. I ain't yer servant. I'm just helpin' you."

The Snivy continued to stare, vines crossed. "…And you're sure? It's as I said. I won't let someone offer their services to me if it means they're lower."

"N… nah, that ain't how I see it." Gahi squeezed his left antennae thoughtfully, ignoring the disorienting feeling that it gave him. "Yer small. That's it. Willow did th' same thing."

"I don't care much for Willow's treatment of others." Trina frowned and concentrated her focus on Gahi's left, gleaming wing. "But if you truly don't mind, then I will ride you."

"Yeah, jus' phrase that better next time," Gahi said, leaning forward to pick up the slightly flustered Snivy from the ground again. "Were you really gonna just go on foot if I got all offended?"

"Yes." Trina looked down. "I know that your group would be unsure of me and my methods, and even if I try to prove myself, that lingering doubt remains. I don't want to exacerbate it if I don't need to."

"Mm. So that's how it is, eh?" Gahi frowned.

"What do you mean?" Trina mirrored his expression.

"Nah, nothin'. Just… didn't think you actually cared."

A confused silence permeated Trina's general aura. During that time, Gahi leaned forward and helped Trina onto his head again, and then started walking.

The Flygon puffed out a small plume of dragon fire. "I thought all the stuff you said was just sweet nothin' stuff. Trying to win us over, y'know, manipulate more people to join yer ranks. Guess I'm just paranoid after bein', y'know, created ter be a weapon."

Trina shifted her weight; Gahi felt that she was leaning forward, resting her chin between his antennae. She wrapped her vines around his neck, finding a good equilibrium.

"Figure I owe yeh an apology fer that," Gahi muttered. "Y'ain't so bad, if y'were gonna go without a ride just ter prove a point."

"It was petty," Trina said, looking away. "I would not have gotten far on my own. I had spent most of my time hiding since I woke up as a Snivy."

"Mm." Gahi tried to look up, but couldn't see her.

Trina chuckled, finally resting her full weight on the top of his head, rather than resting on her shoulders. "Gahi?"

"Yeah?"

"I suppose I owe you a bit of an apology, too. You're much more intelligent than I gave you credit for."

Gahi grumbled, flapping his wings once. "What, just because I talk funny, I'm stupid?"

"No. I just know you from how Lygo used to be," Trina said. "Headstrong, perhaps more interested in the fastest way to fix something than a more careful approach?"

He couldn't deny that one.

"But you wouldn't have gotten this far without at least a little intelligence. And the way you ended up trying to evaluate me…" Trina shrugged. "I think that was something unexpected of you."

A wind blew through the forest and her leafy tail tickled his neck. He tried to ignore it. Gahi's attention turned back to the forest and its dull repetitiveness

"Do you have a destination in mind?" Trina asked.

"Just followin' my gut," Gahi said, holding up his claws to show the three crystals he'd been carrying.

"Hm? What are these?"

"Dunno. Keep pickin' these things up. Every time I get a feeling that there's somethin' there, I find these."

"I see…"

"And I also felt it when I ran inter you. So what, you got one?"

"No, I don't. But I had a similar feeling… Though, I was too small to get close. And it felt a bit aimless."

"Got any better ideas on where ter go?"

"Well, no."

Gahi shrugged, nearly making Trina lose her balance on his head. "Eh, sorry," he mumbled, keeping his head steady. "If I had better shoulders, I'd put yeh there."

"It's not a problem." She wrapped her vines more firmly around his neck—which was much thicker than she was—and asked, "Then we just keep searching until we find something new?"

"Yep."

Trina sighed. "Very well. And hopefully we can find something to eat, too. I don't know why, but… I've been hungry for the first time in… generations. My Mystic powers are suppressed, perhaps?"

"Maybe." Gahi nodded to himself. "I haven't been Mystic all that long. I only know that from Owen. Guess it must be weird needin' sleep and food all over again. Heh. Privileged existence, if y'ask me."

"Hmph. I suppose it was, but it's only a fair exchange for everything we have to deal with."

"Heh." Gahi smirked in reply, but he didn't disagree. He wasn't really sure what to think about the fact that he was a Guardian, too—or at least, for a fleeting moment, he used to be. Perhaps, somewhere deep inside him, he still had that Psychic power. He just had to awaken it again.

"Let's keep going," Trina said. "Maybe we'll find—"

A bolt of lightning, followed immediately by a bone-shattering thunderclap, knocked loose branches from their flimsy trees.

Trina looked up; she had seen the bolt, black like Kilo Village's crater. She squinted at what she thought was something blue in the otherwise red sky. "…Hm. I think I found that something."

"Eh?" Gahi followed the vine Trina used to point. "…A Druddigon?"

"You said flying above the trees is dangerous," Trina said. "How quickly can you weave between them?"

"Watch me." Gahi crouched down, predicted the Druddigon's landing site, and disappeared in a green blur.






92. Stew


Chapter 83 – Stew

If it wasn't for how thirsty he was, he would have been crying for a lot longer, but some part of Owen kept that from happening. He still couldn't accept it. Amia…

He couldn't remember what cave she had been left behind in. And he had no way to sense where she had gone, either. He was lucky enough to have the sense to bring the green crystal with him, but now that Amia was gone, he couldn't sense where she had been. It must have been tied to her aura.

Now, all Owen could do was follow that smell of stew. It was weaker than the day before—maybe because there was less of it—but that also meant there had been a lot before. Surely, they would have some to spare for him.

At this point, Owen had been more focused on one step after the other than anything else. He didn't want to think too much about what had happened, not until he had food in him. Otherwise… Perhaps he'd wind up seeing Amia a lot sooner than intended.

Another rumble shook the ground—they were becoming more frequent lately—and Owen dashed to one of the rocks, ducking behind each one now that the rumbles were so close.

He was starting to get reckless and desperate. The smell was so strong. He had to be close.

A booming shockwave cracked above him. Owen fell to the floor, covering the top of his head. Another one of those roars followed—the windy shriek of a giant. He whimpered loudly, trying to drown it out, until it finally passed. His chest felt like mush, yet his heart felt tight. He gasped for breath, not realizing that he had held it for so long. The very end of a dark blast, its faded particles shimmering like black-purple sparks, flew far above him.

They were different from the corrupted light that had been used to suppress his evolution, yet the colors still reminded him of that. And that, in turn, reminded him of his tiny, Charmander body.

At least it meant he wouldn't have to find as much food to support himself.

What was that blast? Owen looked up again, but the rumbles were becoming louder. He had to hurry if he wanted to avoid it. He continued to duck between larger rocks, using what little energy he had to sprint between the ones that were too far away, until he spotted a small cave.

He had to risk it. The smell was strongest from there.

He was mere steps away from the entrance when a shadow in the corner of his vision crawled across the ground. He stared at it, then looked up on reflex. His pupils narrowed in terror—something black was flying in the sky. He didn't have time to judge the size or whether it saw him—he only scampered into the cave, not looking back, and then tripped over a small, raised platform.

"Urf—" He didn't smash his face this time, at least. The ground shook again and a few loose rocks hit the dusty ground outside. Softer. It was going away. And he didn't see that flying creature's shadow, either.

With the immediate danger out of the way, he could finally focus on his surroundings. He brought his tail forward, holding it like a torch, and found nothing but a large, stone pot in the middle, over a dying fire made from wood that he recognized as being from the forest.

Without thinking, he ran toward the pot—which was twice his height—and tried to think of how to get inside. He scanned for any wraiths, but found none. There didn't seem to be any traps—but who else could make traps like him? He just had to climb up and get some.

Little bowls were scattered around nearby. Had this place been recently abandoned? Probably because of that huge titan. Could it smell the food? That would've gotten its attention…

Owen pressed his hand against the stone bowl, hoping it was light enough that he could at least roll it to get inside. The moment he did, he felt a jolt of energy rush through him. He yelped in surprise and pulled his hand back, shivering—it was warm, but it also felt like he had been hit by one of Enet's sparks. He poked it again and felt the same spark—so that was the trap.

The food was right there and he couldn't even eat it.

Some primal part of the Charmander made him pace around the bowl several times in a wide circle, looking for an opening. There had to be something he could get out of this—anything! How could he tip a bowl over without touching it? Or did he just have to power through it? No, even then, he was too weak. It was probably too heavy.

If only it wasn't hooked up with a trap!

A trap…

Owen looked at his feet, a thoughtful chirp escaping him. What if he…

Owen stomped his foot near the base of the bowl, channeling a bit of energy into the ground. Then, for good measure, he did another—feeling the strain on his body. He had to stop there.

He took a few steps back. Narrowing his eyes at the base, he tried to activate them remotely. Just a little more… Ugh, I can't concentrate… He could only think about the food inside. He grabbed a pebble instead and readied a Protect in case it went flying back at him. He tossed it onto the trap, using it as a focus, and then crossed his arms.

The explosion tipped the bowl over completely, the contents sloshing heavily. Some of it spilled out, but it looked like the pot had only been a fifth of the way full. Still, that was more than enough for him, and Owen let out a series of celebratory chirps and embers into the air. He scrambled to the stew, not caring that it was only warm and not hot. Manners were a thing of the past; he shoved his hands into the brownish-red porridge, pulling out chunks of meat and berries without thought. He even saw some of that tree taffy in the mix, but he didn't care. Food! It was food!

Owen sniffled, taking a break to blink away a few of his tears, and kept eating. It's so good, he thought to himself, his desperate sobs of relief the only thing that kept him from eating even faster.

I'm a mess, Owen thought, trying to calm himself down once he realized how savage he'd been. But if those strange dreams were anything to go by… what if that's just how he was? No—there was more to it. Even feral Pokémon—at least, his mother… his—was that his mother? And not Amia, but…

It gave him a headache. The food was more important for now. Those dreams were fleeting at most; maybe if he got another, he could actually try to focus on remembering them a little more.

Owen winced—there was something hard in the stew. He spat it out. "Oh, gross…"

It was a piece of bone. Part of something a lot larger than him. Shaking his head, he looked into the stew for more pieces, realizing that whatever they had put in this giant pot, they had put it in whole, or at least were… very averse to being wasteful about it.

Why did they run off, anyway?

The thought was fleeting. Curiosity and hunger got the better of him, and he dug through the stew to get rid of more of the bones. Couldn't eat that without messing up his gut, after all. He already bled on the outside; bleeding on the inside would just make things worse.

He wondered where the other bones had gone. He looked around, just to be sure he didn't miss any, and raised his tail. Now that his energy was back, his flame was a lot brighter.

His heart leapt up into his chest—there were bones around, stripped clean of flesh. He recognized a few as bones he'd expect from a limb, and others, vertebrae. Thinner, longer bones suggested wing-like appendages, too… Were those claws?

Owen shuddered and looked inside the stew again. There was something lumpy at the very bottom of the tasty slop. Out of morbid curiosity, he reached forward. The only sort of bone he hadn't seen yet was the skull.

What exactly did they wind up cooking? Owen thought, tugging hard against the lump. It was heavy—maybe as heavy as he was! It's so big! No wonder they had spent so long cooking it. This pot must have been full the first time he'd come across the scent.

He pulled a little harder, but then yelped—he broke off part of the skull. It was certainly a skull, just based on the vague shape. What had come off—to easily—was a pointed horn of some kind. Then again, it had probably been cooking at the bottom for a while. Owen discarded it and tried to pull out the rest of the skull.

With a bit more tugging, he finally pulled it free, the stew falling out of the empty holes left in the head. He grimaced at first, regretting that he'd pulled it out at all. Gross. Maybe he should have waited until he wasn't hungry anymore to do this inspection.

More of the stew fell from the skull, and he started to get a better idea of what shape it had. The lower jaw was missing—probably somewhere at the bottom of the bowl, still buried. The top of the skull was a lot longer than it was tall. Long snout. Intense eye sockets, too. And—

Oh, Mew, it's a Charizard.

Owen dropped the skull into the vat and took a few shaky steps back. Did he just—there was so much, and—

He stepped on the horn again and kicked it away with a shriek. Dizziness from breathing too fast forced him to sit down, holding his head. His stomach churned harshly, it was rising up, hot, stinging bile in the back of his throat. He clenched his jaws tight and clamped his claws over it for extra measure, then clenched the back of his throat.

It would be even worse if it came back out. He didn't want to see it again. He couldn't bear to look at the bowl, either. The Charmander wobbled toward the wall, placing one hand on the rocks, as his tail crackled loudly.

"That didn't happen. That didn't…"

It kept flashing in his head. Those empty eyes in the skull, leaking stew from all over. It slid off of the skull where the scales had once been, mixing with the red stew. The pointed horn that had come off so easily, nothing but a firm tug needed to break the bone. How long had it been there, festering? How long had…

Pointed horn?

Owen glanced back at where he'd kicked it away.

Something about this picture didn't fit, and the nagging feeling finally pulled him out of his spiral. He looked back at the horn again, inspecting it more closely. Charizard didn't have pointed horns like that, like it curved upward. Those were mutant horns. Or maybe some subspecies that he didn't know about. But…

He checked the head again, careful not to look at its face, or whatever was left of it. One horn was still left. And even though most of the flesh had been cooked away, there was still…

Click.

It popped off with just a firm tug.

For a while, all Owen did was stare. He wasn't horrified anymore. Confused, maybe. Baffled? Was that the feeling? He tried to analyze his own thoughts, but then refocused back on the horn.

His horn.

He was the only Charizard in the world to have detachable horns. Har, and all the others of his kind, could turn down their Perceive naturally. But he couldn't. He had to physically remove his horns to stop the sense from overwhelming him.

"It's… it's me. H-ha, it's… it's me!" Owen tossed the head—his old head—back into the pot, laughing with wide, incredulous eyes.

Was he supposed to feel better or worse about eating it, now? He didn't know, and he didn't care. He laughed for a little while longer, settling down into little, disjointed chuckles. The energy from the meal was starting to get to him.

Charizard stew! With only the finest herbs and berries. It cooked itself.

Finally calm enough to grab a small bowl—he gave himself permission to eat his own carcass—he dipped it into the overturned pot. If anything, he could get another helping with some dignity to make up for the circumstances.

Because despite everything, there was a new fire in him that wasn't just from the food. His thoughts, now sharper, came to one new conclusion with this surprising piece of information. While he tried to ignore the twisting of his stomach—either because the stew tasted funny, or because of this new realization—he only let that fuel the flame.

Upon first landing in the wastes, he had fallen so hard that everything in his body broke. Had he been a Charizard? If that was the case… He had died then. He had died, lost part of himself, somehow—he was familiar with the feeling at this point—and became a Charmander. If he died again, would he lose even more of himself?

Only now he understood: Amia was not safe and sound in the aura sea, nor was she in the Fire Realm.

She was still here.

Somewhere out there, wandering as a Ralts.


The smell of paint welcomed him like an old friend. Trembling hands grabbed a nearby can—that he'd produced a while ago from his tail, but it was still fresh and ready for use—and inspected the nearby bucket of dirty water next to it.

Angelo wasn't in the right mindset to paint. He wasn't the sort of insane artist who could only draw when he was feeling particularly flustered. In fact, he couldn't paint at all with how much his hands were shaking, his heart pounding, his legs threatening to shatter like the last few twigs of a tree in Void Forest.

It was just him and the dusty, stuffy, warm, inviting darkness. The Smeargle waded through piles of crumpled papers, heavy and stuck together in a flaky wad from all the paint that covered each one, and into the back room where a small container filled with cold berries sat. The Orb inside had gone out—some sort of slow-burn Hail Orb to keep the insides cool—but he opened it very quickly so the cold would be preserved for what little remained within.

A Pecha and an Oran. Not blessed—though even if they had been, they weren't anymore—and just for a little treat. He started with the Pecha, savoring it, but it didn't stop his shaking. Were there Chesto Berries in those drinks at the café? No, that wasn't it.

He heard a distant scream outside for Arceus knows why. His blood froze instantly, followed shortly by his heart, as terror gripped his chest. He didn't move, and he only realized a few seconds later that he'd crushed the Pecha in his hand. After muttering a soft curse, he grabbed a nearby paper and wiped the sticky remnants on it, tossing it on the dusty pile of trash. Clean that up later, he thought to himself for the umpteenth time.

It wasn't worth checking. He was done. No more healing, no more chaos, just his home, his art, his darkness, his quiet, his solitude. The most interaction he'd never need is for making little art commissions, client requests. Sure, some were a bit hard to deal with, but at least they weren't dying. Dying for his work, sure, but not drifting away to the spirit realm.

Angelo realized that he didn't want to paint with red, perhaps ever. How limiting would that be for his art in the future? Was he being overdramatic? The fact that he felt his Pecha Berry coming back up suggested otherwise.

He needed to distract himself some other way. Perhaps an early afternoon nap. Maybe he could work on that request from that strange Espeon. That painting didn't have any red, did it? Why was his fur suddenly standing on end?

"Angelo."

Some mixture of a silent scream and a whimper bounced around his throat. Unable to look back, he only froze, hoping that it was his imagination. When it was clear it wasn't, he then hoped that Rhys would just leave him alone.

He didn't, and he should have known he wouldn't. In fact, he was walking closer, into his home, seeing all this mess—clients weren't supposed to see this, this was his private room, why was he breaking into his house and trespassing? Just because he was a Heart, he had the right to barge into anywhere he pleased? Oh, gods, he was right next to him. What now? His body didn't move. He was a feral Rattata facing down an Arbok.

Rhys' paw gently held Angelo's shoulder, squeezing the life out of him. "Are you all right?"

His voice still didn't come to him. Instead, Angelo choked out a small squeak, then another sputter, and then shook his head. He was far from fine, yet he couldn't say it aloud. Mixtures of shame and evasion had his throat sealed.

"What happened?" Rhys said, sweeping aside the mess nearby with his foot like it was the most normal thing in the world. He sat down next to Angeo, crossing his legs.

Something finally escaped him. "I can't go," he said.

"I can see that," Rhys said gently, still holding onto his shoulder. "I was waiting for you in front of the Heart HQ. When you didn't show up, I checked the hospital…"

Angelo couldn't hide his shudder. "I can't go back there."

"Angelo, why? You nearly surpassed my healing," Rhys said. "Yes, I had to replenish my strength—I'm not tuned to healing—but you…"

"I can't go back!" Angelo shouted again. "I—I'm not built for blood. I'm sorry. But I've done all I can, and I can't… I can't…"

More silence followed, the dusty air wrapping Angelo in what little comfort he had left with the intruder in his home. He couldn't tell Rhys to go away; he was an Elite. The only one left in town. The fighter. And he was telling Angelo to go and help. Just like his father. The one that Rhys probably saw when he looked at the Smeargle before him. His father who worked himself to an early grave all for the name of others.

Angelo wasn't a Heart; that was his father. Maybe Rhys had to see that.

"I'll come later," Rhys said. "The hospital might be getting another wave, and we can use your Heal Pulse. Can you also Sketch Life Dew from someone? Anything will help."

There was no escaping it. One way or the other, Rhys was going to force him to get involved. And how could he say no? He heard his father's words echoing in his mind again.

It's our duty, Angelo. Our ancestor didn't work toward this power for us to squander it! Now, come on! Let's try another Dungeon! I'll help you draw later!

"Angelo?" Rhys said. "Your aura is… very unstable. Please, if there's anything you need…"

"I—I'm fine," Angelo said. If he said the truth, Rhys would just echo his father's words. "I—I just need to rest. I'm fatigued from the healing. Later this afternoon, I'll come back, I just—"

"I understand." Rhys nodded. "Take care of yourself."

"And what about that flying trip you wanted to take?" Angelo said. "You—needed someone who could fly."

"I needed someone powerful who could fly, but right now, securing the injured in Kilo is more important. I'll… find some other way to contact them later."

"How would you do that? Are there any Waypoints you could—oh."

Rhys smiled sadly, nodding. "It's not very easy. If there was a way to remotely contact them, that would be wonderful, but…" He paused, looking at Angelo's paw thoughtfully. Rhys finally let go of his shoulder and hummed. "Remotely… Arceus…"

"What?" Angelo asked. "Arceus? Destiny Tower, from the Books, appeared, didn't it? You're planning on flying all the way there?"

"No. I won't have to." Rhys stood up. "I should have realized it sooner."

Angelo figured they should have realized a lot of things sooner, but in all the chaos, they've just been trying to put out the immediate fires. "What did you realize?"

"I could just send a prayer to Arceus," Rhys said. "Star mentioned that she could hear prayers—surely it's the same for Arceus… Rrgh, but I can't remember if he's particular about what sort of address you'd make…"

"O Lord, hear my plea, and by Your Grace may it be answered," Angelo recited like the chemical formula for sugar.

Rhys blinked, but then nodded in recognition. "Of course, your father must have taught you that. Thank you."

Angelo said nothing and Rhys stood up, bringing his paws together. The weight over Angelo's shoulders lifted slightly, but only slightly, when the Lucario finally exited his home.

"Fighting Pokémon," Angelo muttered to himself. "So imposing…" He knew that wasn't it.

With Rhys gone, he looked at the uneaten Oran Berry next to him and frowned. He rolled it for a while, forward and back, and then eventually watched it bump into the corner of the room. The pile of discarded papers leered at him—what are you going to do now, failure? Add to me, clean me up, or are you just going to run away again?

Angelo retreated to his bedroom.


Far to the east of Kilo Village, atop Destiny Tower in a late afternoon sun, Arceus stood near the edge of his domain and stared at the settled vortex in the faraway horizon. Dark Matter stopped his advance. Perhaps he'd finally realized that so long as Arceus remained active, he couldn't advance. Did that mean he was unable to claim Star's power? What had happened to her, then? Perhaps the same could be said for the other Guardians he'd claimed; perhaps there was hope yet.

But it was all speculation for now. Dark Matter could have been waiting for him to bring down his guard; attacking the vortex while it was down didn't seem to do anything, either. Should he approach? …No, that was too risky.

O Lord, hear my plea, and by Your Grace may it be answered.

Another one from Kilo Village, from the feeling of it. He had been getting a lot of those, and while he typically listened to them without any direct acknowledgement, this one was a familiar voice.

The prayer continued. Kilo Village is stabilizing, but we have a great influx of outside villagers in grave conditions. Mutants are running rampant in isolated pockets across Kilo. The Dungeons are amok with wraiths. We need time to recover; is there anything you can do to help? How is the Trinity? Guardian realms are being invaded by wraiths, and I do not have the mobility, currently, to investigate. Manny and Willow may look after them, if needed. Er… I suppose if you have a means to communicate with me…

Did he? He did. Just as he'd reached out to Owen, he could reach out to Rhys, though a god interfering with mortals—or whatever Rhys counted as—wasn't something Arceus was very keen on doing.

But he and Rhys had already communicated before, and he felt he had a stronger connection to the Lucario, anyway.

Fine. If only because it pertained to the Trinity and Dark Matter and a great crisis. Hello, Rhys. The Trinity is fine and where they should be. I am on Destiny Tower, making sure that Dark Matter is not advancing and keeping my Judgement charged.

It took a little while to hear Rhys again; Arceus imagined he was stunned in getting a reply. Perhaps he was also feeling honored in being graced by a reply at all by his almighty Creator.

Almighty once he got his Hands back, at least…

You can't eradicate him outright? Rhys asked.

The ignorance stung, but Arceus didn't let it show. No. I can only suppress him, and he is currently idle. I cannot sense any power charging within the dark vortex.

I see. Then it's safe for you to descend? We could use your assistance.

The idea disgusted him on reflex, but a rational side suggested that what Rhys was asking for wasn't unreasonable. In this time of great crisis, would he not be at least slightly obligated to descend and help?

Very well. I shall descend. Alert the town and I will depart.

He supposed that waiting wasn't totally out of the question, but he did want to at least help, and standing around, while habitual and familiar, was making him restless. That void in the sky wasn't going anywhere, after all, and he hadn't been able to appear in the mortal world for so long…

But it was a little unbecoming of him, too.

A gentle gust of wind ruffled his fur and making an ethereal whistling noise through the wheel that wrapped itself around his abdomen. His heart fluttered; wind… How long had it been since he'd felt a genuine breeze? It hadn't crossed his mind all this time. He was ashamed to admit it—and he never would to anybody else—but feeling the wind over his fur was something he didn't know he had wanted.

The sunlight was next: warm against the gray skin of his face, trapped in his fur for what little of the heat broke through its white surface. He stepped uncertainly toward the edge of the tower, admiring—admiring the autumn forest to the south, its leaves halfway between orange and green.

This was the world he ruled; the world he had to defend against Dark Matter. And with Star out of the way, perhaps he finally could.

Are you able to teleport here now? Rhys called.

Snapping from his thoughts, Arceus prepared himself. I am. I'll sense for your aura…

It wasn't that difficult to find; Rhys was distinct to him, and zeroing in on his position was only a few steps away from trivial.

In a flash of light, Arceus disappeared from the top of Destiny Tower and reappeared in the middle of town. Almost instantly, he heard loud shouts and gasps in surprise, and he tilted his head upward to bask in their inevitable reverence.

"Indeed," Arceus said, projecting his voice for everyone in the square. "It is I, Arceus, here to—"

An earth-shattering SNAP filled the air, followed by a heavy, chest-shaking rumble. Far to the north, just over the horizon, a puddle of black ink spilled over the clouds and ate away at the sky. It crawled out in rapid and ravenous branches, tearing the light away from the day.

Within seconds, it was halfway to Kilo Village.

Arceus summoned his light and fired a volley of quick, arcing beams of white light—it was a sloppy Judgement, and he hoped that would be enough to stall it in time to prepare a proper one. He ignored the screams and startled shouts, as well as Rhys calling for everyone to calm down.

"Arceus, what's happening?" Rhys asked for them all.

"Nothing to concern yourselves over," Arceus said as the blasts of light cut through the darkness. It slowed the advance, but more ink pooled over the sky. Cursing mentally, Arceus focused and, in a flash of light, disappeared from Kilo as quickly as he'd arrived, and the cool breeze of Destiny Tower's top greeted him. Here, he could draw from his power the most, where the spirit world met the living world.

His light redoubled, and then he fired at the expanding darkness. The great arms of creation crawled across the sky.


Complete pandemonium and panic shattered whatever order Kilo Village had left. Rhys couldn't deny it himself; his heart was beating out of his chest. He stared helplessly at the expanding darkness that raced Arceus' Judgement.

"Ev-everyone get inside!" Rhys shouted, having no idea whether that would be even close to useful against the sky literally disappearing. He raised his arms above his head and charged an Aura Sphere several times larger than his head, firing it at the sky. It flew slowly; a shadow crept over Kilo Village in a blink's worth of time, and suddenly it was a night without stars.

The glow of Rhys' blast lit the street for a few seconds, bathing it in bright cyan. Another bright light—ADAM's Hyper Beam—lit up another part of town and beat the Sphere's pace. When the Hyper Beam struck, a splotch of light tore through the void, revealing the sky that was indeed still there.

An orb of lunar energy followed, and then a feeble, fist-shaped Aura Sphere right after from Manny's attempt at a strike as a spirit. So, they hadn't left yet? Good, because leaving was useless at this point. And then came a volley of flames from an aura he didn't fully recognize, and then a speedy, successive blast of rocks.

Where were all those attacks coming from?

"Attack, attack!" shouted a Weavile to Rhys' left, flinging high-speed Ice Shards at the blackening sky. "Ugh! I can't get high enough!"

"Allow me!" A Mawile dipped her second set of jaws beneath Weavile and hurled him upward; he followed up with even more Ice Shards before flipping in the air and landing with a stumble.

Several more Pokémon followed up, carving tiny holes in the oppressive night. Waves of light followed from the north, explosive shocks disturbing small pebbles from their resting places on the ground. The holes in the sky remained for much longer, and a follow-up Hyper Beam from ADAM carved a permanent gash through it.

Rhys sensed something forming within the clouds. The same tingling sensation he felt when energy and aura gathered for a powerful strike.

But then, as quickly as it came, it faded, instead replaced by another volley of Judgement spears. The civilians struck for a second time, this time led by ghostly Marowak riding atop an Arcanine, throwing a flaming Bone Club toward a particularly dark patch of the sky. Unfortunately, it fell short.

Rhys wondered if, had they not been on a mountain, the thought of trying to strike the sky would have been laughable. Still, it was well below the clouds.

Another explosion knocked the wind out of Rhys and forced him to his knees, as well as several of the other Pokémon in the area. That wasn't a normal shockwave; it rocked him down to his very spirit. Some Pokémon had passed out from the shock, waking up seconds later. He had sensed their very auras violently eject from their bodies, returning to their living shells seconds later.

Light returned to the sky in slow waves, the black sheets fading into the nothing that it had come from. A tense and heavy silence followed, nobody daring to speak. All eyes were on the horizon, which finally lost its ominous, dark aura. Already, Pokémon mumbled about Arceus' arrival and subsequent departure.

"Arceus…" Rhys sighed. What happened? He looked to the now clear sky. I have to tell them something about your brief appearance.

Dark Matter was waiting for me to leave Destiny Tower in order to strike. I cannot leave again.

Rhys squeezed his paws. I see. Very well. I will be seeing you later, then. There is another thing I need to take care of… Particularly having to do with our medical needs.

Medical?

Rhys nodded, but then realized that Arceus probably couldn't see him. There are a lot of healers, and even a talented Smeargle, but I'm positive another wave of Pokémon will be coming in need of our already exhausted supplies. We need better healing.

Better… Arceus paused. You don't mean…

Rhys winced, but projected his sigh to Arceus the best he could. I need to find Emily.






93. What's Your Name?


Chapter 84 – What's Your Name?

The once pristine labyrinth of silk and glowing halls had holes torn through them to let in the light. Har's tail flame illuminated what was left, and they soon realized from the night's rainfall that they had to keep the holes better covered. The water that seeped through the webbing made everything sticky and soggy; without Trina's Mysticism to keep it regulated, their labyrinth was literally melting around them.

Snapping Har out of his thoughts was Ani's sigh. "I don't think Trina's coming back," she said. "Something happened."

Having an icy pit in his stomach was never a good feeling for a Fire. "Those explosions made it pretty obvious," Har said. "How's Lygo doing?"

"I healed him, but he still seems shaken up," Ani said.

Lygo had been their scout; when the sky had turned black, he had tried to flee. But then the lights had cut through the darkness, and the explosions made nearly everyone pass out—including Lygo, in midair. By the time he had regained consciousness, he'd struck the ground hard.

Even with his body healed, everyone felt a lot weaker. That explosion in the sky was one of the strongest things they'd ever seen. Har hadn't seen anything like it, either, even with his past life's incomplete memories. He did have a theory, though: streaks of light from a faraway place could only be something of divine nature, surely. And if the Book of Arceus was anything to go by…

"Whatever got Trina, it seems like Arceus himself is trying to suppress it," Har said, squeezing his claws. He glanced at his bag, which felt so much heavier than usual, and at the three scarves tucked away inside. He hoped they would still be effective if he wound up choosing to give it to them, but—

No, would he be doing that? Was he supposed to do that by now?

"Har."

"Oh—you're still here." Har nodded at Ani. "Sorry. I, um. Hi."

"You've been lost in thought all day," Ani hummed, frowning. The mutant Meganium wrapped a vine around his forehead. "You feel kind of hot. Are you sure you aren't coming down with something?"

"…I'm a Fire."

"Well, yeah, but hotter than usual. I feel like if I could feel pain, I'd be bringing my vine back by now." She did so anyway, inspecting it, and then showed Har the part of her vine that had touched him. "See? It looks a little burned."

"I don't see anything, and I have Perceive. I'm fine." Har crossed his arms.

"Har, I know when you're lying," Ani said. "I don't have Perceive, but I may as well with you." She prodded him with a vine, making sure one of her thorns dug into his chest's scales. "So, what's it going to be, Har?"

Always with the rhetorical questions. Har didn't have an immediate response. Instead, he let the slowly collapsing wall to his right, and its unstable silk congealing into a shapeless mess, distract him. Ani, however, was having none of it. She would have said more had it not been for the shout from across the field, audible only because the walls that separated the corridors had long since collapsed.

"Another mutant's woken up! S-someone, help!"

Ani cursed and looked to Har. "I'm not done, but we need to do this first." Even while she spoke, she pulled herself along, and Har followed, stretching his wings to conjure himself some forward updraft.

Har twisted in the air and drilled through a thin wall of silk to get to the struggle faster—he could already sense them. The middle of it all was an Umbreon being held down by a Throh and Sawk. Those two weren't mutants—he remembered their arrival several years ago. Outlaws in hiding that turned a new leaf under Trina. Good. Much more stable than the mutants who were losing it.

This Umbreon kept struggling under their hold, spewing poison from spikes that protruded from the glowing rings on his body. It was already weakening the two Fighting Pokémon, despite their type advantage. Feral growls and hisses were the only sounds that came from Umbreon.

"He's getting loose!" Throh shouted, his grip weakening.

"Do we have any way to immobilize him?" Har shouted, landing nearby. "Thunder Wave, anything, do we—"

"This is with Thunder Wave."

Har's throat tightened and he looked down. He saw the madness in Umbreon's eyes; there was no way they were going to console that unless they put him under or subdue or bind him.

Subdue, put under—sleep!

"Does anybody have a Sleep Seed?!" Har shouted, but then tuned his horns to the bags that a few of Trina's best carried. There was one nearby, but in his panic, he didn't know whose it—it was his. Right. He kept some of them to help with restless nights.

Pulling out the Seed and ignoring its vaguely floral aroma, he motioned for Sawk to help with pulling Umbreon's mouth open. They tried to adjust, but the moment they did, sharp spikes jutted out from all sides of Umbreon and stabbed at the two Fighters' skin. They cried simultaneously, let go, and Umbreon bolted.

"No!" Har stretched his wings and conjured more updraft to fly forward, the frantic flight leaving small trails of embers behind him. His tail blazed with the extra oxygen, which in turn gave him a surge of energy like a second breath of air, and soon he was already upon the frenzied mutant.

First came a sharp, burning pain—and burning was not something that Har was used to. Then came a much more familiar, icy chill that spread dully through his flesh, and he knew that Umbreon had used his strange, poison spikes. Didn't matter; he had to power through.

"Calm down, you—" He shoved the Sleep Seed into Umbreon's mouth and gripped his muzzle firmly afterward.

"It's okay," Har continued, somewhere between a growl and a whisper. "You'll sleep, we'll keep you safe, we'll calm you down, okay? We'll figure it out."

Umbreon wasn't receptive, but at the very least, the seed went down.

Har waited. And waited. And waited.

Nothing was happening. Why wasn't it—

Distracted, Har lost his grip on Umbreon, who suddenly broke him his hold, blasted him with a volley of spikes to his snout and chest, and then bolted away. Har roared and spat a gout of fire randomly ahead, hitting only the air. He tried again, unable to see with his eyes but perfectly aware of Umbreon's trajectory regardless. Umbreon hopped to the left and bolted past a few passerby mutants who didn't react in time.

"Get him!" Har shouted, but he knew it was useless. Umbreon was gone. He rummaged angrily through his bag and pulled out a Heal Seed, trying to ignore the cold sting of the poison, and bit down.

Why did he even bother? Of course it wouldn't work.

"Please tell me Pecha Berries aren't broken," Har begged, turning to face Ani, who had finally caught up with him. He ignored her empathetic wince and said, "Yeah, I know, it looks bad—heal me, please."

"I need to take out those spikes first," Ani said.

"Fine, just…" Har's words were slurred, and he realized only then how badly the poison was coursing through him. "Just do somethi…"

The world was a tunnel of light, and then darkness.


Charizard nuzzled Charmander on the back of his neck. In reply, Charmander growled and crossed his arms, looking away. A learned behavior from all his exposure to humans, but Charizard had always said that was a good thing.

"Humans are dumb."

Charizard sighed, looking over at Marowak, who seemed more interested in the boulders in the distance. Marowak understood; Charmander knew that. Because he used to be feral, and he didn't really get to know humans until after meeting Charizard. But… He still respected them, for some reason. And Charmander didn't understand that.

"They aren't dumb, Smallflame," Charizard said. "Not all of them. Some humans… are worthy of your time."

"Some." Charmander spat a small ember on the ground. "What if I get a dumb one?"

"Then leave them." Charizard smiled, prodding at Charmander again.

"Then they'll be too weak." As far as Charmander was concerned, if he picked a human, he was going to have to stay with them so they didn't get into any trouble.

Charmander looked at his other siblings—they were all sparring with one another under the oversight of Redscale. He had never picked a human. He had stayed behind to help the others pick theirs. Why couldn't he be like Redscale?

Charizard never answered him. And he knew Charizard wouldn't answer him if he tried today. So, instead, he tried a new question. "…Fine. Tell me about your human."

Charizard looked down. "What?"

"Your human. What about her? She gave you a name. And she trained with you. So, what about her?"

In all honesty, Charmander hadn't paid much attention when Charizard talked about her human. He only knew the basics that every Pokémon in their family knew: That humans had the power to give Pokémon human names. Names that they didn't know how to say themselves, but the humans could. Their strange language barrier; Pokémon and humans understood each other through feelings, not words, but that was usually enough.

But to be given a name… Was it really that important to Charizard? What was her human name? He never knew. He rarely heard her human name, because apparently Charizard didn't like anybody else to use it except for her trainer. And she…

Charizard's eyes briefly showed her age. Beneath the eternal flame were ancient embers that had long since settled down: little imperfections under her eyes, faded scales that speckled her face. Old scars from battles and troubles that a simple potion couldn't heal in time. Charmander rarely noticed them; that was just how Charizard looked. So why was he seeing them now?

She had a wide smile on her face, but her eyes were sad. The old mother picked Charmander up and cradled him in her arms; he curled up on reflex, ready to listen to another bedtime story.

"She was wonderful."


Owen groaned, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. It was wet. He grimaced, looking blurrily at his fists. Rubbing his cheeks came; they were wet with tears, which confused him. The Charmander wiped them away and yawned for a second time, trying to understand the cause of the heaviness he felt in his chest.

Charizard… He looked at the bowl, frowning. He remembered a Charizard, but it was such a fleeting thought. It felt so long ago. Maybe it was just a dream?

It was never that simple. That was where the heaviness was coming from, but it all felt so vague. The dream had all but evaporated, and it wasn't like there was anything he could do about it anyway.

He took one step and suddenly doubled over, grunting in pain. His stomach felt horrible. Had he even slept for long? It felt like his insides were on fire—everything felt like some kind of rushed blur, now that he thought about it. His muscles ached. And he smelled something foul nearby.

He looked to the left, spotting the remains of the bowl of food he'd eaten. The bowl of himself? At this point he decided that he should just get used to that thought. But the stew had congealed since he'd last eaten it, and simply reheating it probably wasn't going to be good enough this time around. Out of tiny desperation, Owen inspected the soup, but it radiated a foul presence that made even his feral instincts recoil.

He stepped back and into something else. The sound of a half-full bowl clattered dully against his ankle. With a grimace, he shook his foot of more rotten food, but a different foul odor still permeated the air.

Wait—that's my breath.

It smelled like bile. And then Owen remembered—in vague, dizzy flashes—what had happened. He had been eating the stew, which had settled badly in his stomach. Then, he'd tried to stuff more of it down in an effort to keep as much nutrition in him as possible… And then…

That backfired.

He rubbed at his cheeks, chipping away at dried bits of uneaten—and formerly eaten—food that stuck to his scales. The pain in his stomach, he assumed, was a mixture of emptiness and lingering food poisoning.

Was he better or worse off than before he found this stew? Psychologically, he was probably better. Physically? Owen wasn't sure anymore. But he needed to find water next. The closest he had to that was the tree taffy. He probably had to spend another few moments in that forest…

He looked at the uneaten food—what a waste—but knew that this time, he couldn't act out of desperation. The next one could kill him. He didn't even know what that would truly mean this time around, either.

Trying to spit out the remaining taste of bile, Owen left the cave, felt for rumbles, and continued north to the dead forest. It was far away, like a black line in the horizon across a canvas of purple, windswept fields. The great plateaus towered over him as always, but Owen was starting to notice little distinctions in each one. Lumpy, straight, a little angular. Each plateau had their own personality. The one he just left felt particularly sassy.

Compared to the walks that he'd taken before, this one felt simultaneously longer and shorter. It was shorter because, as far as the number of steps he'd vaguely counted, they were the fewest by far. Yet between his lingering nausea, his lack of proper food in… a while, and the lack of water, it felt like he'd been walking for longer than all his other trips combined.

He had stopped caring about the rumbling a while ago, getting a sense of how near and far they were. The small ones didn't scare him anymore; whatever those titanic things were, they were at least three or four rows of plateaus away when the shakes were at that intensity.

A defiant-looking plateau had its head eternally tilted upward, challenging the sky to blow it down. Owen wished he could be like that, so tall and unmoving. There had been a lot of people in Kilo who looked up to him. Demitri, Mispy, Gahi—he was finally becoming their leader. Then this happened.

And Zena… Was she okay? Could she be lost here, too? How many times could she have been killed, the way he had, and the way Amia had? So many others to find, and he had no idea where any of them were—or if they were still fighting in Kilo.

The defiant plateau was behind him, and up ahead, the final plateau before the forest, was a tired one. The cliffside sagged like an overweight Nidoking, huffing and puffing after climbing the Heart HQ stairs. Owen could relate. He was fit, but he was starting to feel the fatigue of no proper meals—none held down, at least. But he couldn't stop. They were probably looking for him the same way he was for them.

He eventually got to the edge of the forest, prioritizing the water first. Without having to worry about going back to Amia this time, he simply followed the forest edge. Maybe he'd happen upon a river.

But first, he needed something to get his tongue to stop feeling so sticky and dry. He channeled some Steel energy into his claws, slashing at the nearest tree. Just like the ones deeper in, the tree had some inner bark for him to tear away, though not as much, and not quite as juicy. He was tempted to go deeper inside where the ground was moist, but decided, for now, to not risk it. Some basic energy would do for now.

After tearing enough pieces for himself, he continued along the forest perimeter, silently hoping that he'd find some lead on what he was supposed to do next.

Water. Everyone needed water. If he followed a river, maybe he'd find the others. And maybe Zena would be inside.


Dull, intense pain wracked Har's body. He groaned a few times until he realized he was awake, or that he had passed out at all. Gentle claws held his shoulder.

"Stay down," Lygo said, and the Flygon pressed a little harder to force Har to stop moving.

"Umbreon…"

"Ran off," Lygo said. "It's too late—sorry. But that's how it is." Lygo squeezed his hands together, claws digging into his palms. "We're trying to keep the ones that didn't run away stable, but that's by force right now. They're all asleep. But when they wake up, what?"

Har's heart sank. "Are they stable?"

"For now…"

Ax's voice sounded from somewhere far away. "He awake?"

"Yeah!" Lygo called back. When he took his claws off Har to wave them down, Har tried to get up again. Lygo's tail smashed him back into the silk.

"Get off me—" Har tried to stand again, but overwhelming fatigue washed over him and he collapsed on his own. "Why aren't I healed?"

"You need to rest," Lygo said firmly. "That Umbreon's poison is persistent, and we're out of Pechas. The ones we used on you weren't too effective on that poison, so you just need to hold still."

His vision was blurry, but he could make out the vaguely green figures of the Flygon, Meganium, and Haxorus. Lygo pulled him up and kept him level, while Ani used her vines to prevent Har from leaning too far in any direction.

"I feel like I just ate Ani's cooking," Har mumbled.

Ani let go of Har and let him collapse.

"Just take it easy," Ax said. "Har—the whole labyrinth is falling apart. We have no idea what to do. Do we just stay put until Trina comes back? Or—"

"I don't think Trina's coming back," Har stated. "Something… happened. The whole place wouldn't be falling apart if she was still around."

Somehow, this thought felt even worse than the poison that still ran through his blood, circling through him in toxic waves from his head to his tail.

"We have to try to rebuild with what we have and salvage the mutants who aren't going crazy. And… and you guys are staying sane, too, right?"

Ani nodded. "Don't worry."

Lygo shifted his weight and murmured, "We'll tell you if we're feeling off."

"I thought Trina cured us of this," Ax added, tugging at one of his tusks. "We were supposed to be past this, y'know? But—"

"It was Mystic power," Ani concluded. "We have to be careful."

"Too much stress might set us off," Har added, feeling a phantom madness settling in his head that felt simultaneously familiar and foreign.

The poison made relaxing difficult, but he could at least try to breathe. His flame still provided him with a gentle warmth that spread through the rest of his system, and that was reassuring enough. He felt awful, slumped down in a pile of melting silk, but he wasn't dying. He did sense, however, that the other three were bothered.

"You guys should help out the others," Har said, screwing his eyes shut. "I'm useless right now. I'll help out when my body fights off this stuff."

"We will," Ax said, "but…"

"Right." Lygo nodded, shifting to his other foot. "There's something else we wanted to ask you."

"The scarves," Ani added.

"Not now," Har mumbled, rolling over and away, shielding his head from the rest of them with his wings. "Too tired."

"Owe—Har," Ani said, narrowing her eyes. She wrapped a vine around his wing and pulled, but Har refused to budge. Puffing out her cheeks, she pulled harder, but the Charizard growled in response.

"What part of tired don't you understand?"

"Why did Trina give those to you?" Lygo asked. "C'mon, there're three of them, and three of us. Where's yours?"

"They're—you know, stuff," Har said. "Was meant for… a ceremony."

"A ceremony" Ani said. "One only you know about? We asked about those scarves with the others and they had no idea."

"Well, that's because Trina only got around to telling me about it," Har explained, weaving an even greater lie. Much like the silk around them, though, he feared it was rapidly deteriorating.

"What's it for?" Ani pressed, her grip around his wing getting stronger.

"I wasn't supposed to say because—"

Ani abruptly wrapped two vines around Har's arm and pulled it back and around, twisting the scales. Har yelped, which transitioned into a desperate whine and wail.

"Stop, stop, stop!" Har shouted, but trying to pull away only made it worse. "S-stop! I'm already dying—you'll kill me!"

"What's it about?" Ani asked, twisting a little harder.

Har kicked and flailed his tail, waving flames over Ani's vines, but she was completely unfazed.

"Ani, c'mon," Ax said, backing down. "If he doesn't want to tell us—"

"No." Ani grabbed a third vine and curled it around Har's neck; he tensed.

"Wh-what're you doing?" Har squeaked, realizing that Ani had pressed him down while he wasn't paying attention. He was too weak to fight back.

"Negotiations," Ani replied, bringing another vine up to her mouth. She wrapped her maw around it; Har's eyes widened with horror as thick globs of saliva coated the tip.

"Oh boy, here we go," Lygo rolled his eyes, though he didn't make an effort to stop her.

"Ani, wait," Har said. "C-can't we work this out? I—AAH!"

She twisted his arm again, and the wet vine slithered toward one of Har's earholes.

"No, no, wait!" Har begged, craning his neck as far as it could go.

"Tell us," Ani said threateningly.

"No!"

The vine was getting very close. He could smell it. A mixture of cut grass, berries, morning breath—Oh Mew, what did she eat?!—It was about to enter him and rot his brain.

In his panic, though, a moment of clarity passed through, and he wondered if Ani had sensed it from the start: the flame on his tail didn't have any blaze of battle. Was he really fighting back? It certainly didn't feel like it; he didn't know what he was trying to preserve anymore. He didn't know why they were so fixated on the scarves; he hadn't said anything. Maybe he really was still easy to read…

Ani's absurd negotiation tactic—it was completely like her to force the truth out like this. He didn't want to lose that… yet…

"Fine—" Har said, sucking in a breath. He held it. Then he went on, "I'll talk."

"Hmph." Ani loosened her hold and drew back. Lygo and Ax both avoided Ani's slimy vine.

Har muttered under his breath and rolled to a slightly more comfortable position, eventually stopping on his belly to help his stomach settle. The combination of Ani's threat and the ongoing poison wasn't doing his gut any favors.

"So?" Ax asked, poking his claws together. "What's it supposed to be for? The ceremony?"

Har looked the three over, hesitating, like this would be the final time that he would get to see them as they were. Yet, they had this grave look in their eyes that tempted him so badly to turn up his Perceive. He'd know instantly what they were thinking if he did, but…. It would also break their trust. He couldn't do that to them.

Not that he wasn't already going to do that.

The words didn't come. He felt like a Charmeleon staring down an endless cliff. No wings to carry him over. If he stepped forward, would that be the end? Or would he evolve? That was too optimistic.

But a great, saliva-covered monster was threatening his brain. He had to jump.

"It's not a ceremony," Har said, sighing in defeat. It wasn't even the threat of Ani that was making him speak, at this point. Once he promised to tell them, he couldn't back out. Because… "You guys are my friends—so you deserve to know. They were… dispel Scarves. Just like how Owen made one to dispel Ghrelle's power over that Aerodactyl guy, or at least suppress the effects… Trina made one that would completely nullify something she did to you three."

"Nullify?" Ax said. "Like what?"

And just then, the words died in Har's throat, all momentum lost.

"Keep talking," Ani said.

That was enough. "Y-your memories. Trina altered them."

"How?" Ani asked, though it was more like a demand. Ax and Lygo were uncharacteristically quiet, like the shock had rendered them speechless, yet all he saw from them on the surface were downcast eyes and little, sideways movements to adjust their footing.

"I'm—I'm not the only one who has false memories of being the original Alloy," Har explained.

"Okay," Ani said, her vines curling and uncurling. "So, all three of us used to be them, too?"

"We were never them," Har said immediately, trying to rise to his feet, but a wave of dizziness made him fall again. Ani didn't help him up, and Ax and Lygo were both still motionless. "We were born with fake memories based on their most recent experiences, and that's all. We were supposed to replace them when everything went wrong the first time, but we were never them. And—and you guys couldn't handle that, so when we found Trina, you asked her to remove those memories and start fresh, and when she offered it to me, I refused, and—"

He didn't realize until the claws dug into his shoulders that Lygo had approached. Shortly after, it was Ax on the other side, while Ani slid to stand in front of him.

"Breathe," Ax said softly.

"It's alright," Lygo said. "We kinda figured."

"What—" Har tried to look at all three of them at once, but eventually settled on Ani. There was no way they could have deduced that far, yet they weren't at all surprised. If anything, they looked relieved.

She nodded, then looked at the bag in the corner of the room. "So that's what they'll do?"

"Yes." Har looked away.

A late morning breeze carried the smell of smoke from a distant fire. Har remembered a time when Ani had tried to make a fancy dish he'd read about in a cookbook. It had been the most terrible thing he'd ever eaten.

"How come you never told us?" Ani asked.

That one was probably the worst question of all. "I'm really tired, guys," Har said, but he knew none of them were going to buy it. He didn't have to look at, nor Perceive, Ani's glare to feel it. "…I didn't want to lose you."

"Lose us," Ax repeated. "You mean the fresh start that we had, even though you still had those fake-Owen memories? Because we couldn't handle it? Why did you even keep yours?"

"I—I don't know," Har said. "I felt like I couldn't have, or that I shouldn't have. Because if I lost my memories, too, what's that going to mean for… anything about what we used to be? I felt like it would have lost something if I did… lost forever if we all forgot. And look!" He motioned vaguely westward. "We knew about what was going on with the real ones that we were based on. Living in endless cycles of forgetting everything—a fog that kept them from being who they really were! I didn't… want to have all of us go through that. I needed to be the escape. And I…"

"And you still didn't tell us," Ani stated flatly.

Har suddenly had to swallow, the back of his throat tasting like bile. He'd spent so many nights staring at the ceiling with only his flame to keep him company. Nightmares, recurring ones, about his body dissolving into a great void, and then being reborn as a faceless doll. He never saw the faces of his team there; they had always been blank. He always held masks of them, but the masks were tearful. He couldn't bear to return them.

"I just don't get it," Ax said, frowning. "You wanted to hold onto a legacy that you hated because it wasn't yours, but you also didn't want us to regain it and catch up to you and everything you knew?"

He swallowed it back down and breathed. Still, no words followed.

"…Why, then?" Ani asked. "We chose to get rid of it. And after that, I guess Trina planned to give it back to us one day. Left it to you? Never told us?"

Everything felt tight and claustrophobic. Lygo and Ax were right next to him and somehow it felt like they towered over him. Those vines would squeeze what little life remained in his poisoned body, and maybe he deserved it, because he had no right to withhold that kind of information from them—their precious memories. The very thing he wanted to protect for some twisted, backwards reason, he hid from them.

All because… "I was… afraid I'd lose the new you. And it'd all just be fake again. Fake us. Fake me. At least this way… you guys were able to come up with your own personalities without the way Eon wanted you to be."

Ani frowned, sighing. "Trina's not here to give you therapy," she muttered. "…Whatever." She slid toward the bag, tugging it open. "Then are we allowed to wear them?"

"Y-you… I can't…" Har, defeated, collapsed back onto the ground. "I don't have a right to stop you."

"Did you ever have that right?" Ani asked, and Har realized that, indeed, keeping his Perceive off was the best choice. He didn't want to know how Ani felt just then, because her voice shook for the first time.

Har wasn't sure if she would hear him, but he mumbled under his breath, "No. I'm sorry."

Ani took the three out and tossed one to Lygo, then another to Ax. All three of them stared at it, then down at Har, who peeked out at them from between his claws. They all waited, and when Har realized this, he rolled onto his back and slowly sat up. The dizziness came the first time and he had to stop; Ani spared a few vines to prop him up afterward.

"Right now?" Har said, feeling, for some reason, small. "You're doing this right now?"

"Should we?" Ani said.

"It's—it might be stressful," Har said.

"Maybe. But so is anticipating it, right?" Ani pulled the scarf a little closer, a few simple motions away from wrapping it around her neck. Har only saw it as a deadly knot to suck the life out of everything he knew about them… And yet, would it also be a return to what they used to be?

"Har," Ani said, and Har willed himself to maintain eye contact again. "What's my name?"

"Your—your name?" Har asked the Meganium. "It's… Ani right now." Because he didn't know what would happen after.

"And you?" Ax spoke up, anxiously plucking and reattaching one of his tusks. "What's your name? What would we call you?"

"I…" Why was he shaking? "Just—tell me after. We'll see. I—just do what you want. I'll answer to either, just—just do it already. Please."

He couldn't stop his jaw from quivering and he hated it. This was absurd—he was going to get them back! He would finally get his team back! His friends, his companions… their false memories still bound them together. And what else did they have? No—it was with Trina. Their friendship had been recreated under Trina… Was he better off that way?

His 'true' counterpart's shining eyes flashed in his mind. So happy and full of life despite everything he'd gone through. And then there was him, the fake, with suppressed friends and no true identity. Miserable. But now he was losing even that to another veil of artificial memories…

But it was what they wanted. And according to Trina, memories, no matter how they were acquired, were eternal. It would be with them forever; the seal would eventually break. This was… inevitable.

So, he only watched, his eyes trying to remember every detail about them. And once again, he was tempted to use his Perceive to remember even more… But he didn't. And he instead nodded, claws weakly digging into his palms, and waited.

Ani did it first, then Lygo, and then Ax. Ax had trouble tying it together, so Lygo helped and brought it around his neck.

"…Well?" Har choked.

There were no lights; no gasps; not even a startled blink. More than ever, Har wanted to know for sure how they felt, but with his eyes alone, he knew something was amiss.

"It's not working?" he asked, and then a pit of ice pulled his stomach down. "Trina… If she's gone, then her influence would be—the Mystic aura in those—"

Ani's frown deepened, and then she looked to Ax and Lygo. They both blinked in some silent agreement toward her.

"We already got them back," Ani finally said.

The shock left Har numb. He didn't fully understand the words they had said, only that he wasn't supposed to be reacting so silently. Yet he couldn't find it in him to say anything.

"Our memories," Ani clarified with a subdued smile.

Har tried and failed to get up, smashing his face into some of the lumpy silk. It tasted like feet. Sputtering and coughing, rubbing his tongue on his claws, he panted and ignored the quiet giggles coming from Lygo.

He settled for resting most of his weight on his arm again. "Why didn't you tell me?!" he shouted, a sudden, seething anger putting a pressure on his neck and forehead. "I—I was getting all worked up over something that already happened, and—"

"Because now we're even," Ani said, her subdued smile becoming a playful smirk.

"Hmph." Lygo crossed his arms. "Lie by omission to us, then fine, we'll do the same to you." After a second of seriousness, a wry smile broke the façade.

Ax fiddled with one of his tusks, tugging it out to twirl around his claws. "And if you're wondering… We don't feel too different. It was weird to get our memories back, but that was always the plan, even if we forgot. When we first lost them, Trina took us to the side, away from you, for the procedure… But it was actually just to sort out when we'd get them back."

"Trina said memories were eternal," Lygo added. "We'd get them back eventually under Mystic influence, and Trina has a lot of that. But the timing on when we got them would mean a lot… Guess she was right." He looked at his claws, then at Har.

"And—and your accent," Har said. "Gahi had a—"

"Ehh…" Lygo shrugged. "I feel it slipping, but I think I'll stick with speaking properly. Leave the broken speech to Gahi."

"And Ani," Har said. "Your…"

Ani shrugged. "I've never had trouble talking. I don't really know why the real Mispy can't. Maybe Nevren got around to finding out what was going on with my speech center."

"Then… then which ones are you?" Har asked, wings drooping.

The three looked at one another, perplexed. When it seemed that nobody had an answer, Ani asked, "What do you mean? I thought you didn't tell us because you were scared to lose us, or something?" She leaned forward, several vines creeping over Har's legs. "What, did you want to be Owen again?"

"I—" Har paused. "I don't know."

"Well, who do you want us to be?" Ani leaned forward. "Ani, or Mispy?"

"I don't know!" Har blurted, trying to pull away, but Ani didn't let up. She kept staring with that intense glare in her eyes. "I just—you pick! It's not my choice!"

"What do you mean?" Lygo asked, standing on Ani's right. Ax stood to the left.

"I—" Har's words echoed in his head, everything feeling askew, like the whole world was tilted to the left. "I chose to be Har," he began slowly, "because I wasn't Owen. But I sorta wished I was Owen, too, because—I mean, duh, it's what I started off with." He watched their eyes and paused. Despite the fact that they were waiting for him, Har felt lighter.

"It's wasn't fair to leave you guys without memories. Now that you have them all… Pick." He lowered his head, trying to suppress his shaking. He was at their mercy, after finally telling them the truth. He remembered how horribly they'd screamed at Eon, how they had blasted him away and fled the lab. Would the same happen now?

Perhaps the artificial apple didn't fall far from the rotten tree.

"Why?" Ani asked.

He thought he felt Ani's vines digging into his scales, but it was all in his mind. A quick glance verified she was just watching him, not advancing nor backing away.

His flame felt so cold.

"It's not my choice," Har whispered. "I already lied to you guys once and tried to manipulate you into… something. I was afraid of change—that was it." The realization was enough for him to latch onto, even if he wasn't sure it was true. "But now it's done, and… I'm ready to just see what happens." Lighter and lighter; he was shaking, but it was easier to breathe.

Ani eased her stance into something taller, looking down at Har with narrowed eyes. "So I can be Ani or Mispy?"

Har nodded. "Whichever."

Ani looked to Lygo, who nodded. Then to Ax, who also nodded.

"Does it matter?" Ani asked.

Har blinked, looking up. "What—" He didn't know how to finish, so he let them continue.

"We weren't able to handle it, so we ran away to hide in our minds," Lygo said. "You weathered the storm for us. I don't think the name you pick, or we pick, matters anymore. We feel like… us." He smiled a little wider. "And you're still you, to me."

At this, Ax and Ani nodded firmly.

Far to their right, a part of the silken maze sagged, even more of Trina's abode collapsing gently around them with a soft sigh. Har couldn't see. Everything was a blurry mixture of white silk and green bodies; Ani's form faded into Ax's, and then Lygo, those red flecks for his wings, got closer.

He hadn't realized it until then, but his breathing was so quick that he was becoming lightheaded again. Deep, rumbling whimpers escaped his throat against his wishes. He tried to speak but it came out as a babble. His expression twisted into an ugly grimace, shaky gasps parting his jaws. "I—I'm s-so…"

"By the stars," Lygo said, and Har could at least hear him. "You're a mess."

And then Har wailed, covering his eyes with his claws. His wings shielded him from the outside world, his sobs amplified within the protective shell. Two sets of claws held him by the shoulders and vines wrapped around his torso; three heads pressed against him on all sides, and in that instance, those relieved, sad sobs became happy tremors. He opened his wings enough to let them in, then his arms, and he cried into their shoulders. Tears weaved between scales and onto the damp ground. Their pressure relieved him, and he wanted to pull them even closer, even if it crushed his bones.

"I'm sorry," Har sobbed. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry—"

"I'm sorry, too," Ani replied.

"You cry too much for a Fire," Ax whispered.

"I know, I—I know."

Little murmurs and gentle nothings eventually brought Har down to an occasional sniffle, but now he was grinning more than he'd ever grinned before. "I—I really don't know," Har admitted. "I've been Owen, but I feel like Har, too."

"Same," they all admitted.

"But the real ones are still around, too," Har said. "And we have our own n-names anyway."

"So, stick with Har?" Ani asked. "For practical reasons."

"Are we sure the real ones are still okay?" Ax said. "Trina went to where they are, and she's not back…"

Har didn't want to think about that, but his tail flame dimmed anyway. "Let's stay optimistic."

"Guess I'm Ani, then." The Meganium relented.

"Yeah," Ax agreed. "I'll stay as Ax—I'm used to it."

"Yeah, and Lygo sounds cool," Lygo said, grinning.

Har frowned and rubbed the back of his head. "I'm sorry I prolonged it for so long."

"Aah, who cares," Lygo dismissed with a wave. "We're as whole as can be, so now all that's just the past." He cracked his neck, then nestled a little closer to Har. "I'm just happy I don't feel lost anymore."

Har flinched, staring at Lygo, wordless.

"…What? Did I say something weird?" Lygo asked.

And just then, a thousand pounds left his shoulders. "No," Har replied, a smile creeping from the left side of his face into a full grin. "I think you just helped explain something I couldn't."

They stayed together for a while longer, and Har didn't complain. There was something special about being next to one another, rather than being fused or fighting or simply in the same room. He needed more of this. And for the first time, it didn't feel like a lie.

"No more secrets," Ani said to Har.

"None," Har agreed. He basked in their warm silence for a little while longer as he played the conversation in his head over and over.

"We've got a lot to fix around here," Ax hummed, glancing at the last of the silk ruins.

"Yeah," Har agreed, sighing. He had no idea what the path forward would be like for them. But at least they had each other.

"I think we'll manage it," Lygo affirmed.

Amid the collapsing silken labyrinth, the sunlight shined through the dewdrop treetops. Bright skies warmed their scales and Har's flame returned to a vibrant orange.


Author's Note: Special thanks to a new beta reader to my beta team, this time Ambyssin, author of the completed Guiding Light, and the in-progress Path of Valor! You should give his works a read!






94. A Bright, Dark Storm


Chapter 85 –A Bright, Dark Storm

As it turned out, God appearing in the town square led to much more activity than usual. Rhys hadn't heard Arceus' name said so often since he'd actually been mortal, blurry as those memories were. Scouts had announced another town to the southwest had been attacked, and the assumption was another rogue mutant or two. Rhys was less certain; it was near the strange, dark blotch on the map that was rarely visited, after all. Void's Basin, they called it. Not even plants grew there.

Still, perhaps there had been a mutant wandering around that area without supervision. There was a Dungeon there, but explorations turned up nothing, not even a wild Pokémon. Then again, it was just a lifeless crater from the first war. With everything going upside-down, perhaps it warranted another check.

But that wasn't important now. What was important was the result: another group of badly injured Pokémon on a voyage that may have lasted the entire day or longer. Fliers had come first, claiming a whole village was coming for help, and in return, Elder had coordinated for their fliers to return and bring the injured back.

One of the Hearts, a Donphan, approached Rhys. He had no badge, for he wasn't a true Heart, but he was with their administration. The countless assistants that kept the organization running, even if they did not participate directly in the rescue efforts. His words were grave.

"We're running out of supplies. We don't have the space or the power to heal another wave of them."

And when he asked again if there were any stray supplies, extra donations, anything, he got the same answer: They didn't know what worked and what didn't.

That only redoubled his resolve. After locating him at the top of the Heart HQ, Rhys tapped Elder on the shell. "I'm leaving to find Emily."

Elder understood within seconds. There was a flurry of activity around them, extra Pokémon at the front desk to gather up and triage Dungeon missions. Elder glanced at his own bulky shell in the way of everyone's footwork and hauled himself to the edge of the room, nearby a small, potted Chesto bush that was stripped recently of its berries.

Rhys knelt down and wrapped his arm around Elder's outstretched neck, careful of his spike like it was muscle memory. Even after all this time, he still remembered to do that. Rhys smiled faintly at the thought.

When Rhys pulled away, he asked, "Will you be able to handle things while I'm gone?"

"Oho, they'll handle themselves." Elder nodded in the direction of the Hearts. "Anam taught them how to self-direct quite well. Even without their leadership, they know where to go, what to do…"

Rhys decided not to comment on the fact that it was probably because Anam rarely gave direct orders to begin with. James had been the main director. "They still need central leadership. Elder, that isn't something you're used to."

"I will last the day," Elder assured him, a confident plume of white smoke escaping the top of his shell. "I have Willow, ADAM, and even Manny and his spirits to help. Manny seems to have experience being a leader, too. So, one Lucario for another, hm?"

Rhys smiled back. "All right. Then I'll be back with Emily." He stood, though he hesitated again, wondering if going alone would be a good idea. But he couldn't afford to bring anybody else with him for something as simple as getting Emily. Everyone else was needed to help with stabilizing Kilo Village.

"Take care," Elder said. "If you aren't back by sundown, I'll send for help."

That only made Rhys' anxieties worsen. "You don't think it's that perilous, do you? Granted, ocean flight may take some time, and I suppose it might be a strain…"

"Would you like me to get someone to help?" Elder offered. "Perhaps Willow? She's a wonderful flier, after all."

"Perhaps that would be wise. But that would take Manny away; we shouldn't risk him transferring to another realm…"

"Could we ask ADAM? Though, he isn't a very fast flier…"

Rhys hummed, mind flashing back to that Smeargle. Perhaps he could check on him one more—no, his aura had been so small and reserved. He wouldn't be of much help should something go wrong. And seeing Lugia might overwhelm him.

"Then I'll be cautious," Rhys finally concluded. "I'll try to call out to you should something go wrong, Elder. Take care."

"I suppose you could also call upon Arceus for assistance," Elder said.

"He may be occupied." Rhys walked toward the Heart HQ exit. "But I will keep that in mind."

With one last smile, Rhys stepped out of the Heart HQ and down the stairs. He passed by an Electrode cautiously rolling down the steps, and then a nearby Ariados looking conflicted about one of the missions that she had claimed.

They were all going to be fighting for Kilo, both the town and the world. Rhys clenched his jaw. This was no time to admire the hard work of the others.

He descended the worn-down, stone stairs, walked the long-flattened streets, trodden by countless Pokémon going in and out of all the buildings and Heart facilities that were, at this point, at capacity.

"Good luck," Rhys murmured to nobody. Then, aura concentrated under his feet and in his paws, and finally, he jumped. In seconds, Kilo Mountain was a small mound behind him, the southern forests emerging from the horizon.


Nobody was coming to check on Rim. Nevren was really busy, but did that mean he had to forget about her? That wasn't fair.

Lavender tried to keep his steps soft, though his hard talons didn't allow for a lot of noise reduction. He'd transform into something quieter, but of the spirits within him, his go-to stealth Pokémon weren't with him, and frustration kept him from trying other forms. Silvally it was.

The backup power he'd provided to the lab's main generator was doing well; the lights no longer flickered, and none of the active incubation chambers had warning lights. However, according to Nevren, whatever species he had accidentally turned Rim into, it was taking up a lot of energy. It was a fully evolved Pokémon instead of the lowest form, which would have been much more energy efficient.

Instead, she'd become a Cherrim, and now, her body was almost completely formed. Hidden behind thick, huge, purple petals, Rim stirred weakly inside the fluid, occasionally trying to move, but never getting very far.

"Auntie Rim?" Lavender said, leaning against the cylinder, pecking gently. He was careful that it wasn't hard enough to leave any cracks or dents in the container.

Rim didn't answer. Lavender's eyes shifted to a cosmic pink, reading for any vague feelings or thoughts that might come from her. It was garbled; Rim must have been drifting in and out of consciousness. Frowning, Lavender backed away and turned toward the sound of heavy paw pads.

"Lucas?" Lavender fanned out his head crest, switching to Fire to help him feel more welcome.

The Houndoom—his Mega state gone—growled in a subdued but happy greeting and nuzzled under Lavender's cheek bolt.

"Aw, hey, Lucas," Lavender greeted, bending down to bump his beak against his snout, and Lucas replied by playfully nipping at the metal. Lavender didn't really understand why Lucas did that. Nevren had said it was some kind of pack respect instinct among feral Houndoom to bite at the muzzle, or maybe it was playfulness? Either way, Lucas' tail wagging was enough of an indicator that he was in a better mood than before.

Lucas got on his hind legs and pressed his paws against Rim's chamber, tilting his head with concern.

"It's okay," Lavender assured. "She's gonna be fine. See? The light's green."

Lucas followed where Lavender pointed, but then looked back at Rim and whined.

"Aww, Lucas." Lavender dipped his head under Lucas' chest and pushed him away from the chamber. "She just needs more rest. It's probably going to be a few weeks before she's out and about again. We just have to wait, alright? Besides, we need to help the mutants take care of themselves. With just Uncle Nev taking care of us, it might be hard to, you know…"

Lucas whined again, his tail between his legs.

"I know," Lavender said. "But don't worry—Dad'll be back one day. He's strong! He's just fighting! Same as Nate. He's still resting, right? Does he seem okay?"

Lucas whined again.

"Oh… He's still weak."

Another whine confirmed it, and then a longer, extended one that nearly became a howl. Lavender sighed and nuzzled him again, trying to stay positive.

"Look," the Silvally said, "everything seems kind of crazy right now, but, umm… but we still need to stay positive! Otherwise, um, otherwise we won't really be doing any good for anyone, right? So… I know!" Lavender perked up. "Let's go see how Uncle's doing! He might know what to do. He's super smart about it."

With a bark, Lucas was already sprinting down the lab, and Lavender followed, empty green cylinders flying past him in a blur. That quickly transitioned to white halls and closed corridors, eerily empty now that most of the mutants were under curfew to keep them calm. At least they were obedient there, each one hiding away in their Poké Balls. That always seemed to calm their minds enough to not escape and cause trouble.

After making their way to the teleportation wall, they took a good guess on which floor Nevren was in and headed to floor nine. There, Lucas sniffed the air and then barked, leading the way.

"You found him?" Lavender kept pace easily, conjuring some tailwind while his eyes flashed into a baby blue.

After a few more turns they stopped in front of a locked door. For an extra second, Lucas' panting and the clicking of Lavender's talons echoed back to them. Lucas whined loudly and pawed at the metallic, flat blockage, but it didn't budge.

"If it's not opening, he must've locked himself inside," Lavender said. Then, raising his voice, he called, "Uncle Nev! You okay in there?"

He pecked at the door. His eyes darkened to a blackish purple. "Maybe I can sneak in," he told Lucas, sinking halfway into the shadows. Before he could go further, the door slid open, revealing Nevren and a medium-sized device that was about as large as his star-shaped head.

"Ah," Nevren greeted, nodding. "Hello. Sorry for scaring you with my silence. I was deep in concentration."

"What's that?" Lavender pointed his beak at the device. It was mostly transparent with a few glowing wires attached to tiny, pebble-sized orbs, one pink, another cyan.

"A prototype using a few knick-knacks around my room," Nevren explained leisurely. "I just need some of the components for a proof of concept. You see, while a lot of chaos has come up, something peculiar that I can actually investigate is Hot Spot Dungeon. And since Step is handling the recovery of the mutants, and Arceus and Nate and such are handling Dark Matter… why not dabble in some research?"

"That sounds fine," Lavender agreed, having no idea what he'd said.

Nevren placed the strange device on his work bench, and Lavender peeked inside. It was surprisingly barren; most of his equipment must have been in Kilo Village. Too bad traveling there wasn't going to be easy anymore…

"Uncle Nev," Lavender said, moving to the side to allow Lucas through the doorway. "How come the sky's falling?"

"Ah, just an incoming war at best," Nevren said. "Nothing we can do for now, but perhaps with some ingenuity, I can change that." He didn't even look up from the notebook on his desk.

"Um… what exactly are you gonna do with that?" Lavender asked, pointing at the odd device with pink and cyan stones.

Nevren raised the device with an aura of Psychic energy. "Well, assuming all goes as planned, which it usually doesn't," he explained, "I'm going to create a Dungeon."


Zero Isle was far behind Rhys; far below, the vast ocean. He knew that, far to his left, Brandon's factory sat in the middle of the ocean. Based on those vague landmarks, he knew where to look for Emily, even as the sun settled into an orange sky. Emily's unique aura, perplexing as it was, but surely due to her Legendary status, was also easy to trace.

Despite this, the closer he got to the other side of the world, the more a horrible, sinking feeling fell over him. His aura felt disrupted, but only subtly. He hoped that was as bad as it would get.

He looked down to make sure the aura he used to push forward through the skies still seemed healthy. Indeed, it was; cyan propulsion trailed behind him. Finally, far ahead, he saw Emily's island.

And what luck, he also saw Emily's silhouette lounging in front of her cave. No having to wait! He could just tell Emily what was happening, and then—

How was he going to convince Kilo Village to submit to Emily's healing methods?

The shadow of Emily shifted. Rhys slowed down, suddenly rethinking his strategy. Practically speaking, Emily was their best bet at restoring the town and minimizing casualties. She was the ultimate healer, even if her methods were undesirable. Would they need someone to demonstrate?

…Would he have to demonstrate?

Suddenly this proposition seemed worthy of a second thought. But no, he was already too close, and the sun was already setting. Still, it gave everything a very nice, orange glow. The sea was beautiful and sparkling like fire, and Emily's island had a wonderful shine to it. Emily's dark form complemented it nicely.

Something didn't fit there. Sunset. Orange glow. Everything was orange. Why was Emily so dark?

Rhys lowered in altitude and prepared to land, the blasts of aura coming from his feet leaving a rift in the ocean behind him.

"Emily!" Rhys called, but the wind carried it away.

Up close, the titanic Lugia's body lost its white colors, replaced instead by a deep purple.

"What…" Rhys drifted forward, but a foul aura made his sensors crinkle in protest. He didn't want to get closer, but he had to.

Why did this aura remind him so much of the wraiths in Aether Forest?

When the water was shallow enough, Rhys flipped and landed in the water, running for a few paces to slow down to a cautious jog.

"Emily?" Rhys called again, unsure if he wanted to call any louder.

"Who's… who's there?"

The wind felt like it had been forcibly squeezed out of Rhys' chest. Emily's voice was so horribly warped and garbled—despite the fact that her tone seemed normal, it sounded like she was screaming it through several sheets. It reverberated in his ears and into his bones and through his aura.

"Please… run away… I…"

The thing curled up, huge wings dripping a black mass into the water, which corrupted the sand near her. Thick, black fog surrounded Emily—the source of most of the darkness—while her body itself was a mixture of purple and a dark silver underbelly.

And then something burst out of Emily's side, screaming. Rhys couldn't recognize it at first; it was some blackened creature, covered in wraith material. But he also saw a blue paw struggling to free the rest of itself.

The Vaporeon—Tanneth—screamed and pulled herself out more, making eye contact with Rhys. She screamed even more, reaching helplessly toward him; her blood was black, and wraiths within Emily were dragging her back inside with barbed tendrils.

Completely stunned, Rhys only stared. He didn't know whether to advance or flee.

Emily groaned; Rhys made eye contact with the Lugia's red, bloodshot eye. There was a flash of recognition in them…

Then Emily stiffened, her pupil rapidly dilating.

Tanneth was still screaming; wraiths tore at her just to pull her back inside.

The recognition faded. With a quiet whimper, Emily went limp. Then, she stood up, slowly; sand and water drifted down her body, wisps of shadows coursing through them. Tanneth's incomprehensible screams became more and more panicked, half her body dangling partway out of Emily's side.

The corrupted Lugia—Rhys had no idea how this had happened—raised her wings. Clouds formed above the island, blotting out the sun.

Then, she beat them once.

Flashes of white light accompanied thick, purple clouds. Waves as tall as Rhys churned the corrupted sands; a cutting wind forced Rhys into a bracing stance, digging his feet into the ground.

"Emily!" Rhys shouted.

He couldn't differentiate the sounds Emily made from the howling wind until she screeched. Bolts of black lightning crystalized the sand through the ocean water. He held still, paralyzed with the sudden sensory overload. One bolt hit uncomfortably close, deafening him, and he quickly learned that the white flashes were always followed by black bolts.

One flash later, and Rhys saw the image of Tanneth trying to escape from Emily's side. He had to flee; Emily, once harmless, was radiating an aura that he simply couldn't overpower. But he could at least try to save Tanneth.

He didn't know if Tanneth would reemerge again. Falling back to his training, he called into his aura and drew out all the power he could. Then, he channeled it around his body, turning it into a flexible, solid armor, and collected the excess into his paws, sharpening them into blades. But he also knew that his cyan glow would attract Emily's attention. Before she could glance at him, he sped forward, using the boost of an Extreme Speed to slam into her side.

He didn't expect to sink inside. She had the same consistency as Anam. Startled, hurriedly wiggled out, blasted an Aura Sphere to further dislodge himself, and grabbed Tanneth by her forepaws.

Tanneth yelped in pain—the wraiths were pulling back. He hissed and channeled extra energy into his free paw and his blade sizzled with heat.

"I'm sorry, Tanneth," he muttered.

He jammed the blade into Emily's body and carved; loud hissing followed, black ooze spilling out and onto him. It still moved and pulsated against his armor, and Tanneth gasped in frantic pain when Rhys accidentally sliced part of her thigh.

He pulled again. Loose. He pulled more, but another flash made him realize that Emily's great wing was looming over him. He braced just in time. Her wing wrapped around his body. Refusing to let go, Rhys pulled one final time at Tanneth, and this time, something broke free, the rest of Tanneth's body falling out of the shadowy wound and into his arms. Her body twitched, half-melted into black sludge, but it was stable and reforming.

Writhing desperately, Rhys held Tanneth with one arm and used his other to slice Emily's wing. It didn't do anything but leak more black fluid, partially blinding Rhys in one eye. It was sticky like honey and stung the Combee it came from. Emily's grip became tighter around him, pinning his arms against Tanneth.

Everything went dark. The storm was muffled by the thick wing-fingers that threatened to snap his body in two if he let up on his armor. Tanneth whimpered weakly, the breath leaving her from the pressure.

"H-hold on," Rhys hissed, gathering his strength. Just one blast was all he needed.

He curled around Tanneth and channeled the energy into his back, toward the opening below him where her wing had not yet covered. He hoped that some trickery would work. His body brightened, and then he fired a thick glob of aura between Emily's fingers and to the ground. The glob quickly shaped into a copy of Rhys, pure cyan—but it looked so similar to Rhys wearing his armor that it was enough to trick Emily.

He briefly thought back to those happy moments when this very same technique had been used to free Demitri and Mispy of their forgetful prisons.

Emily's grip loosened, distracted, as she tried to grab the stationary aura copy.

Rhys had channeled some of his power into that aura. If Emily destroyed it—and she certainly would—that power would transfer to her. But it was negligible compared to what strength she'd already demonstrated. Even as the weak aura copy fought back against Emily, lobbing Aura Spheres at her wings, Rhys waited for his opportunity.

Her grip loosened more. That was his chance.

Rhys fired from his back, landing on Emily's foot and out of her grip. Then, he slammed his palm forward and blasted her toes; she didn't even flinch, but that didn't matter. He used the propulsion to send him rocketing backward, where he skidded along the shadowy, glass sand. Pieces of it broke into his armor, and a cut in his fur—which immediately stung from the salt water—told him that his protection was waning.

But there was no time. With one more burst of strength, he propelled himself along the shallow water and toward the horizon's light. He squeezed his other arm around Tanneth, making sure she was still there—and still in one piece—before looking back at Emily.

She wasn't pursuing. Instead, Emily roared, firing beams of dark energy into the sky. Light clawed down from above, but even more darkness twisted it away. Now, the only light that covered Emily's abode was from the crackling, white-purple lightning that crawled through the black clouds.

Emily flailed, one wing slamming against her head. Another beam shot out and slammed into her cave, blowing huge chunks of it in random directions. The rest of the cave collapsed inward.

Emily doubled over, wheezing. She was muttering something—it sounded like pleas for help, or for something to stop. Her fleeting clarity turned her movements back to something vaguely natural.

Her wings wrapped around her head and then weakly grasped at the top of her neck. She held still for a second, hesitating. Then, a jerking, twisting motion followed, and Rhys heard a noise.

Rhys gasped, nearly sinking beneath the water's surface, and stared in horror. For a second, Emily looked relieved and serene, her massive body about to collapse.

And then she stepped forward, catching herself, and the immortal Lugia roared. It was loud enough that Rhys nearly let go of Tanneth to cover his ears. Another shadowy blast carved the water, exploding in a white flash eclipsed by a black circle.

So transfixed by it all, Rhys didn't realize his armor had faded completely until the harsh chill sank into his fur. Tanneth was still in his arms, though he couldn't figure out her condition. She was at least alive; he sensed her flickering aura.

While Emily was distracted, Rhys used a steady stream of aura from his feet to swim further away from the island, realizing that he had no strength left to fly.

"Tanneth," Rhys said, only then realizing how winded he was. "Are you okay?"

The blackened Vaporeon made a sound, but he couldn't understand it over the ocean's loud whispers.

"I'll get you somewhere safer," Rhys promised, though technically he had already fulfilled it. Anywhere not near Emily was safer.

Still, they were in the middle of the ocean, and while falling to a wraith was probably a lot worse than dying, they still had to deal with the lesser evil. He didn't sense any hungry ocean dwellers yet, but there was no telling when that would change.

He didn't have the energy to swim across an entire ocean. Not anymore.

Emily's roars were getting softer; he could at least take solace in that she probably wouldn't be able to track him now. Precious seconds to think.

A large wave disrupted his thoughts and he held onto Tanneth a little tighter. "I've got you," Rhys said, but he didn't think she heard him.

The cold was getting worse. How much had his powers depleted? He shouldn't have gone alone. Elder was going to worry, and perhaps rightfully so if he didn't find a way out soon.

Arceus, Rhys said, half in realization, half in a plea. Arceus, can you hear me? I've run into trouble, I—

I have already sent Brandon for you.

Don't send him to Emily! She's become hostile!

What do you mean? I can't sense her. My vision there is… obstructed.

Wraiths. They're inside her. I was barely able to get Tanneth out, and she's not doing well.

Wraiths? How? They're supposed to only appear in Dungeons… Where did you go?

I'm off the coast of her island. I don't know which direction. But don't let Brandon draw near the island.

A long pause followed. Rhys felt a chill splash against his feet as his aura propulsion flickered on him. He held Tanneth a little tighter. After bracing through another indifferent wave, Rhys took a gasp of air, kicking to maintain above water. Even without Mystic power, he still had a great amount of natural energy in him, but the cold was rapidly sapping that away.

Tanneth's pulse was weak, but stable. Her breathing was more difficult to determine, but her occasional gasps and mumblings meant she was at least conscious. If she stopped, that was when he decided he'd worry.

I've told him. He's searching for you on the outer coastline. Don't drift too far.

How can I help him find me?

How much power do you have left?

Very little.

Enough for an explosive Aura Sphere?

I don't know.

Rhys kept kicking, tentatively channeling aura into his right paw. It glowed brightly, to Rhys' surprise. He still had energy left after all. He gritted his teeth and channeled all the energy he could into it. Faint, but if he really pushed, it would light the sky in a small flash. But there were also several flashes already in the sky from Emily; would that throw Brandon off?

I can, but Emily's aura and her power would make it hard to find us.

Try anyway. I will try to guide him.

Putting his faith in Arceus somehow felt ironic. The Aura Sphere flew far into the sky, and then, with a tired clench of his paw, it exploded in a blue flurry that forced him to close his eyes. He hadn't realized until then just how dark everything was.

Did he see it? Rhys asked.

Yes. Do not move from your location if you can help it.

He held Tanneth a little tighter and scanned the depths below, but the Pokémon of the sea were wise to not surface while Lugia was rampaging. His lower body felt cold; his aura was going out. Even if he wanted to, he couldn't swim from his location, so he kept kicking, if only to keep his head above water. His body was too dense to float passively.

The sluggish response coming from his legs was a concern. Did that mean he was starting to lose feeling in them, or that he was running out of even the most basic amount of energy?

Another harsh flash in the sky left stars in his eyes. He hissed and tried to block it out; was it raining? Yet the rain felt like flashing, stinging, purple bolts against his fur. This wasn't normal rain. Whatever it was—it not only disrupted his aura sense, but it was sapping him of his energy, too.

Keeping a rhythm was all he could do. Kick, kick, kick, and occasionally turn to search for Brandon. He checked Tanneth's pulse again. Stable. Her breathing—still too hard to tell, but she had stopped making noise some time ago.

"Tanneth?" Rhys called.

Tanneth said something in return, but it was drowned out by another flash and bang. He dipped underwater and frantically kicked harder to stay afloat, gasping for breath when he surfaced.

Where is he? Rhys asked.

Where are you? Arceus said.

Impatient and desperate, Rhys formed another Aura Sphere and burst it too low. The shockwave sent him sinking several feet and he took in a mouthful of saltwater. He squeezed Tanneth too hard, earning a weak squirm from her. Trying to swim up with one arm, Rhys felt his paw hit cold air, then fell back underwater. More kicking—his chest felt like Emily was still squeezing it—and he grasped open air again. He tilted his head upward and kicked more, surfacing halfway.

He took a breath too early. Water went down his throat and he coughed—a head-splitting pain throbbed when he did—and sank back underwater.

Up and down were indiscernible. He held Tanneth again, trying to keep calm. Panic, now, would do nothing.

I'm underwater.

He saw you.

Hurry.

He was going to die. That was what his body told him. Despite this, he refused to let the panic show in his thoughts to Arceus or in his movements. He had to conserve his energy and control his body; his mind would not succumb to primal panic, even as death's wings wrapped around him.

The shadowy sky felt like acid to not only his body, but his aura, perhaps even that small Mystic power he held. It was useless here. Was drowning a real danger? If he lost consciousness now…

Even then, Tanneth still needed medical attention, immediately. He had too much responsibility to die now! He kicked a few more times, no idea which way he was going, before suddenly something splashed above him and wrapped around his neck.

He saw the glint of metal in another flash of light; it looked like a chain at first, but then it twisted and wrapped around his chest with too much carefulness. Out of reflex, he tried to grasp at it, but then the chain molded around his wrist and glued it to his neck, and then something pulled him upward.

"Hey," Brandon said, his metallic body glistening in the shadowy lightning.

The chain on Brandon's end suddenly twisted and shifted, thickening near the end until it became a Blaziken's head.

"Hi, Rhys!" Zeke said. "We're here to rescue you!"

Rhys was certain he was hallucinating.

Brandon pulled Rhys further up with one arm, then dug through a metal pouch slung over his shoulder.

"Hey, good job signaling us." Brandon pulled out something spherical from the bag. He tossed it at Tanneth, and suddenly he couldn't feel her body anymore; she had dissolved into a red light.

"What—" Rhys tried to feel around for her, but only felt a light sphere where Tanneth had been. It wiggled weakly, and shortly after another thunderclap, it clicked and stopped.

The ball left Rhys by Mystic force, returning to Brandon's hand. He mumbled something to the ball and placed it in his bag.

"Your turn," Brandon said to Rhys, pulling out another Poké Ball.

"I—I refuse," Rhys wheezed, already trying to pull away from the chains, but Zeke held tight.

"No choice," Brandon said flatly. "You're too weak and I can't fly you in these conditions." He motioned to the increasing storm. "I'm taking you back to the factory so you can recover. Don't struggle out, alright? If you fall, I might not catch you."

"I refuse to be stored inside a—"

Brandon tapped the ball to Rhys' forehead, and suddenly, he didn't have a body.


Ever patient, Rhys complied with Brandon's request and did not stir from his prison. While he was tempted to stretch his lack of legs and shake his way free, he also could sense with vague yet certain terms that open air was below him, and they were flying at high speeds away. Every so often, he heard Zeke chattering, and Brandon would reply back, but the fatigue of his constant swimming, combined with the admittedly cozy, bodiless quarters, left him in a sleepy haze.

How much had he strained himself with that swim? What happened to Emily? Those flashing lights were from no ordinary storm, and that was no ordinary rain; it was corrosive to his aura. Corrupting. Like darkness had been given liquid form. He still felt it.

It felt bright. Did the storm subside? Rhys wiggled weakly, but then he felt a massive hand pass over him.

"Calm down," Brandon's voice echoed. "We aren't there yet. It's a stable flight, but I don't want to risk anything, and for all I know, you'll pass out the second I release you."

It was demeaning. Disgraceful. Pathetic. How could he be trapped in one of those things? Perhaps he was thinking too harshly on it… But it was some quiet reflex that made him so disdainful. He had half a mind to break out, but the danger of falling, and the humiliation it would ultimately grant him, left him instead trying to enjoy the senseless comfort within the sphere.

Grudgingly, he could at least admit that it was much like staying under the covers after a very long rest. He understood why Pokémon often didn't want to leave if they didn't have to. It played with their instincts; the need to curl up into a ball to recover… The Apricorns and Pokémon had co-evolved in that way, after all. Poké Balls were another version of the same, natural process.

No, he still hated it. He wanted to move his limbs again before he got too used to that feeling, yet they were still airborne. He wiggled again to voice his protest, but this time Brandon didn't reply. So, he wiggled again, this time bumping against his thigh.

"You have a problem?" Brandon growled. "Look, I can see the factory just ahead. Sit tight. Why can't you behave like Tanneth, huh?"

Rhys stopped, flashes of worry washing over him. Was Tanneth not moving at all?

Brandon, perhaps sensing or at least predicting his worry, sighed. "She's fine. You know as much as I do that as long as she stays in there, she'll be fine until we can get her out and healed. You're better at aura than me; maybe you can talk to her and get a feel for how she's doing."

That was true. She was safer in there than anywhere else, even from her own corrupted body.

They were falling. And then, suddenly, they stopped.

"Alright, alright, you've been patient, but be patient for a few more seconds. Don't want you collapsed on the sand."

Step, step, step, and then finally Brandon grabbed Rhys. "Come on out!"

A blinding light enveloped Rhys. On reflex, he jerked to the right, and suddenly he had a body again. He took one step, stumbled, and Zeke was by his side, this time warm and feathery.

"Hi! Are you okay?" Zeke asked.

"I've been better," Rhys grunted.

The factory was the same as ever: clean, gray, and filled with machinery that hadn't been activated in ages. Rhys suspected that it was only by Mystic influence that it remained standing at all.

The metallic Machoke, meanwhile, asked, "Looks like you lost your bag and your badge out there. Sorry."

Rhys jumped and reached for his toolkit, but it was indeed missing. Suddenly feeling bare—and realizing he was still waterlogged—he looked down at the wet concrete below him.

"Cold?" Brandon asked.

"Somewhat."

"Right." Brandon looked to his left, then his right. "I'll check out the back and look for some blankets. I got filled in by the boss on what happened, but what's going on with Tanneth? Should we let her out?"

"No," Rhys said firmly. "She isn't ready. Get the blanket, and I'll see if I can heal her aura from the outside. I've recently tuned my aura for Heal Pulse."

"Right. Do that. I'll be back."

With Brandon gone, Rhys inspected the red-white ball that Tanneth had been captured in. Her aura, within, was so weak… But stable. It wasn't a flickering flame, only a steady, small candle. Tentatively, Rhys channeled a single pulse of energy into the ball—and tried to ignore the dizziness that followed. He was not equipped for fully healing her, even if he wanted to.

Are you well? Arceus called.

Yes. Tanneth is not, but she's stable.

What happened with Emily?

I don't know, but she's corrupted somehow. Her aura is like a wraith's. Like staring into a void.

I see. Arceus paused, uneasy. Do you know why?

You don't?

No.

Comforting. Rhys sighed, but then said, Tell Elder that I am well, but I will be resting with Brandon. I do not have the strength to return, and I need to see that Tanneth is safe. I also need to observe Emily's movements.

Is it safe to intervene?

Rhys briefly fretted. If Arceus was asking, did he not have the confidence to take her on directly? Arceus? I must at least try if you cannot.

I cannot. Dark Matter would expand again if I do, and I cannot spare a strike against her.

It may not even work. Rhys hoped that didn't insult Arceus, but now wasn't the time to sugarcoat things.

Get well soon, Arceus finally replied.

Rhys chuckled weakly, channeling another Heal Pulse into the Poké Ball. A cold pit formed in his stomach and spread to his chest. He realized his mistake too late, and his vision darkened completely.






95. Titan's Shadow


Chapter 86 –Titan's Shadow

Wheat fields cut by pale grass paths surrounded Leo and Spice. For a whole day, they had traveled on foot, gathering berries to supplement their rations—Leo refused to hunt for ethical reasons—and taking safer routes to ration Spice's healing supplies further added to their travel time. This amounted to night coming too early, and Leo had offered to take shifts.

Spice, of course, refused, as she was still not even the slightest bit tired.

After a sleepless night, Spice led a drowsy Leo through the last of the wheat fields, asking, "And this is Yotta Outskirts?"

"The wheat district, but yes. Crops must have rotated since I last visited… Used to be sunflowers." Leo suppressed a yawn. "At least the climate here allows for wheat, even as autumn comes in full swing…"

"I suppose the local Grass would help with keeping growth steady," Spice said, careful to keep away from the crops so she didn't accidentally contaminate them with her element. "Leo, did you sleep at all? You seem…"

"I'm fine. We'll use this as a rest stop before…" Another yawn. "What time is it?"

Spice looked at the horizon, where the sun was starting to peek out from the top of Kilo Mountain. "Barely morning. I want to say we're a little past the twentieth kilo." Spice looked back. "You slept right at midnight, with how much you were stirring."

"You kept pacing," Leo let slip.

Spice flinched, suddenly wincing when a loose sprig of wheat flew into her face. "I didn't know that kept you up," she mumbled, flicking the wheat away. "Sorry. I was getting restless again, and I had to chase off some random wild."

"It's fine," Leo said. "But first thing, we're getting you checked. How many days, now?"

Spice was tired of hearing it, so she didn't reply at all and pointed forward. "Where's your home?"

Leo pointed with a limp finger. "Skip the next two acres, then make a left, then a right again, and then it'll be the fifth house to your left…"

"…Remind me again when we get closer."

The brown field of wheat that waved with the breeze was soothingly normal. Occasionally, Leo stumbled over some lumpy part of the ground, or some imperfection in the path, too tired and too used to the paved roads of Kilo Village when not in combat.

"You alright?" Spice said.

"I'm fine," Leo mumbled. "This walk took a lot out of me. Between avoiding Dungeons, the lack of sleep, and whatever's happening in the sky… Oh, this way, Spice."

A little more walking and the fields were behind them, replaced by rows of homes, each one made of some decorated clay, brick, or other kind of cement. Some were larger than others or in odd shapes to accommodate for the residences.

Compared to Kilo Village, it was very low-tech. Leo wondered if they had any technology inside yet. Clocks, or did they rely on the sun? Ovens, or Fire and Orbs? Spice hummed.

Even as they stopped in front of the home Leo had identified as his parents' abode, Spice asked, "Leo, you don't think this place was badly affected by most Dungeon equipment going bad, do you?"

"I'm not sure," he said as Spice knocked on the door. Fine, old wood. Lasted well in the dry climate. She wondered if it had Passho blessings, or perhaps Occa to resist the Fire resident inside.

"WHOZZERE?!"

Spice blinked and stepped back. A low, weak hissing came from the other side of the door.

"It's just me, Father!" Leo called tiredly.

"WHOZZAT?!"

"He's… hard of hearing," Leo said awkwardly. "Try opening the door. Actually, could you stay forward for this?"

"What?"

Spice pushed lightly against the door, and to her surprise, it was unlocked. She looked at Leo once more, uncertain. Wouldn't it frighten them?

But Leo motioned vaguely to advance, and Spice complied.

A few globs of poison flew from the entrance. She ducked out of the way and pulled Leo with her; the poison bubbled, inert, on the ground. It was old poison; while toxic, it wasn't very effective compared to her own.

"That'll teach ya! Break and enter this old home! Shameful! Shame on you! Now beg for a Pecha, I dare ya!"

"Who's there, Tari?" called another voice. "More villains? Oh, I hope not…"

"Mother! It's me, Leo!" He casted a small ember in the air to light the inside.

With the darkness giving way, a large and pale Arbok, with unevenly patched scales, squinted and hissed in their general direction. Far behind, sitting in an old rocking chair of Occa wood, was a Delphox with clouded eyes and a noticeable layer of fur all around her general area. A half-knitted, well-made scarf lay half-made in her lap. All one color, yet what impressed Spice on second glance was that there was no way she could have seen her handiwork.

"Leo? Come here, let me feel your paw."

"Bah, Leo! As if you can fool me, bandit!" Tari slithered forward and hissed in Leo's general direction again, blinking several times while his pupils dilated strangely. More hissing—Leo stood still, looking mildly annoyed but tolerant—and finally he pulled back.

"He's at least a Leo impersonator," he said dutifully. "Go ahead and see your mother, if I can really call you her son!"

Spice could see the hesitance in his words and immediately felt disarmed. Was Leo's father really trying to save face for his original mistake?

"Of course, Father."

Spice rubbed the back of her head, standing awkwardly by the entryway. Countless trinkets that she couldn't discern lined the crowded shelves along the walls of this three-room home. The main entry was the largest, with both the kitchen and the dining area, consisting of a cozy table, a stone stove with no power source, a storage cabinet… To her right, the bed, just one, large for at least three Pokémon of this family stature. And the left, a closed door, Spice knew would be a washroom, though she wondered where the water would come from.

Turning her attention forward again, she saw the 'face' on the Arbok father's chest, glaring angrily at her. Looking up to the true head, she tensed and waited for some sort of ill-made strike.

"You think you can cozy up to my impostor son that easily? Don't think I can be fooled, you silver-tongued temptress…"

"E-excuse me?" Spice stepped back.

"Father!" Leo hissed, breaking away from some silent communication between his mother. "That is my partner for Heart business!"

"It's certainly him, Tari," Leo's mother rasped.

"Gahh, we're old, who knows if we can tell," Tari replied, waving his tail dismissively. "…I know, you're gonna prove it to me. When was the last time you were supposed to visit us, eh?"

"Two moons ago at the peak of summer," Leo replied coolly. "I was the only one of your kids who couldn't make it because I was out on an assignment, but I sent my regards and a gift. I suppose I'm making up for it now."

Tari hummed again, hissing and flicking his tongue in the air. "I heard half'a that, you're mumbling too much. But fine, ya know, that was a detailed answer. I believe ya."

"Now, what's this about bandits?" Leo said, sitting down. "Here, in town?"

"Oh, it was awful!" Leo's mother said. "I—oh, and who are you?" She turned her head to Spice, and for a moment, Spice had to register that she could somehow see—no, sense. Psychics. Of course.

"Er, Salazzle Spice. Part of Team Alight, with Leo. The rest of our team had been taking a break."

Leo adjusted himself again.

"A pleasure to meet you, Spice. My name is Aries. Please, don't mind Tari. He's just being careful after the bandits attacked."

"What bandits? How could there be bandits here?" Leo said urgently.

"Oh, it was awful!" Aries said again. "Bandits. They ran through the wheat fields, kicking up the crops and flooding it, burning it, all kinds off damage! Monstrous! Nearly made it to our homes before a few brave souls fended them off, but oh! Some were badly hurt. It was so lucky that we had some healing supplies left. So rare, an attack, so rare, but it happened…"

"One bandit didn't stand a chance against me!" Tari said, flicking his tongue confidently. "He was so scared of my power that he didn't even come close!"

Spice decided to choose her battles, too. "Leo, do you think it was a mutant?"

"Did you get a closer look?" Leo asked Aries.

"No, I stayed inside as instructed. And Tari was sure to lock the doors, too."

Spice frowned, looking at the door. The knob had fallen off some time ago, it seemed, and Tari might not have even noticed.

This sort of environment never would have passed in the south. She couldn't imagine letting these two live on their own. She flashed a concerned look at Leo, but he deliberately—she was sure of it—looked away.

"Leo, you sound so tired," Aries said. "Why don't you rest for today? You aren't needed back at the capitol, are you?"

"No, I'm not," Leo said. "I suppose I can rest here, if you'll allow it."

"What nonsense phrasing!" Aries reached for a small, wooden stick a few times, then pointed it at Leo. "You're always welcome! I'm going to rest right here on my chair tonight so you can take the bed."

"Now, Mother, that's hardly necessary," Leo said. "I—"

"Don't you talk back to your mother that way!" Tari drawled hysterically. "You're heading there and that's final!"

"It's not even noon," Leo said.

"I can smell how tired you are," Tari said. "Now, go on! Get!"

Leo sighed, nodding at Spice. "I suppose I'll be seeing you," he said. "I do need some rest…"

"And you!" Tari said, pointing at Spice. "If you're gonna try to tempt my son for grandchildren, you better do it nicely! Now go!"

There were so many battles to not fight. But this was one she had to speak for. "We aren't even in the same egg group, you know," she said, glancing at Leo, who shook his head pleadingly.

"Bah, you and your newfangled Orb technology makes anything possible! I heard all about it! You'd make Mew cry, I tell ya, changing the gifts ya got!"

Did he want her to have kids or not?! Spice was about to object, but then realized that she could use this opportunity to speak with Leo anyway.

"…I'll keep it in mind," Spice said to Tari as Leo slipped into his old room.

"Yeah, and be quiet about it!" Tari said, slithering toward the closed door on the other side of the room. "Have some respect!"

He brought his tail forward and pulled on a lever, which opened the door and revealed a washroom; Spice caught sight of what seemed to be a Rainy Orb in the ceiling. She frowned, concerned that it was no longer operational… But the moment the thought crossed her mind, she heard the sound of water filling a sink.

"Oh," Spice said, relief making her shoulders feel lighter. "Your Orb technology is still working?"

"Oh, it is," Aries said. "It's actually a traditionally made Orb, not one from Kilo Village. Tari is… stubborn and old-fashioned about things."

Spice had zero trouble believing this.

"He'll refuse to acknowledge when he's wrong, piling crazier and crazier claims to prove himself right…" She sighed, rubbing her forehead. "I'm sorry you got caught up in it. I promise, he's much sharper than he presented himself."

"I—I wasn't thinking he was senile or anything," Spice lied.

And then Spice remembered Aries was Psychic, based on that gray-eyed, knowing smile. "Well," Aries said, "thank you. He just wants to be useful. Being an Arbok among a family of Delphox has left him… wanting to do as much as he can."

"Oh." Spice hadn't considered that. "Well, like I said. He's probably sharper than he lets on."

"I wouldn't have had a family with him if he wasn't," Aries said. "But Spice, you seem… troubled."

"Well, who isn't? The world seems upside-down, and we haven't even gotten to Kilo Village yet." Spice crossed her arms.

"Mm…" Aries tilted her head. "But Leo sounded worried for you, too. Is something wrong?"

"Oh, that," Spice said, shaking her head—before realizing Aries wouldn't see it. "No, that's nothing. You probably know how much Leo worries for nothing."

"Is it for nothing?"

Right, this was his mother. Delicate words. "He cares a lot for his team," Spice said. "He's only worried that I haven't been sleeping lately."

"For how long?"

"A few days," Spice said.

"A few? How many?"

What was this, an interrogation? Spice kept her voice even. "I stopped keeping track of it. Five, six?"

Aries' blind eyes widened.

"I know, I know, but I really do feel fine."

"Does your family have a history of insomnia?" Aries asked.

"No."

"How about… strange mood patterns? Anything like that?"

"No," Spice said. "Well—my mother, after my sister and I hatched, used to get episodes of confusion and fear, but I've never had those, and also, I don't have kids."

"Hmm… Spice, may I take a closer listen to you?" Aries asked.

Spice tensed. "What do you mean?"

"Oh, I'm sorry," Aries said, sinking into her chair. "I used to be a general therapist. I'm no expert in any one field, but I can help narrow things down to experts if necessary."

"It's not—" Spice frowned, starting to wonder. Six days was bordering on the supernatural. Was this beyond the scope of therapy? "I feel perfectly fine. A little energized, sure, and I don't get tired, but the most annoying part about it is everyone else worrying about it."

"Hmm… May I at least analyze your psyche, then?"

"How invasive is that?" Spice said tentatively.

"Not at all," Aries said. "I don't read your thoughts. I only see if there is any turmoil in your mind. For me to go deeper, I would need your cooperation."

"I'm a Poison, you know. I'm kind of sensitive to Psychic readings."

"Not to worry. My mate is an Arbok, after all."

She had a point. Deciding to comply—if Leo would listen to anyone, it would be her mother—Spice approached Aries and crouched down. "I just sit here?"

"Yes. You don't need to do anything more than answer my questions. Spice, is anything bothering you?"

"Well, the world might be ending."

"Mm… And what about Leo?"

"He's got a few wounds that he's still healing up, because Orans stopped working like they should. But he's better now, so I'm less worried for him. Now that we're at his home, I'm actually feeling a lot better about things."

"I see, mm… And what else are you thinking about?"

"How Kilo Village is doing. A lot of strange stuff has been happening there in hindsight, not to mention that Ice Aggron that attacked a superpowered, creepy Espurr. I don't know. It feels like all of this is somehow related."

"Hmmm…"

"Of course it's related!" came Tari's voice as he slithered out of the washroom. His scales glistened with water. The added depth to his color made him look a few years younger. "Bet it's related to all this nonsense. Those bandits, too, I tell ya. It's all a great omen! Arceus is here to punish us for straying far from the path! Mew, too!"

"Now, we don't know that for certain," Aries said.

"Destiny Tower has risen!" Tari declared. "It's time for new Pokémon to ascend, I tell ya! Why, if I had a few decades off, I'd try and climb myself!"

Aries smiled, and then said, "Tari, I don't know if those stories are true. But perhaps if we're ever lucky enough, we can ask Arceus Himself one day."

"Bah! I'll wait fer death." Tari waved his tail dismissively. "All those floors sound like too much trouble."

Spice had no idea what he was talking about, but it probably had to do with the Book of Arceus. She shrugged it off and asked Aries, "How is my head?"

"Well," Aries admitted, "I don't sense any abnormal turmoil. You… simply aren't tired."

The relief of validation hit Spice first, and then, seconds later, was followed by the same worry. "Then you don't know why I'm like this, either? It won't suddenly kill me, will it?"

Aries frowned. "I'm afraid I don't know," she said. "When you go to Kilo Village, you should seek out a sleep specialist. I know the son of a Hypno who is actually a wonderful therapist. You should look for him when you return. His father rarely failed at his treatments—I think the only one he couldn't help was a Charmander that kept burning his bed from chronic sleep-fighting."

"Right," Spice said. "Sleep specialist."

And now, they were doctor's orders. So much for convincing Leo she'd be fine… "Well, thank you," she said, turning back toward Leo's room. "I'm going to try to rest."

"Take care," Aries said.

"How long do Salandit eggs take?" Tari asked.

Aries gently bopped Tari on the snout. Despite not seeing, she looked like she knew exactly where he was.

Spice sighed, slipping inside Leo's room. "Hey, we need to t—"

He was already asleep. His body was curled around a soft bed of orange fabric stuffed with cotton, head resting on a large, white pillow. She'd never seen him look so dead to the world and peaceful. A small smile curled along her right side.

They could talk later. Leo didn't deserve to be disturbed from a sleep so wonderful. Despite the fact that she wasn't tired at all, Spice felt envious.

Then, hearing Tari hiss sweet nothings to Aries—and Aries giggling lowly back—made Spice realize that now was the perfect time for a walk. A long, faraway walk.

She didn't dare leave through the front entrance. Thankfully, there was a window. Unlatching it—noting that it didn't feel very reinforced—she pulled the wooden door open. It creaked like the rocking chair, but they didn't hear it. She crawled outside and closed it behind her with her tail.

Her scales were tingling again, this time below her—which was unusual. Usually it was to the southwest. On reflex, she lowered her body to the dirt, squeezing her claws into the ground. Eyes closed, she tilted her head. Far away. It was far, far away, whatever it was.

…What was it?

"Erm, excuse me."

Spice perked up to see a Scrafty looking worriedly at her.

"Are you okay?" Scrafty asked.

"Yes. Sorry." Spice pulled herself away from the dirt and brushed off her scales.

Scrafty's eyes immediately darted toward the scar on her chest, so Spice narrowed her eyes in return.

"Like what you see?" she growled.

"N-no! I mean—yes! No? Sorry!" Scrafty quickly brought his head down. "I'm sorry. You must have gone through a lot of trouble."

Spice rolled her eyes. "Whatever, look, I'm just on a walk."

"Do you sense an earthquake coming?" Scrafty asked.

"…No? What?"

"I heard that some Pokémon have a sense for that sort of thing."

"Well, not me."

"What did you sense?"

"I—" Spice wasn't sure why she was answering all these questions. "I don't know. Been sensing strange stuff lately. First from where that vortex is coming from, and then below me."

"B-below? Right under this town?!"

"No. Feels a lot further away than that. Who knows? Maybe it's like one of those stories where a great evil is sealed inside the world's core." Spice shrugged, though she did hope to get an amused reaction from Scrafty. Regret filled her shortly after: she'd never seen so much terror in someone's eyes. "Hey, hey, c'mon, that's stupid. Maybe it's, I dunno, on the opposite side of the world instead?"

"Isn't there nothing but ocean there?" Scrafty said, voice still trembling. "M-maybe it really is a demon in the world's—"

"It's not a demon," Spice said tiredly, shaking her head. "Come on, don't be silly."

"Duh-didn't you hear that voice in the sky, and-and the dark clouds, and—"

He had a point, but Spice wasn't in the mood to hear about doomsday theories. "Look, forget I said anything. I haven't had sleep in…" She forgot. "A while. Maybe I'm starting to hallucinate."

Scrafty frowned, looking skeptical. And she couldn't blame him; aside from the first impression, she felt perfectly fine.

After an awkward silence, Spice eventually said, "Don't worry. Now, I'm going for a walk. Official… Heart business. So don't—"

A distant thunderclap gently jostled the air. Spice couldn't tell which direction it came from; first it was from the left, then a little while later, from behind. All around like an enclosing shockwave. Her scales felt like electricity.

"…Probably nothing," Spice lied. But this time, she saw a little of her own fear reflected in Scrafty's eyes.


Owen didn't have as much luck with finding berries this time around, so he settled for getting as much of the tree taffy as he could to satiate his appetite. His jaw hurt from all the chewing he had to do, and he was starting to get the feeling that his stomach was starting to get wise to the fact that it was being fed mostly fiber and red water. Even after he had taken down what he was sure was his whole head's worth of wood, his gut still felt empty. He had to find something to eat soon—and something that wasn't foul from a day of being left to rot, either.

Eventually, he heard the sound of running water. While he hoped it was clear, he knew not to get his hopes up—and, indeed, the river was red with the same dust that permeated the land. He scrambled to the edge and drank his fill—he was desperate enough at this point that the taste was a mere afterthought—and then tried to decide which way to go.

The river was only a short way across, but it seemed deep. Swimming through it in his state ran the risk of drowning. It was only a stone's throw across, perhaps ten feet, but for a Charmander—a starving Charmander—that could spell death. Owen hesitantly glanced at his flame; no matter how much he wanted to deny it, he'd never seen the flame so small. Its width was less than the middle of his tail. Never a good sign if he was supposed to be in decent condition.

The thought of food had crossed his mind several times. Some Tamato soup—spicy and burning against his tongue. Perhaps some potatoes to go with it, fried in the juices so it took on that same spicy flavor. And what if there was some meat in it? Fake, plant-based, or from a real, living creature—Owen wondered if he'd be able to have something substantive soon. Anything. Did he even have the strength to hunt? Because he likely would have no choice but to hunt; he hadn't seen a sign of any kind of society in a while.

Maybe he could eat another patch of berries. Or just a vegetable. Anything? Something to dig his teeth into, to feel it pressing against his cheeks. To have a full mouthful of soft food, or hard food that pressed against his gums with every bite of his sharp teeth.

He was drooling. The Charmander quickly wiped his mouth—had anybody seen him? But no, there was nobody. As usual.

The river came from the dark forest; the water flowed away from it and into the black plateau fields. Which way? Going upstream, would he find a settlement of any kind? But the forest was also dangerous. He could run into the same creatures that had hurt Amia—did the wraiths live there? But downstream, it was nothing but a wasteland. Perhaps if he had more supplies, but…

But Amia was probably still there. Owen couldn't remember many details about what had happened when he had first died, but the ground was dry. The forest's ground was damp. If he was reformed somewhere nearby—in a dry location like the plateau fields—then did the same go for Amia? If she died there, was she still wandering around, a Ralts lost and confused? What would she be capable of?

That settled it. Amia was the top priority—it was the only thing that he knew in this world, and going in some blind direction wasn't going to help. He had a sense for where he had been last time; perhaps, if he got within range again, he'd find her the same way.

Owen followed the river at a careful distance; even if he fell or stumbled from weakness, or strayed too far from his wobbly path, he didn't want to risk actually falling into the river unless he needed a drink. He was tempted to try to clean and freshen himself up, but he didn't think it was a good idea with how disoriented he was feeling. Thankful that he was lucid enough to realize this, he dedicated what energy he had left to finding signs of life.


Bigtail left.

Charmander didn't want to watch that happen like so many of his other siblings. Charizard was so happy to see him go, giving him well-wishes and a proud Flamethrower. Bigtail had launched an ember into the flames, perhaps symbolic that one day he would be able to match her power, or perhaps that his flame would never truly leave hers.

When the family tradition had started was unknown to Charmander, just that it was.

And now Redscale was marching over the burned fields with the other Charmander, each one eager to go and find their human.

Smallflame remained behind, sitting with his father.

"You've been strong enough to get a human for a while," Marowak said, tapping his bone club on a nearby rock. Tap tap tap. Charmander knew it was because he was thinking about something. He was always so quiet—Charizard liked that about him—and when he spoke, it always had meaning. Layers to what he said. He was a smart Marowak. Smarter than most Pokémon. Probably smarter than him, too.

"I guess," Charmander said. He reached for a stick, burning the end to pass the time.

"You don't want to go, like Bigtail?"

Of course he'd ask that. Ever since Charizard talked to him about her late trainer, all the wonderful adventures that they'd been through together, the eternal ember that she claimed existed in that human… He'd never listened to the story so intently before. But were humans really all that good? 

He still didn't understand why they interacted with humans so often in the first place. Was there a point to it at all? He wished they'd just gone to some faraway place that humans didn't bother with, instead of right next to a weird building where neighboring Squirtle and Bulbasaur would occasionally pester them for playdates. Which he also found bothersome. Either he was afraid of getting soaked by a Squirtle that didn't understand that water was bad, or he was trying to calm down a skittish Bulbasaur that didn't understand that fire was good.

"Can't I stay like Redscale?" Charmander asked.

"Well, you can…" Marowak looked down. "But don't you want wings?"

"I'll get them."

Marowak frowned, looking at the human building down the path. "Redscale is our oldest child, Smallflame. He wanted to stay, and that was fine and his choice. He wasn't interested in wings. He was interested in letting all his other siblings have wings, but… So many of his younger brothers and sisters already have them. And we don't know if he will become strong enough, fast enough to get them before he is too old."

Smallflame grumbled. "Because humans… make us stronger."

"There's something special about humans that lets Pokémon get stronger, faster. And that's especially true for us. If you want wings in time to live your life as a Charizard… you need a human. Your mother, and your mother's mother, and so on… They all followed the tradition of joining a human so you can grow, together."

"Then what about when I become a Charizard? Can I just leave my human?"

Marowak's bony mask made it impossible to read his expression unless he wanted it read. But this time, his eyes were smiling. "If you want to, you can leave whenever you want, Smallflame. But when you meet your human, I don't think you will."


At some point, Owen referred to them as 'days,' because he didn't know what they were otherwise. They felt shorter than days, but he tired quickly, and used the opportunities of stopping for a meal of wood, drinking from the lake, and finding a safe cave to sleep a day. He didn't have the fortune of running into another abandoned pot of stew—not that he'd want to risk that again. But soon, as his wood dried and his supplies dwindled again, he grew more and more desperate for something to eat.

He had visited a few caves and happened upon two more of those odd crystals. One was red with a flame emblem inside. Another was a curious white with a circular emblem. He still didn't know what they were, but they were shiny, and pretty, and his hands weren't very full with anything else at that point.

The sparse landscape allowed for a lot of time to think. His thoughts were starting to become repetitive, obsessive. They circled around Zena and how she might have still been fighting somewhere in these wastelands. He wondered if she was able to find anything to eat here, like berries, or at least something better than wood. How were Demitri and Mispy doing? Mispy was always hungry. Hopefully she wouldn't try to eat Demitri.

That—that wasn't a real danger, was it? She wouldn't dare. Then again, she dared to eat her bed. And did. Owen wouldn't mind eating a bed at this point. Or maybe a bed of leaves in a salad. He wasn't sure what would kill him first, the hunger or the wraiths that were surely hidden somewhere, watching him. Waiting for the next moment he had a chance to eat. Were wraiths edible?

He rubbed his forehead roughly and growled, but he didn't dare release an ember. He didn't know where the energy for Ember came from, but he was sure that at least some of it was drawn from his food, maybe. He should have asked Star back before she became horrible.

The ground rumbled again. It had been so long since the last tremor that Owen didn't know what to do with himself. He searched for a large boulder to hide behind, but then realized the nearest one was too far away. His pulse quickened. What was he supposed to do now? He spun around when another rumble got to him, and then he saw—

It saw him.

It was at least three plateaus away, but it saw him. An orange speck in the purple dirt. His flame—could the giant thing see it? And those colorful crystals in his possession—were they bright? Did the titans sense them?

Owen ran—no need for stealth now—and searched for a cave to hide in. But would that even matter? It would just pull him out if he tried.

That shaking was even louder. Owen looked back and squeaked. This titan had four legs and was bulkier than the first one that he'd seen. He didn't know if it had a face; it didn't seem to have a—no, its head just grew out of its shoulders, not unlike Elder emerging from his shell.

It was walking toward him. Directly toward him. Every stride took it across the plateaus by at least halfway between them. In just ten of those slow strides, it would be right on him.

Another thump, and then another, each one shaking the ground a little more. Owen noticed that the very dust on the ground was disturbed by them, now. Tiny shockwaves that went ahead of him and faded into the distance.

It was running. Running toward him. Owen's heart pounded, the little energy he had left going all into his legs.

And then it roared. It was that same roar—this was the same titan from before, had to be, that sounded like the entire world whispering through the air, screaming at him.

He also felt the presence of another crystal—a dull one, like when he had sensed Amia. It was coming from the titan; perhaps a few of the crystals were lodged inside its body. Owen didn't want to find out; any closer and it'd probably crush him.

His heart skipped a beat, that dull feeling, that Mystic pull, tugging at the back of his mind. Did that behemoth have a Mystic aura? It was so close, now, that he could feel it. It was faint, but it was there, the same way Amia had felt. Why did it feel like that? What would happen to Owen if he got captured?

He had to hide, and it was right behind him, and if it got him, some primal part of his mind told him that he had to avoid it more than death itself.

So, he jumped into the river.

The painful heat that ran through his legs suddenly became a bitter cold that stabbed at his chest. An instant later, it spread to his tail, but by now he was used to the concept of water shock. Waking up at the bottom of the lake was already bad enough—what more could be done here?

He didn't remember to take a breath. Could he risk surfacing? He tried to look up, but he had no idea where it was. Instead, Owen went to the riverside, keeping his tail in the water against all instincts, and pressed the tip of his muzzle out of the water. He breathed deeply—surely he was too small for it to hear him—and sank underwater again.

The ground shook—he felt it when his claws dug into the riverside, but the water was so thick with red that he couldn't see clearly. Only brightness, and darkness, where the sky was and where the riverbed was.

His lungs burned again. Before he had the chance to take another breath—he was so frantic—he heard the rumble again, and stopped. If he raised his head now, it would surely try to take him. He pushed his body downward, a bit below the water's surface. His tail bubbled, struggling to stay alight, not that it mattered anymore. It was already producing steam, but the bubbles, he prayed to a god that probably didn't hear him anymore, wouldn't be noticed.

He had to stay calm. Calm so his breath could last longer; calm so, if something happened, he could outlast it.

The rumbling shook his body, and then he heard a splash. For a split-second, Owen thought that was it, that he'd be taken, especially when a huge wave overtook the water above him, bringing huge lumps of mud over his body. His entire body went up, and then fall, fall, fall—slam into the ground, but his fall was cushioned by all the water and mud around him.

The thing had dug out a whole segment of the land, and Owen was caught up in it. He was out of the lake, but now he was under an insurmountable pile of mud.

And then everything was quiet. Owen couldn't see anymore; he kept his eyes closed. He didn't know which way was up. Mud covered all parts of his body.

His chest burned. No time; even if he outlasted it, if it left and he was stuck, there was no use in trying to stay hidden. He reached forward—he still had one of the crystals in his hands, the green one. It was a struggle against the mud, but if he moved slowly enough, it parted for him.

He kept moving. More resistance. Was this even the right direction? He didn't know which way was up—he had to breathe—but was he just going deeper? He couldn't see anything—just one breath, a little air—but could he sense up and down some other way? The mud was too thick—could he breathe mud? His body thought so—no, that was no good. Maybe the crystal—yes, the crystal!

The mud wasn't all that compressed. He probably wasn't too deep in the mound. He had to go up. The crystal, if he made some room, would go down. He wiggled his arm—HE NEEDED AIR NOW—and released his grip. There was open air above the crystal—it felt hollow as the mud lost its moisture—but it stayed in his hand.

What did that mean? Was that up? Crystal, in hand. Crystal, hand. Air. Air. AIR. AIR. Hand, crystal. Hand below crystal. Hand, down. Crystal, up. So up was behind him? No. Front. Up was front. Push front.

Using the crystal to guide him, he pushed his hand forward and followed it. He used the sharp end to dig a hole, and then his hand broke through. He was squeezing so hard that the crystal fell out, but that didn't matter. That was an opening.

He pushed his arm, then his shoulder—he wanted to cry, as did his lungs if they had eyes—and then out came the head.

Why did air hurt so much?

It was such a relief at the same time, though, but he'd breathed in too fast. He coughed and sputtered—he still couldn't see—and had forgotten about the titan. At some point, the rumbles had stopped. The mud came off easily, at least; after a few globs from his face, he could open one eye to see—blurrily—that the titan was on the other side of the small river, digging in the dirt. Realizing this, he quickly brought the mud back over his face, leaving only a small hole to peek through.

The water spread across the dusty ground, turning it all into some strange, sea of thick red, like coagulated blood. It reminded Owen of mashed berries, or ground meat, maybe both at the same time. The crystal shined near the bottom of the mud pile; hopefully the giant wraith-thing wouldn't notice it. It seemed more occupied trying to find him, anyway.

Eventually, it must have lost interest, because it stopped digging and wandered away. The relief that followed almost outweighed the general heaviness in his chest. With his remaining strength—at this point didn't know where it was drawn from—he pulled himself out of the mud and rolled limply to the bottom of the mound, landing on the crystal with an annoyed grunt.

A small ember filled his body with warmth, starting from the tip of his tail, spreading to his gut, and finally to his chest and head, like sinking into a warm pit of lava. The soft, usually imperceptible drone of the flame was like music. An indifferent wind blew over the destroyed riverside, chilling the water and leaving small ripples over the puddles beside him.

Owen didn't realize until later that he was laughing.

How many ways did he just avoid dying? First, there was the obvious threat of getting eaten, crushed, or who knows what else by that giant wraith. Second, there was the simple act of drowning, or water shock, or anything to do with a Charmander being submerged under water. Did starving also count? That was a third one. He was still at risk of that. But the fourth—perhaps the worst of it all—was suffocating under the mud. Even after escaping from everything else, what a way to go.

His laughter settled down from fatigue. Everything was blurry. Perhaps just a short rest was in order; after all, he didn't really have anything else to…

Something was flying across the sky. It was a black dot—no, gray. Black was the wraith he had just evaded. Gray? The Charmander narrowed his pupils, focusing on the distant object with more clarity.

That's an Aerodactyl.

It came circling around again. The wide bank suggested he was scouting for something, but was also cautious of the wraith, though by now it was far into the plateaus. The altitude suggested he was flying below the plateaus, probably so he didn't get spotted.

Owen wondered if blending in was the best option now. He wiggled his tail, trying to push it out of the mud. The gentle warmth of his flame was there, but weak. Jerry probably couldn't spot him… It had to be Jerry.

Weakly, Owen brushed away at the wet mud, hoping that some of his cream and orange scales showed in the mess. Jerry circled around again, getting closer this time.

Did he have some other way to get known quickly? He didn't have the energy for a flame. If he tried, it would probably just be smoke and—

Smoke…

Owen breathed in, wondering if he still had it. Surely, he did. A technique he should probably rely on much more often now that he was so weak. What felt like cloudy bile collected in the back of his throat, and then he spat.

Messy, but it got the point across: A wobbly, black sphere escaped him and popped in midair, sending huge plumes of smoke all over the area. He could only see the vaguest of silhouettes, now, but the Aerodactyl was coming a lot closer.

If it wasn't Jerry, would he be food?

"You better be Owen somehow," the Aerodactyl said with a murmur.

At least he wouldn't get eaten twice. Owen laughed, raising an arm to wave in what he was certain was the wrong direction. "Jerry…"

"I can't believe it. Which one should I remark on first? The fact that you've got a foot in the grave, or that you're a Charmander for some reason?"

A winged claw grabbed him by the arm, pulling him out of the mud, which had come close to solidifying around his warm body. After setting him on his feet, Jerry looked Owen over and growled with concern. "You're a mess."

Owen plopped onto his rear and slumped over. "Sorry," Owen said, though he was still grinning. His voice, in the back of his mind, surprised him. He lost track of how many days he'd gone without talking. After the first two, when he had run out of food, he had stopped speaking to conserve energy. And that had been several days ago. A handful at least. A Charizard's handful, not a Charmander's handful. Tiny hands. Tiny Charmander hands. At least he had better fingers. "Ran into a lot of trouble." Owen said at some point.

"A lot of trouble! Understatement of the century. Which probably means you made five more of those, huh? Mister half-millennium."

"I might be even older," Owen mumbled absently.

Jerry tried to help Owen up, but nothing he did was enough to get him to his feet.

Owen laughed again, still leaning his weight against Jerry's wing. It hadn't fully registered to him that the Aerodactyl had even arrived; everything felt like a dream. A happy, relaxing dream. Jerry felt so warm.

"Hey, HEY! Owen, you idiot, don't—aghh, there we go…"

Everything was dark. The mud felt so cozy. So cozy. Just a small nap…


That was odd. Owen was starting to get used to the feeling of confusing dreams and his memories of some other time returning to him. But this time, he felt like he was nowhere, floating yet heavy on a ground that didn't exist below him.

Hello? Owen called to nothing.

And, predictably, nothing replied back.

So dark. Was his tail flame extinguished? He felt alive. Then again, between the Orb, eating his old body, and being Mystic, the idea of death had lost its meaning a long time ago.

So bright! Owen squeezed his eyes shut and it still shined through his eyelids.

He saw a star, but he couldn't tell how many sides it had. Unable to hold on any longer, Owen slipped away again.






96. Sunken Eyes


Chapter 87 – Sunken Eyes

"Alright, Charizard. Why did you want us to come over? You don't usually go flying all the way to the lab unless one of your kids is sick…"

Charizard grunted, looking at the remaining children she had. She held her belly once, feeling the telltale signs of another egg coming, but then looked at Redscale, Smallflame, and two other Charmander—the latter two still not ready to go with a human.

"They look healthy to me. You have another egg coming, don't you?" The human with the fireproof coat rubbed Charizard on the shoulder. "You aren't getting a little egg-protective, are you?"

Charizard grumbled and sat down next to Smallflame, using her tail to nudge him forward.

"Oh?" The assistant looked down.

"Smallflame wants to challenge you," Charizard said. "I made a wager with him. He wants to see proof of the strength that Pokémon gain from humans."

"Hmm…" It didn't seem like the human fully understood her. Instead, she looked at Smallflame. "What do you want, little guy?"

Smallflame spat a flame on the ground and stomped his foot. "Fight me!"

"Oh! Well, that's pretty obvious." The human laughed, digging through her pockets. "I think I understand. You want to see how strong Pokémon can be, huh?" She pulled out a clipboard. "Why don't you wait here? I know just the thing."

She left, and Smallflame spent a good while kicking the dirt and huffing angrily. 

Charizard smiled and bumped her tail against Smallflame again. "Think you'll win?"

"Of course," Smallflame said. "I trained under Redscale. I'm unbeatable."

Charizard shrugged, adjusting her position to get more comfortable. "I think the egg's coming soon," she murmured to herself.

Smallflame nodded, but then looked back at the facility. He heard the door opening, and out came two humans. The first was the same as before; the other was a young human with long hair. Curious eyes. What did she want? Was that his opponent? She looked weak.

"Okay, found your opponent! You ready to go, Charmander?"

"Always." Smallflame hopped on his feet.

"Wait." Charizard carefully stood up. "This isn't going to be a simple fight. Smallflame said that he needs to be convinced that a Pokémon with a human is stronger… and if he's convinced, he'll go with one, too."

Smallflame's chest tightened at the prospect, but he nodded firmly.

"What?" the human asked. "I don't understand… Sorry. You don't want to fight?"

"Oh, I think I know what's going on," the unfamiliar, younger human said. "If I had to guess…" She dug through her bag, pulling out an empty Poké Ball.

Charizard smiled.

"Yep!" The young trainer looked at the lab assistant. "They want this to be a battle to catch Charmander."

"Oh! So clever." The lab assistant nodded. "Would you mind doing that for us? A simple fight to get things going, and then I can take him to the lab if he decides to come with us. Can you and your partner do that?"

"Oh, um… Well, let me ask. Maybe he understands the situation?" She dug through her bag and pulled out another ball.

Smallflame growled. He was never going to wind up in one of those things; there was no point. Crammed up like that, just because some stupid human needed a guard while they went on a self-serving adventure? So, what? His siblings could do that. Not him.

"Alright, let's do this!" She tossed the ball forward; in midair, it burst open, and the ball went flying back to the trainer. The zigzag of white light materialized into a Bulbasaur.

Smallflame's apprehension suddenly switched to confusion, and then his face twisted into a smirk. This would be easy.

"My, aren't you confident?" Charizard said, smiling.

He looked back, daring to glare, and then looked back at Bulbasaur. He seemed ready to fight, so Smallflame roared out a challenge. "Alright, you dumb Bulbasaur! I'll beat you in two attacks! Just watch!"

"Wow, two, I'm sooo impressed." Bulbasaur rolled his eyes.

Charmander crouched down and ran forward, flames erupting from his throat. Bulbasaur's vine came whipping out quickly—it suddenly transformed into sharp claws, slashing at his shoulders.


"Kid, wake up already," Jerry said, his wing-claws grasping Owen's shoulders.

Owen shook limply, eyes fluttering open. "Huh? Wuh?"

"Finally." Jerry stopped. Owen's arms felt sticky—no, not sticky. Crusty? That was a good word for it. With blurry vision, Owen tried to wipe away at that crusty feeling, only to realize that it was dried mud caked on his scales.

"Ugh, you couldn't even try to clean me a little?" Owen mumbled, his vision slowly clearing. His orange and cream scales were covered in a thin layer of purple dust, occasionally with patches of thicker grime.

Jerry snorted, jabbing the spade of his tail in the dirt. "This is after I cleaned you a little. But I wasn't about to risk dunking you in water when I don't like the stuff either."

A rumble shook the cave and Jerry quieted down, glancing behind him. While the cave was abandoned, there was no telling if a wraith would find them in their sleep. It was a good thing Jerry had been awake to scare anything off.

Owen sighed, turning to get up. It was only then that he realized there was a wraith right next to him.

He screamed and sprang to his feet, ready to fight—but a wave of dizziness followed, and Jerry had to grab him under his arms.

"Calm down, calm down! It's dead!" Jerry pointed at it. "Most of those things just dissolve away, but that one has some shape to it. Didn't know what to really do with it, so I chucked it in the corner."

"Next to me?! What's wrong with you?!"

"Bah, get over it!" Jerry waved him off. "Besides, you should be thankful. That's our meal."

This did not help the situation. "What do you mean, our meal? I'm not eating that thing! It's—is it even edible?"

"I dunno, but I haven't eaten a thing here except for wood and red water, so if I'm gonna take my risk on some meat, I'm gonna do it. I told you before—my gut needs meat, not wood. And I'm pretty sure so do you."

"Um—Charmander can handle a lot of things, and I think we can go vegetarian if we—"

"Kid, have you had a look at yourself lately?"

"I'm not a—what do you mean?" Owen followed Jerry's claw, which was curled over so the curved top pressed gently on his chest. He blinked in surprise, realizing that there was barely a layer between his scales and his bones. Jerry ran it from the bottom of his chest up; his claw bumped against every rib.

Owen looked at his arms; the scales had a lot of extra skin to them, and he saw the bones of his wrist. The details along his hands where the soft, tiny scales followed the contour of his depleted muscles and joints. He turned his head and checked his shoulders, but all he saw was a faded scar where he had been attacked by the fanged wraith.

Oh, right—he hadn't found a single Oran Berry since then. He had given them all to—

"Jerry, we need to keep going," Owen urged. "Mom's out there, and so are the others. We have to go and—you can fly, right?"

"Barely. I'm running on an empty stomach." He pointed at the wraith. "We eating or not?"

"We can't just find some berries or something?"

"No," Jerry snapped. "First, like I said, berries for food just doesn't cut it for me. And second, all the berries here are poisonous."

Another cruel wind blew across the wastes outside. Some of the dust kicked up and flew into the cave, littering the ground and adding to its dry layer. Jerry used his wing to shield himself from a small cloud that blew into the cave, and then the wind settled. Through it all, Owen stood in complete stillness.

"Poisonous?" Owen repeated.

"Yeah. It happened in the south before annexation, actually. I don't know the details, but berries in southern Dungeons—before Anam got in and did renewed blessings or whatever mumbo-jumbo he calls it… Sometimes the distortion corrupts the berries and other items inside. Oran Berries in particular were notorious for their false healing. We called them Oren Berries, because they looked just like 'em, and you had to really inspect it to tell that it's fake."

"Poisonous…"

"Uh, yeah. So don't eat them if you find any. Long time ago, I found out the hard way."

A rumble followed, a bit louder this time, and that made Jerry look back nervously. "We should get deeper into the cave," he muttered. "C'mon, Owen. Stay behind me so your flame doesn't give us away. Sometimes those things bend down and stare inside, so we gotta keep to the dark. Don't make any noise."

Owen said something in reply, but he didn't remember what he said the moment it left his mouth. Maybe just an affirmative, because Jerry kept going, prodding him to walk. Owen followed on reflex, but his eyes were empty and aimless, mind elsewhere.

"C'mon, kid, focus."

The dead wraith remained where it was—it looked a bit more deflated than a few seconds ago.

Jerry draped a wing over Owen, hiding the Charmander completely from the mouth of the cave. His flame, dim as it was, gently lit up the inside of the Aerodactyl's wings. He reached toward it out of sheer curiosity, but a shadow looming over the cave's entrance made him freeze.

That was a big rumble. Was it the same one from before, or a different one? It seemed somehow bigger. And then came a deep groan, a grunt, and then air whistling through huge nostrils. Jerry had his head turned back, watching intently. His body was ready to bolt in any direction—even though they were completely trapped.

Owen heard a heart, but it wasn't his own. He glanced at Jerry and saw his chest throbbing to each beat. Jerry's expression wasn't clear from Owen's angle, but his jaw was clenched, ready for battle. There hadn't been a shake for a while.

Jerry smelled a lot like the dust. But there was a bit more to him, too, that Owen couldn't really describe. It was oddly comforting, though… If only because it was something different. He was tempted to lean closer, but didn't want to distract Jerry or accidentally make a noise.

And then, the shadow left the cave, and the shaking ground indicated the titan was moving away. Jerry still didn't move, each beat of his heart echoing in Owen's ears—it made his own pulse quicken and deepen.

After what felt like forever, Jerry finally loosened up and took his wings off of Owen. "Didn't even look into the cave," he said. "Maybe they just aren't interested, or they didn't see it. Don't care. Let's eat and bail."

Jerry made a few shaky steps to the fallen wraith and sat down, giving his legs a rest.

Owen wobbled to the wraith next, prodding at a deflated portion of its body. He felt something hard deeper inside, something that vaguely resembled bone. Aside from that, the skin was completely black and slimy, and whatever was inside…

"What, you want me to eat first?" Jerry said. "Quit poking it."

"Sorry."

Owen grasped at the edge of one and pulled, but it slipped out of his hands and left a black residue on his scales. He grimaced, not even wanting to taste it, and tried again, digging his claws into the slippery flesh. Claws punctured skin; sticky, black fluid oozed out of the hole like a molten chocolate cake, and even more gushed over the ground when he tore away. It didn't make a sound, like ripping at gummy candy.

The scent was bitter, with a hint of blood. So it was blood. But it was black, like the innards of a Bluk Berry. Now he had a chunk, about the size of his fist, to work with. He nibbled on the edge; the slime outside didn't have a taste, but the black blood was like iron and stale water. Still, it was water.

That was enough to convince Owen to go for a full bite. The texture—the tough, slick exterior was rubbery and chewy, and the inner flesh was chunky and watery at the same time. Bits of softer flesh bounced around on his tongue, surrounding tougher, springier pieces that reminded Owen that what he was eating wasn't natural.

Jerry was having similar luck, but he was forcing it down in huge gulps, his expression barely changing with each bite.

"Food's food," he muttered, black drops pouring out from the sides of his mouth in streams. "Anything tastes good when you're starving."

Owen had to admit, as foul as it was, there was some small part of him that wanted to keep eating. But his mind kept wandering to other foods he could be eating instead, and then rapidly back to berries, and then to the fact that the berries here were poisoned.

"How did you find out they were poisoned?" Owen asked.

"What, this? I dunno if it's poisoned. Guess we're finding out. I'd rather die from that than starving to death."

"No," Owen said quickly. "Berries. How do you—"

"I said, they look different. It's really subtle, but they do. And every one here looked the part. Sure, you might not've known since they were only really that way in the south for the longest time, but eh, once it happens the first time, you get more careful."

Owen's expression darkened again, not realizing that he had dropped his wraith slab. He clumsily picked out the stones and pebbles that had gotten stuck to it, then, in futility, brushed away the dust that mixed with the slime. He eventually gave up, setting it down.

"Hey, hey, no," Jerry said. "Don't waste food. Every bit of it."

"But it's dusty."

"And it's food. The dust is in the water, too, so it's not like you're getting anything weird out of it."

"What?"

"The dust turns red when it's wet. That's what's making the river its color, I bet. Now eat your food already."

"But it's…" Owen tried to protest, but Jerry's glare gave him pause. "Okay."

The chalky texture didn't add much to the experience. With a few grunts and coughs, he finished the rest, the dark, inconsistent thing slowly making its way down his throat. It settled into his stomach like a rock. He somehow felt emptier than before.

"Once we're done eating," Jerry said, tearing off another huge chunk with his jaws alone, "we've gotta find out where to go next. Outta here. Away from those giant things, for one. Tried flying into the forest—got shot at."

"Shot at?" Owen repeated. "By…"

"Those dark blasts. Flying above the trees'll get you shot by those things. And last time I tried flying above the plateaus, I got spotted by a giant and it did the same thing to me. Even saw one try to jump at me. Those things can leap. Let's hope we don't meet a flying one."

The Charmander tried to get rid of that aftertaste, which was arguably worse than the actual flesh, and coughed up dust that had collected in the corners of his throat.

"Use the blood to wash it off," Jerry advised, pointing at a bit of the flesh that still oozed.

"I—I'll be fine," Owen said, but that just made Jerry scowl. "I know where I want to go next."

"Oh?"

"Mom's out there somewhere." He pointed to the mouth of the cave. "I need to find her, and—and I know that I can sense where she is, and also where my crystal—" Owen gasped, searching the immediate area, and then stared at Jerry, horrified. "Did you bring my crystal?"

"What?"

"My—it was kinda shaped like two triangles stuck together, a diamond? And it was green—I mean, I had three, but my favorite one was green, and—and it was shiny, and it kinda glowed, too."

"Alright. And?" Jerry tore off another piece—there wasn't much left of the wraith by now, and Owen had only taken a few bites. He didn't really want more, though. "What's it matter?" Jerry asked.

"I—" Owen tried to answer, but realized he didn't have one. It was pretty. That had been the main reason, but also, well, he had been drawn to them. They called him. Didn't that mean something? "I found it because it felt like, I dunno, it was drawing me toward it. If I left it behind, I'd still feel the call from it."

"You'd feel the call from it? Right. I didn't feel any kind of call, so as far as I'm concerned, you're nuts."

"I'm not—I'm serious, maybe there's something to it! Right? You don't just feel that kind of thing for no reason, do you? It's like Perceive, but not."

"Sweet Mew, where'd your head go?" Jerry shoved a piece of wraith at Owen. "Eat so you stop talking like you're a thread away from falling into the abyss."

"I—I think I'm full," Owen said.

Jerry snarled—the sudden hostility enough for Owen to flinch. The Aerodactyl waved a bit of the remaining wraith in front of him, flecks of black blood spattering randomly. "You don't get it, do you? This is all the food we have, and there's no telling if we'll get more of it later. You got that? Eat now, eat until you're at least a little full, because—"

"I am full, I—"

"Don't lie to me. Eat your food, because if you waste away, I'm gonna force dust down your throat instead. Got it?" Jerry shoved the slab in Owen's chest; he staggered back.

Owen stared at the rotten food, squeezing it between his claws. For a moment, he had a flash of anger—how could he eat something like this when he could barely hold it down?! He glared at Jerry, but he was already tearing at the last piece.

"I'm giving you," Jerry said between bites, "every opportunity to not die. So if you do, that's your fault." He swallowed the final bit, then pointed at the piece in Owen's hand. "Now choose. That's either yours or mine."

Owen let out a growl at the threat—yes, that was now a threat to Owen—and shuffled away, holding it to his chest. But he still wasn't keen on eating it, even as the mess stuck to his cream-colored scales.

Jerry scowled again, looking down like he was dealing with some kind of feral. In a way, he was. "Make your decision. We can't stay here for long, got it?"

It took a while longer of hesitating, but he finally shoved the rest of the 'meat' down, chewing a lot faster—not like it mattered, since most of it was soft and mushy to begin with—and gagged as it slid wetly to his stomach.

Two mouthfuls. He wouldn't have been able to stand a third, even with how hungry he felt. Tree taffy was a thousand times better.

"Get on my back," Jerry said. "We're gonna fly. I guess we'll go and find your stupid crystal again, but after that, what?"

Owen approached Jerry, hesitating on actually climbing up. Jerry growled impatiently, and that was enough for Owen to finally clamber on. "I want to find Mom. She's got to be around here somewhere, and I'll feel her."

"Sure. Not like I have anything better to do."

Once Owen was situated firmly on his back—despite his rapidly deteriorating grip strength—he beat his wings and took to the low skies.


Smallflame lay battered and bruised on the ground, flat on his belly. He groaned and stared at Bulbasaur, who was nursing a minor burn on his vine, and then glared at Smallflame. "I think I won this one," he said to his trainer.

A few cheers followed from the humans, but they seemed solemn. Smallflame was in disbelief more than anything; what happened? Bulbasaur… always lost to Charmander. That was just the natural order of things. How could he lose? There was nothing special about him! Nothing except…

Bulbasaur happily pranced to his human and leapt into her arms with unseen strength. She giggled and swung him around in a gleeful spin, then set him down. "That was great. But, um… Did we do what you wanted?"

Smallflame slowly got up, keeping most of his weight on one foot. Marowak and Charizard were both watching in silence, and Smallflame couldn't bear to look at them for very long. He lost to a Bulbasaur. That wasn't… right.

"Do you see now, Smallflame?" Charizard said. "That is the power of a human."

Smallflame didn't respond; he only stared at the young trainer, then at the lab assistant, who was holding another, empty Poké Ball. She was waiting for him, occasionally rolling the hollow sphere in her hands. His flame shrank; he didn't want to go. His mother would miss him, and the fields were warm, and there was no telling how stupid his human would be if he took the risk.

"Smallflame?" Charizard asked.

But at the same time, he didn't want to lose like that again. And… Bulbasaur…

The trainer rummaged through her bag, finally pulling out Bulbasaur's Poké Ball again. "Okay, now let's start our adventure for real! We've done enough training."

Bulbasaur grabbed the Poké Ball and hopped away, yelling a playful taunt.

"Aw, c'mon!" She ran after him and into the lab, laughing.

Only the lab assistant remained, holding the empty ball.

"…Smallflame…" Charizard frowned.

"I don't want to go…"

"I won't be going anywhere," Charizard said, trying to give him a reassuring smile.

Marowak, while stoic thanks to the mask, also nodded and tapped his bone club on a rock. "You'll always be in our thoughts, and I know that once you find your human, you'll find your wings."

The little Charmander looked at the burned ground. He was going to miss how it smelled. And how Charizard felt. And Marowak's strength and presence. All of it. But…

"Hold on," Smallflame finally said. He ran toward his parents, wrapping his arms as well as he could around Marowak. Then, he went to Charizard and blew a tiny Ember at her flame. Charizard responded in kind, blowing a little ember over Smallflame.

His legs felt like they were weighed down by boulders larger than he was. His claws wiggled uselessly against the dirt, and then, finally—with the strength he had left after the fight—he slowly walked toward the assistant.

"I'm proud of you, Charmander," the human said. "Are you ready?"

Smallflame made one final glance at Charizard and Marowak. The latter held his bone club in a battle-ready stance, but his eyes held the light of a smile. Charizard unleashed a motivating Flamethrower in the air, warping the morning sky in waves of heat.

His flame brightened. He looked up at the ball, then at the human, and finally nodded.

The world melted into a haze.


Owen felt something, but he was too disoriented to realize what was happening. There was a firm pressure around his abdomen, and he couldn't feel the ground. His arms and tail dangled in the air. And that air—it was rushing past him, leaving trails of embers from his tail behind.

"Ugh—what's—"

The ground was far, far below him. Owen squeaked and stiffened, and then Jerry shouted over the rushing wind, "Keep calm or I'll accidentally drop you!"

"Okay! Okay!" Owen nodded fervently, wincing when Jerry's talons readjusted around him. After giving his heart some time to slow down, and after he got used to staring at the ground from so far away, he asked, "How long have we been flying?"

"What, like we can tell time in this place?" Jerry beat his wings again. "No idea. But I feel like I'm being followed, and I'm not gonna slow down until that prickle on my scales goes away."

"Right…" He felt like he should have been more afraid of staring at the ground the way he was, but there was something nostalgic about it. It tugged at the bottom of his chest, and he wanted to take deep breaths of the air, even if there was a lingering stench of rotten dust.

He had done this before, though not in the talons of an Aerodactyl. No, his mother—his mother flew him around all the—Amber. Her name was Amber. That was her human-given name. It was so clear.

"Hey, um, Jerry?"

"What?"

"Do you know what humans are like?"

"No."

"Oh." He wasn't sure why he asked. Maybe it was the lack of food making him babble. Perhaps conserving his energy was best.

He tried to remember his father's name next. Amber. Amber was his mother's name. It was similar to the name he had. Owen, Amber. But his father's name was different. He had been named by the facility. Daichi. That was his name. But he had only used it when answering the humans; he'd never cared for it otherwise.

Jerry made gentle banks over the ground, taking wide turns around the plateaus, but knew not to fly above them. He occasionally considered landing on top of them for a break, but didn't know if he would be spotted by whatever had been following him.

"Pah," Jerry suddenly said, waking Owen from a half-nap. "Thirsty. There's a river ahead, no, a lake, I think. I'm gonna take a stop there."

"Okay," Owen said, though this had been their second stop for water already. First, Jerry lowered his altitude and kept an eye out for any of those titans; finding none, he lowered even more to the ground and warned Owen to get ready for a landing. The Charmander braced, and once the Aerodactyl let him go, he tumbled and rolled to break his fall.

It didn't go well that time. With a surprised shout, he landed badly on his arm and rolled against a hidden rock in the dust, knocking the wind out of him. When he got his first breath, he instead took in a mouthful of dust and coughed.

"Sorry, sorry," Jerry said, slamming his wing on Owen's back.

He sputtered again, but held up a hand. "It's okay—get—water," Owen nodded, wiping his tongue of dust since what little spit he had wasn't enough.

That feeling was back. That itchy feeling inside his forehead. Was it Amia?! No—it felt different. Still familiar, but different. Someone was nearby. But out here? A quick scan on the barren, red lakeside revealed a great swath of nothing.

"No, someone's definitely here," Owen said. He paced forward at the same time that Jerry grunted in disapproval.

"Well, they're probably drowning," Jerry said. "C'mon, let's just get a drink. Make sure it's not some aquatic wraith."

"Err, right." Owen crawled toward the water's edge and nervously eyed the murky water. Some small part of him said not to inch too close; he was small and weak, and some large predator could be lurking just at the water's surface to take him under. He shuddered, legs and arms tensed. Flames bubbled in his throat, but he stemmed them so he could at least drink, foul as it was.

"Don't worry," Jerry said, startling Owen. "I just said don't worry, c'mon. I've got my eyes on the water."

"Thanks," Owen said after some stumbling over his words.

The water didn't have the best taste, but either his tongue was numb to it or he was just getting used to that foul stench. It coated his tongue and mixed with the dirt; he spat the first rounds out just so his first few gulps weren't dusty. Then, he drank, carelessly at first, but then calmed down enough to drink with some semblance of dignity. He was in front of Jerry, after all.

Oh, Jerry saw all of that. Owen glanced shamefully at him, but the Aerodactyl furrowed his scaly brow in response. "What?" he asked.

"Nothing. I—sorry."

"Sorry for what?"

"Sorry for, uh, I don't know."

"Mew, you're a mess." Jerry's wing made a motion for his forehead, but he stopped, training his eyes on the water again. "Just keep drinking and then keep an eye out when we're through. I'm thirsty next."

After Owen had his fill, they switched places, Owen trying his best to watch the water. Jerry dunked his lower jaw into the water and tilted his head back, red fluid trickling down his neck like blood from a kill. Owen's mouth watered at the thought—tree taffy was not enough to keep him going, and he hadn't even had any of that in a while. Was there anything he could eat?

The image of Amia's stiff, tranquil body flashed through his mind and he took in a sharp breath.

It was enough for Jerry to hop away from the water. "What? What happened?"

"Nothing—sorry. Sorry."

"Argh, don't do that!"

Owen whimpered and nodded, refocusing on the water. Jerry snorted and took another mouthful.

But this time, Owen actually saw something in the water. It was faint and only at the surface, but it was the shadow of some small, aquatic creature, swimming tentatively toward them.

"Someone's there," Owen announced.

"Well, I'll take care of it," Jerry said, already preparing a Rock Blast.

"Wait!"

Jerry spat one of the stones on the ground nearby, clearing his throat. "Whaaat? What now?"

The fish had flinched deeper into the water. And when it did, Owen felt that the feeling of something calling him had gone further away. "That's the thing I was feeling. The—it might be someone! You know, someone we knew? I—I felt Mom like that once, so maybe this… well, not her, b-but…"

Jerry, perhaps tired of his babbling, groaned and said, "Well, how are you gonna convince it to come closer?" He squinted at the water's surface. "Doesn't look all that big. I've seen bigger things in the water, but maybe they're just too small to be interesting to those wraiths."

Owen stepped toward the water's edge, the damp ground curling uncomfortably around his toes. The red water was motionless, the last remnants of Jerry's drinking far away from their spot. Owen had to pause to admire the dreary beauty of the still lakeside, disturbed only when another cruel wind stroked the water's murky surface.

It was moving. It had to be aquatic. Not coming closer, but not leaving, either. Watching from afar? "Hello?" Owen finally called. "Who are you? It's me, Owen, if… you know who I am."

Jerry waited, tapping his foot impatiently. He was tapping loudly; Owen knew he was trying to make it known that he was wasting time.

"Hang on," Owen said with a feral growl afterward. He crept closer to the water's edge, looking for shadows. None. "Hello?" he called, just above the water's surface, enough that it trembled beneath his chin.

Jerry took a breath, about to speak, but Owen shoved himself forward and into the water. Against his instincts, he bubbled out another "Hello?" Then, he waited. In the same breath, he added, "I'm Owen!" And then he pulled up for a breath.

"You're probably the dumbest person I've met," Jerry commented.

"Well, I didn't sense anybody, so it was probably safe," Owen said, though his creeping paranoia had him stepping away from the water's edge afterward. Even if he could sense that there was someone out there like Amia, there was no telling if a wraith had been lurking at the water's edge for someone just like him… Was he lucky just then? No—Jerry would have helped him if…

And finally, a shadow appeared at the water's surface. Small, vaguely fish-like. Magikarp, perhaps? But the shape didn't match exactly. A little closer, but then claws grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back.

"You idiot, what if it's a trap?" Jerry growled.

"That little thing?" Owen pointed at the shadow as it got closer.

"You never know with a place like—okay, never mind."

Sunken eyes on an even uglier face stared at Owen, the Feebas taking a breath of air with an unpleasant, wheezy noise to speak above water. "Hello?"

Something nagged at the back of Owen, his instincts telling him he didn't know this Pokémon. Then, some distant trivia he'd picked up long ago rose from the back of his mind. This ugly, aquatic Pokémon. Like Remoraid, or Magikarp, they evolved into something completely unlike their current form. Oh, that's right, they evolved into—

Owen choked on his words, trying to say three things at once. He nearly lunged for the water, had it not been for Jerry clutching at his shoulder again. His flailing startled the Feebas, but Owen knew it would all be better once he shouted, "Zena!"

And her eyes widened in response. She dunked under the water, then rose back up, and Owen could only grin wider; it was her. And that probably meant the strange, tugging feeling he had whenever he wandered these lands corresponded to Mystic power after all. Amia, now Zena. He wasn't sure what was so special about those crystals, though. Could it be related?

"Hey," Jerry said, breaking the brief silence. "Looks like you're in the same situation as Owen."

"Owen?" Zena asked, blinking. Then, she looked at the Charmander. "You're Owen?"

"Yeah! I know, it's sort of awkward," Owen admitted, laughing. "I think, uh, I don't really know how to explain how it happened, but—"

"How did you know my name?"

Owen babbled uselessly again, starting with an explanation before transitioning into a question seconds later, but neither attempt at speaking was accomplished. Eventually, after several more attempts, he said, "What?"

"I don't believe we've met before," Zena said. "How did you… know me? You aren't some kind of…"

"No! No, no," Owen said frantically, waving his claws desperately. "Zena! Did you hit your head or something? It's me! Owen! You know? We were courting!"

Zena frowned and hummed, diving under the water again for another breath. She rose back up. "Why would I court with a… Charmander? I don't see how that would work out."

"I—"

Jerry rubbed the back of his head, wincing. "Guess you just can't catch a break," he said. "Hey, Zena. What do you remember?"

"Remember? Well… I woke up here, but before that, I remember… Mm…" She looked pensive, then shook her body. "It's all a fog there. Sorry."

"Well, I'm part of the memories you lost," Owen said, hoping this was just something temporary. Jerry turned his head back, likely to keep an eye on whether or not they were being followed.

"Hey, uh, Owen," Jerry mumbled.

"Zena, can you survive out of water? As a Milotic you could, and—"

"As a Milotic? Are you… oh… oh, I do… but how could that be?"

"Owen," Jerry said again, "look back."

"Hang on," Owen said. "Zena, please, you have to remember. We were fighting this thing—this, this shadow demon thing. He was possessing Anam, remember? Anam? A Goodra?"

"I think I do… It sounds familiar. Owen sounds familiar."

Jerry forcibly wrapped his claws under Owen's arms and spun him around. Owen struggled uselessly, but then caught sight of something black flying in the air. "Oh."

"We gotta go," Jerry said. "Grab Zena or don't—we're out!"

"Um—grab?" Zena said.

"Zena," Owen said quickly, rushing toward the water's edge. Despite the suddenness, she didn't flinch away. "How long can you hold your breath in the air?"

"F-fairly long? Why do you—"

Owen grasped Zena by her belly with one hand, then the top by the other, before quickly realizing that she was practically the same size as him.

Zena flopped about, slapping her tail against his cheek, and said, "Excuse me! Explain why—oh, that?" One of her sunken eyes stared at the dark avian flying toward them, uncomfortably quickly at that. "Um—please hurry."

"I'm trying," Owen said, returning to grappling with Zena's unwieldy form. This was somehow more difficult than if she'd been a Milotic. Then he could just—he wasn't sure, perhaps wrap her around him like a rope? But this, it was just—a fish! How was he supposed to carry a fish the same size as him?

"C'mon, c'mon!" Jerry said, growling. "Just hug Zena tight, and I'm gonna swoop down and pick you both up! Got it?"

"Okay! Okay. Zena, are you fine with that?"

"Just hurry before we become food!" Zena flopped into Owen's arms.

The Charmander struggled to keep steady, but eventually managed to wrap his arms around enough to get a firm hold under her fins. "Is this okay?"

"I think so." She tried gasping for air, but it was foreign compared to working with her gills, and Owen could tell how labored it was.

"Are you sure you can stay out of the water?" Owen asked.

"Feebas are hardy."

Wingbeats—two sets of them—accelerated Owen's heart. One was softer, of Jerry swooping down; the other was from the great, black bird approaching them.

A second later, Jerry's talons wrapped around Owen's back and plucked him out of the water's edge. Owen held onto Zena, the Feebas stiffening once she was far out of the air, a nervous whimper breaking through her wheezing gasps. Owen could only imagine the primal fear that came from being plucked out of the water by someone like Jerry.

"Gah! Why is he so fast?!" Jerry looked back, beating his wings harder. Jerry weaved to the left, then suddenly went to the right. "Owen! They still behind us?"

"Yes!" Owen said. "Stop moving like that! I c-can't hold onto Zena like this!"

"Don't let go!" Zena begged.

"He's too fast! I—don't have the energy to keep this up! We gotta find shelter!"

"But they already see us!" Owen shouted back up. "Wait, what if I—"

Fire bubbled in the back of his throat. He couldn't do a Fire Trap in the ground, but what if…

His feet. He could still channel it through his feet, and then blast them that way! Owen focused—the warmth went from his chest, through his skin, along his legs, and to the bottoms of his feet. A dim glow emanated from them, then emitted a small ball of orange light. Owen focused, glaring at nothing, and the ball exploded.

The metal bird squawked and twirled right; the thing on the bird's back—an icy Sandslash, it looked like—swore loudly, then yelled, "Stop, stop! What're you doing?!"

This time, Owen heard it more clearly. "Wait—Jerry, they're telling us to stop!"

"Oh, sure!" Jerry said, but then kept flying forward. "Whatever you just did, do it ag—"

Owen's load suddenly felt a lot lighter. He looked down and realized that with all the strain, he'd dropped Zena. The air drowned out her screams, but not Owen's. She flailed, flipping and spinning in the air; there was no water beneath them.

Jerry dove down in response to Owen's screaming, but then had to pull up. The Charmander's eyes bulged even more, completely focused on Zena and, without thinking much about the consequences, tried to tear himself away from Jerry's hold. The talons dug into him harder, immediately stopping any future attempts.

"ZENA!" Owen cried.

The black bird—Corviknight, Owen finally realized—got to Zena first, following her falling speed. The Sandslash on his back grabbed her and held her down, and Jerry was flying further away.

"Forget it!" Jerry shouted. "We're out!"

"NO!" Owen roared, flailing again. He channeled flames into his hands, the explosive energy building. "Take us back! Now! They have Zena!" Owen looked back again; Zena was still okay, but it was getting hard to see specifics. The Sandslash was inspecting her, and they were flying toward the river. "Jerry, take me back!"

"Or what?!" Jerry looked down, snarling, but his eyes flashed with incredulous worry when Owen showed the flaming sphere between his hands. "Are you nuts?!"

"Take us back!" The flame orb brightened.

A few more wingbeats followed, and then Jerry muttered something Owen could only guess was a southern slur. He banked to the left, turning back.

"If we die from this, I'm haunting you," Jerry muttered.

"I don't think that's gonna work," Owen admitted.

"What?"

"I'll explain later." He trained his eyes on Sandslash, Corviknight, and Zena. Sandslash hopped off of Corviknight and set Zena near the water, but said something to her. She glanced nervously at the pond while Sandslash pulled out an odd, rectangular tablet from the bag, poking at certain parts of the face of it.

Corviknight watched Owen and Jerry while Sandslash stared at the tablet, tapping on different parts. Little dots flashed on the face.

Jerry released Owen and, with a tumble and a grunt, the Charmander rolled to a stop near the lakeside. Zena flopped weakly near the water, and Sandslash finally said, "Alright, go in the lake. It's safe."

Zena didn't have to be told twice, slapping the wet ground. With a splash, she sank into the red water, reemerging several seconds later with a relieved smile. "Thank you," she said. "What are you doing?"

"Scanning for Void Titans," Sandslash said, a puff of frost clouding the air in front of him. "Name's Hakk, by the way. Feathers over there is Xypher."

The Corviknight chirped when his name was mentioned, then tilted his head at Owen. "Hello."

"Hi—hi."

"You're tired."

"Er—" Owen glanced at his tail on reflex, noticing its tiny ember. Wincing, he nodded. "I am. Sorry for… trying to blow you up."

"Energy. Strong. Spirited. Strong, strong."

Owen wasn't sure how to reply, caught staring at Xypher long enough that he realized he was being rude. "Um—thank you."

"I forgive you."

"Thanks." Owen wasn't sure where to go after that, so he looked at Hakk, who put away the tablet. "So, Void Titans. Are those the giant wraith things?"

"Wraiths, right. So you're definitely from Kilo, I take it."

"Uh—" Suddenly realizing that Hakk was the first person he'd met who could probably answer this question, he quickly asked, "Where are we? What happened? Do you know?"

Hakk sighed, rubbing his forehead. Then, like a routine, he said, "You're in the Voidlands. You died. You can't go back. Come with me to Null Village or stay out here and pray to the god that can't hear you. That clear it up?"

"N…"

A cruel wind gave the group a bath of purple dust. Owen winced, squeezing his eyes shut, and Zena sank deeper in the water until the dust settled. When he finally felt it was safe enough to breathe, Owen shouted, "NO! That doesn't clear anything up!"

"Uh-huh." Hakk walked to his bag and threw it over Xypher's neck. "So, Null Village or nah?"

"There's a whole village out in this middle-of-nowhere?" Jerry asked.

"Well, it's still in the middle of nowhere, but at least it's a village," Hakk said. "So, coming?"

"Better than here. Got food?"

"You'll have to work for it."

Jerry shrugged and looked down at Owen. "No choice. Get the fish and we'll head over."

"Oh, right, her." Hakk looked in his pouch, then pulled out a strange, grayish ring from the bag. With a few clicks, it widened in radius, thinning out until it became about twice the length of Zena. He pointed the face of the ring toward Zena and closed one eye, then nodded to himself. After placing the ring in the water, he pointed inside and said, "Swim here."

"I'm sorry?" Zena said.

"Gonna help make travel a little easier on you. Some tech based on an Araquanid's water bubble. Makes it a lot easier for aquatics to go on long trips in the air."

After some hesitation, Zena broke the water's surface inside the ring, and Hakk pressed a small button on the edge. With a click, the ring glowed, and a dome of water surrounded Zena; her eyes widened with wonder at the same time that Owen's did.

"You, Aero. Strong enough to fly?"

"Yeah, I'm good. I'll carry Charmander." Jerry nodded down to Owen, who needed a few seconds to register that, indeed, his first name was Charmander again.

Hakk pulled out a small, tough-looking rope—it didn't look like it was made from fiber—and snapped it into the edge of another slot of the metal ring. Then, he tied the other side around Xypher's neck. The Corviknight nodded.

"Right, we're all set. Ready to go?"

"Um—excuse me, but is this safe?" Zena asked, poking her head out of the ring. "I'm worried I'll fall."

"Don't worry. Once we get moving, the ring's forcefield will solidify and you won't be able to fall out unless you're actually trying to break free. Oh, don't do that, by the way. Tails and fins inside the sphere at all times. Including now."

Zena shrank away, but Owen gave her an apologetic smile. When she didn't return it, and instead stared at him with the same lack of recognition as before, Owen did his best to swallow the lump in his throat.

"Wait," Owen added.

"What now?" Hakk said, already on Xypher's back.

"There's someone else lost out here. A Gardevoir—no, probably a Ralts now. Can we find her?"

"We don't have the resources for scouting any longer," Hakk said. "We need to return to Null Village, regroup, and then see what we can do."

"But I—"

Hakk's bag suddenly made a foreign, beeping noise that reminded Owen of something ADAM would have done. Xypher's head twitched in its direction, then at Hakk, and the Corviknight let out a low caw.

"No buts," Hakk said. "Titan's nearby and coming closer. Might sense us. Time to go. You can tell us about Ralts on the way and we'll figure out a rescue plan."

Jerry helped Owen—in other words, picked up and tossed him—on his back. Xypher took to the skies first, lifting Zena in her aqua sphere suddenly, but securely. And then Jerry followed, with Owen looking back just in time to see a Void Titan crawling around a faraway plateau.

It roared, the sound turning Owen's blood to ice, but they were faster. Soon, it was just a big, black dot in the wastes.






97. New Home, Old Friend


Chapter 88 – New Home, Old Friend

At first, Jerry protested flying over the forest, claiming that the wraiths below would shoot at them. Xypher, undeterred, continued forward, and Hakk shrugged, nonchalant.

"It's fine," Hakk said. "Most of them can't do much harm. The strong ones, we'll avoid. We've got some Illusion fields just in case."

"Illusion what?" Owen looked nervously downward. From above, the trees he had once explored for tree taffy and berry bunches looked more like mangled fingers clawing at the sky.

"Illusion field. It distorts outgoing light to disguise us. Same way Zoroark cast their illusions." Hakk looked back at Owen. "Better than just bending light around us, or we'd be flying blind."

"Zoroark…" Owen squinted. "Have you run into a Zoroark recently? Or Zorua. She might be scared or confused, but she's another friend."

"Nope. We'll ask around our network and see if anybody else has info, though." Hakk looked at his device again.

"Mm." Owen's claws dug into Jerry's shoulder and the Aerodactyl jostled in response. "Oh—sorry."

"What's up with you?" Jerry growled. "No matter what these guys do to us, we're better off than before. If they wanted us for food, we'd be dead already."

"I—I wasn't thinking about that at all!" Owen's flame doubled in size. "I thought they were friends!"

"Well, aren't you trusting," Jerry grumbled. "Just leave the carefulness to me, then. We still don't know what these guys want from us, and I doubt they're going to be charitable when we arrive. Look at this place!" Jerry jerked his head vaguely upward. "You think they have resources to spare? Please. Best case scenario, we're their servants."

"S-servants?" Owen squeaked.

"Yep. But if we're fed, it'll be worth it. Better than dying. So look at it that way."

"But what about Zena? She can't…"

"They probably have something," Jerry said. "And if they don't, I dunno, at least we're alive."

"Um—excuse me!" Owen perked up, shouting toward Hakk.

"Eh?"

"Are we—"

Jerry dove down, making Owen scream, and then he lifted back up. "Ignore him," Jerry said. "He's impatient."

"We're almost there. And don't fly down too low or you'll leave the illusory field." Hakk sighed and looked ahead again. "Okay, this is going to be a little tricky, so you'll need to follow more closely. You see that stone spire ahead?"

Owen leaned to the left, around Jerry's neck. Far ahead, looking like one of the trees, was a great cone tipped with a white, glowing point. It reminded Owen a lot of the central spire in Kilo Village where the Central Waypoint marked the center of the world map, or the Spire of Trials where Manny had once lived. The tip was probably as sharp as Owen's claws.

"Yeah, what about it?" Jerry asked.

"When we start slowing down, stay behind us until the spire dims a little. Then, fly forward with us. When it gets brighter again, keep flying, but when it dims for a second time, slow down."

"…What?"

"Just follow Xypher's lead."

"Forward," Xypher said. "Slow, slow, fast, fast, slow…"

Soon, they slowed down. Zena anxiously swirled around in her aqua bubble, glancing up at Owen, and then at the spire ahead. It dimmed, so they moved forward. When it brightened, Jerry almost stopped, and Owen felt him lurch, so Owen mumbled that he had to keep going. Jerry grumbled something back, probably another curse, and then followed their lead. Once it dimmed again, they stopped.

"What's this supposed to be? Some kind of signal that we aren't hostile?" Jerry asked.

"Yep," Hakk said.

"What, that communicator doesn't do it for you?"

"A Void Shadow could've stolen it from us," Hakk said.

"Void what?"

"Later. We're clear for a landing." Hakk put his tablet away into his bag and leaned forward. Xypher started to glide down, so Jerry followed.

"Seems like it would be pretty obvious if a Void whatever stole it from you. Sandslash and Corviknight. Not many pairs like those, right?"

"Some Void Shadows can mimic bodies the way you'd expect a Ditto to. And from far away, sometimes it's hard to tell. Better to shoot them from far away if they try, since most of them are pretty stupid."

"And if a clever one mimics you?" Jerry asked.

"That's what the next test's for. Get ready to land."

The tops of the gnarled, black trees threatened to scrape Jerry and Xypher, but they found a clearing soon enough. Xypher landed on a fallen tree, which collapsed partway under his weight. Jerry landed on purple mud, grimacing.

"Ugh," he grumbled. "Is everywhere this… what's the word… vile?"

"Outside of town? Pretty much. That's the Voidlands for you." Hakk marched forward. "Stay close, stay behind, and stay quiet. Clear?" He picked up Zena's bowl and started rolling her forward, the forcefield maintaining its shape tenuously.

Owen fidgeted and followed at a faster pace to make up for his leg span. "Um, what's—"

"What's the third thing I said?" Hakk said, glaring at Owen.

He squeaked and shrank back, playing with his claws. "Sorry…"

Jerry glared at Hakk, but said nothing. He gestured forward with a wing.

Satisfied, Hakk nodded back and said, "Follow any instructions you're given. Play nice and this'll be easy for everyone, including you three. We don't like dealing with troublemakers. Any questions you guys have, we'll answer once we have you inside and verify that everything is secure."

Owen nodded vigorously, trying to shake off his nerves. Though he noticed that they weren't moving forward. He wanted to ask, but then he remembered Hakk's third command and shifted his weight instead.

Jerry tensed enough for Owen to notice his wings pinned to his side. Defensive stance, perhaps even noncombative at the same time. Owen felt a phantom sensation of his lack of wings doing the same.

"Identify yourselves, scouts."

The voice was gruff and booming, sending another tight chill through Owen's chest and into his throat.

"Sandslash Hakk, Class B," Hakk replied, pulling out a white badge with a strange, star-shaped symbol with four large points and four small points between them.

"Corviknight Xypher, Class D," Xypher cawed back, followed by a chirp. He produced another badge with the same symbol.

They were so bright; he only now realized that, aside from Hakk's white-cyan appearance—which was stained reddish purple—those badges were the first pure white thing he'd seen in a while. The symbols were black, and something about them made his chest feel warm.

"And the other three?" the booming voice said. It sounded vaguely metallic.

"All rescues. Found them in a group. Yeah, I know, rare." Hakk shrugged, motioning back. "Feebas, Aerodactyl, Charmander."

Another pause. Shuffling. Owen's scales tightened like feeble armor against his body, like a vestigial remnant from when his hide used to be stronger. They were surrounded.

"Alright, forward. Sandslash first with Feebas, then Charmander."

Jerry tensed more, but continued to say nothing. He glanced down at Owen, who looked up uncertainly. They didn't have a choice anymore, did they? Owen's tail blazed; there was no point in trying to fight now, but if he needed to, they had to find some way to escape.

The caution in Jerry's eyes suggested he agreed.

The source of the booming voice came from a Steelix, its shining, steel hide covered in flecks of the ground's sticky mud. Huge eyes stared down at Owen and even more daunting jaws, frozen and expressionless, radiated a paralyzing aura. He could crush Owen with a tap. Wouldn't even notice.

Owen stared straight forward, walking past his long, segmented body, the little, gleaming parts reflecting his tail flame, which was a lot smaller. His fire crackled now and then like a wet fire.

"Aerodactyl next," Steelix said, and Owen wanted to collapse to his knees. But he didn't and held strong, though he did ball his fists up.

Jerry approached just as slowly, occasionally giving a glance at Steelix, and then Xypher took up the rear.

The walk that followed was silent, save for Steelix's grinding slither across the ground, light footsteps from the heavier Pokémon of the line, and the occasional swish or blub of Zena swimming in her bubble. Sometimes, a broken branch, a heavy misstep, or some other foreign noise gave away the fact that, indeed, they were still being watched by more than just Steelix.

"So," Hakk said, glancing back. "Charmander. How long've you been out in the Nil Plateaus?"

That meant he was allowed to answer, right? "Not sure," he replied. "I can't tell time that easily here. No sun, or at least, I don't think there is. But I've fallen asleep maybe… five, six times? I don't know. Some of them might have been because I passed out…"

"Passed out?" Hakk asked.

"Mm." Owen nodded. "I couldn't get a lot of food, and there were these… giant things that I had to run away from, and the stress made me pass out sometimes, I think."

"Those are called Void Titans," Hakk said. "You were smart to run away from them."

Owen nodded a little too enthusiastically.

"And you, Aerodactyl?"

"Same deal," Jerry said shortly. "Less passing out, though. Wings help."

Hakk continued walking. Occasionally Xypher babbled under his breath, but Owen couldn't tell what he was saying—or if it was comprehensible at all. Whenever Hakk made a light snapping noise with his claws, however, Xypher quieted down.

"And you, Feebas?"

"I'm afraid I don't remember much," Zena said. "It's a little blurry. I remember there was a fight I was part of… As a Milotic, if you can believe it, and then… Well, and then things became dark… There was a horrible… presence…"

"Presence?" Hakk asked.

"I remember seeing it. When it was dark, I felt something, like it was… pulling me, but not. Like a current. I couldn't get away at first, and then… I woke up."

"Mm." Hakk nodded. "Sounds pretty scary. Glad you're still with us."

Hakk knew more. Owen could tell. But he couldn't speak up. He'd remember it for later.

They continued in silence until the icy Sandslash pointed a claw toward a bright spot ahead, like a small, starry sky in the forest. "There's Null Village," he said. "Just keep to this formation, alright?"

Null Village had no welcoming sign and no clear perimeter. It simply started as part of the forest, little black buildings made out of packed mud and reinforced with some other, even darker material that Owen didn't recognize. No building was greater than two stories tall, and they looked to be very deliberately below the trees' height.

Some had larger doors, likely for larger inhabitants, while others were nostalgically smaller, like the tiny home Willow had once occupied in Hot Spot. Owen always wondered what furniture she would have had. Probably mushrooms.

Despite the unceremonious beginning to the village, the internals were organized and grid-like. Streets were mercifully solid and packed down like stone. The claws of his feet tapped on it, and the sound reminded him of fine pottery.

Occasionally, they passed by lighter spots in the buildings that illuminated the whole street despite the dim lighting. The light source came from more diamonds embedded into the walls, just like the crystals that he'd found in—what did Hakk call it, Nil Plateaus?

But they didn't have the same draw that those crystals gave him. Disappointing. Even more disappointing was they weren't able to find the old crystals that he'd lost.

Most of the Pokémon in the village weren't fully evolved, which was an odd sight. He was so used to everyone being fully evolved in Kilo Village, most of the kids inside or at school or playing elsewhere than the Hearts' center of operations. They gave him curious, sometimes wary glances, particularly at Jerry. A Ponyta galloped away from the other end of the street when they'd seen him, while an accompanying Cranidos sighed and followed the Ponyta more leisurely.

"Alright," Hakk said, snapping Owen out of his thoughts. He'd lost track of how many streets they'd turned and how many buildings they'd passed, but suddenly, they were in front of one of the larger buildings. At least sixty feet across. Even if Zena was fully evolved, they'd need at least three of her, end to end, to cross one side.

The Feebas flitted about in her bowl. Owen wanted to get closer, but Hakk's words continued to echo in his mind.

They entered, and the inside was a lot brighter. The walls were painted a light brown in a design that was reminiscent of a Dungeon's twisted wood-warping. He wasn't sure why that would be a desirable look, though. It just meant danger.

A few beanbags lined the ground for sitting and resting. A desk sat at the back of the room, which had two passageways to the let and right, as well as a closed door in the back that didn't have any lever to push open. How did they get through? It was just flat.

Sitting at the front of the desk was a Jynx, quietly looking at another one of those strange, rectangular tablets like it was a book. Her eyes scanned the rectangle in a slow and steady rhythm.

It just occurred to Owen that Steelix and the unseen others had stopped following them some time ago. It was just Hakk and Xypher again.

"We have three. Three, three," Xypher called, chirped, and then preened.

"Three more?" Jynx said, bringing an incredulous hand to her forehead. "Sure, okay, fine, just… ahh…" She frowned at the three, but then motioned to their left. "Go ahead and set up rooms and we'll have them evaluated. Welcome to Null Village."

Hakk gestured for Owen and Jerry to follow. Down the hall to their left, several doors—each one without any sort of knob—were separated by several wingspans' distance. The walls were a polished black, like obsidian. It glistened against Owen's flame.

The distance between each door felt a lot longer than it should have. Owen lost count of the paces, and he wondered if there were hidden rooms between them to compensate for all the empty wall space.

Owen was about to ask a question, starting with an, "Um," but then remembered he was probably not supposed to be talking. Instead, he tried to play it off as a cough.

"Alright, Owen. You first." Hakk stopped at one of the rooms, only a few doorways down from the main lobby. There was a symbol above the obsidian door that didn't match the others. While the ones behind Owen were red and square, this one was a green circle.

"In you go," Hakk said, pressing a paw against the door. He held it there for a second, then pulled away, yet a glowing imprint of his paw remained.

Owen moved to get a closer look, his eyes reflecting the light. But before he could see how it worked, the pawprint disappeared and the door slid open—into the doorframe.

Owen let out a feral chirp in response, flinching.

"Wha? Where'd the door go?" Jerry said.

"Uh, it slid aside." Hakk gestured for Owen to go in. "Go on. We'll get to you later."

The interior was a short hall into a large room. The walls were that same obsidian color again, and the floor that similar, pottery texture. A dull heat emanated from the inside that made his flame perk up eagerly.

Hakk didn't seem as receptive. "C'mon, I hate Fire rooms."

"Sorry." Owen quickly shuffled inside, ducking his head.

A deep and unsettlingly familiar voice echoed across the hall. "Where is he?"

Jerry blinked, looking down the hall, then at Owen. "That your clone?" Jerry said. "Didn't think Har was in that fight."

"Har…" It was Har's voice. Which meant it was his own voice. Which also meant it might be—

Eon, as a Charizard, flew across the halls, glancing left and right when he passed their corridor. He halted—overturning a nearby potted void plant with his gusts—and stared at Owen.

"You're here," Eon breathed.

Xypher squawked. "No interaction! No interaction!"

"But he's—"

Xypher squawked even louder, fanning out his feathers.

"Back off," Hakk said, growling. "If you know this guy, we'll process it later. You just got cleared, so don't make us revoke it."

"But—"

Xypher screeched, making Jerry wince and shuffle to the left. Zena tried to get as low to the ground as possible while remaining in her bubble.

Eon didn't move. Owen, by the doorway, didn't either. Eventually, he realized Hakk was staring at him, and he backed away.

"Press the help button if you need something," Hakk said, and then the door slid shut.

And suddenly, Owen was alone.


Several days ago, they had followed a burst of black lightning in some faraway forest. That, coupled with the vague sensation that something familiar was there, led Demitri and Mispy to travel across rough, desolate terrain, taking rest stops in little caves and valleys when they could. Over those three days, they had happened upon two wraiths. One dissolved into nothing the moment they were taken down; the other, Demitri couldn't stomach.

Now, over yet another chilly, dusty, black mountain, toward the jagged, violet horizon, the mutant Meganium and Haxorus continued. Mispy's vines crawled over the terrain easily, and Demitri, who felt lighter than ever, rested atop her back, occasionally wincing from hunger pangs. His claws' grip strength was getting weaker and weaker. It would be time for another break soon.

"I'm sorry," Demitri said.

"What?"

"I'm sorry… I think you can tell I'm…"

Mispy frowned, but said nothing. So even he recognized how weak he had become, to need a break just so he didn't slip off. Maybe she could use a few more vines to hold him in place.

"I just can't eat those things like you can," Demitri said. "Not like it matters. We haven't found another one like them in so long…"

That was true. Mispy wouldn't mind eating something, but seeing Demitri like this was tearing her apart even more. She bit her lower lip, then eased her way over a particularly steep slope. Demitri was slipping, so she quickly wound a few extra vines around him. When she did, she lost her footing below and tilted left; Demitri yelped, and then a few of her vines lost their hold on him next.

"No!" Mispy shouted, but her voice was drowned out by the bitter wind. Demitri hit the sloped ground and tumbled several feet, coming to a rough stop when his tail's axe cut into nearby stone.

Mispy carefully slid down the same slope and picked Demitri up. "Are you okay?" She channeled some healing energy into him, but that was starting to wear her down, too. But she kept going anyway until she felt there was nothing more to aid.

"I'm sorry," Demitri repeated quietly. "Come—come on, let's get going. I'll… walk. I'll be fine."

"No, you won't," Mispy said, wrapping a few vines around him. "Come on."

Demitri resisted halfheartedly, but Mispy could tell it was more out of shame than anything.

"I'm just so weak," Demitri lamented. "How did it get like this…" He squeezed at his gut, where the scales had started to sag where a healthy layer of fat had once been. Now his form was unhealthily slender. Mispy wasn't doing much better, but she had ample excess mass to draw from before she'd show any signs of starvation. She had always overeaten. That wouldn't mean anything, now, though, especially for Demitri…

For some reason, she kept seeing Demitri cooking in her mind. All those times he'd experimented with all kinds of dishes when Rhys was out on longer missions. Served them to her; she'd never asked if he wanted some, either, or if he wanted more than those small portions that he'd eaten instead. He was so strong; surely, he'd need to eat more.

"Are you okay?" Demitri asked, and his claws to her cheek broke her from a trance.

Another gust blew dirt in their eyes; Demitri closed his left one and ducked down, like that would help, while Mispy brought a few vines over her face.

"I'm sorry," she said, pressing her head against the base of his neck. "I… I always eat. And you… you always… you don't eat enough…" The words came after long stutters, but Demitri waited patiently, because he always did. He was always so patient with her. She didn't deserve it.

"Don't talk like that," Demitri said, rubbing the back of her beck. "Especially not now."

Demitri climbed onto Mispy's back with newfound strength, slowly creeping until he was resting on the back of her neck. Reluctantly, she wrapped her vines around him, securing his position. His Dragon body was warm. So warm. Even now. Perhaps it was his inner, blue fire.

"It's going to be okay," Demitri whispered. "I loved when you ate. And I'll love it when we get to eat again. It's gonna happen. We're gonna have a huge feast together…" His voice was so soft that she had to strain to hear it over another indifferent gust.

"Promise me," Mispy said, though she advanced forward again. "Don't… die."

Demitri leaned a little deeper. "If we find another wraith…" He nuzzled her, and that, somehow, relaxed her. "We'll fuse, and maybe I can stomach it easier. I know it's risky, but…"

That was all she needed. "Okay."

With more valleys ahead, they continued along the slopes once more. They carefully traversed over jagged gaps and sudden dips, occasionally navigating horizontally until they found a more lenient drop. Demitri mumbled about a time when they had gone on an exploration in Void Forest, which felt vaguely like the dreary atmosphere they had been enjoying for the past few days. How scared he was about Ghosts, of all things. What he'd do to worry about those than wherever they were now.

Demitri had eventually fallen silent, and Mispy, worried, shook him gently. "I'm okay," Demitri replied, squeezing her a little more. "Was just resting my voice."

But she liked his voice. And it wasn't like she could speak to fill the air that easily, either. Still, they continued, Mispy occasionally contemplating—if only to pass the time—whether her vines qualified as plant matter or flesh.

"I feel him," Demitri suddenly mumbled.

"Huh?" Mispy looked back.

"He's close…"

Mispy blinked, perplexed, and stopped. Was he losing it? His aura still felt fine; while he was weak, it was still stable. He wasn't fading—she'd force him to eat if it came to that…

She closed her eyes and humored him anyway. Whatever he was seeing, it wasn't with his—

A Flygon flew over a forest of black trees.

Mispy's eyes shot open. How did she… know that?

"Who?" Mispy asked.

"Gahi."

Then they felt the same thing. "Let's go."

Demitri held on a little tighter, and Mispy moved a little faster, following that strange feeling that guided them forward.


"You're flying too high," Trina criticized.

"Bah, they ain't shot me yet," Gahi dismissed. Still, he flew closer to the treetops.

Trina looked down, inspecting a wound along Gahi's side. "And how have you been doing with…"

"What, it look bad again?"

"It might. Try not to strain yourself too much."

"Bah, better 'n yesterday." Gahi snorted. "Stupid Druddigon… who would've though that we'd get some territorial feral here, too."

"It's too bad the Orans here aren't blessed," Trina added.

"Might be poisoned, too," Gahi grumbled. "That one I ate messed me up good."

"It might have been a cursed berry," Trina said. "Those used to happen on occasion in southern towns, from what I heard. I don't know if that's the case anymore."

"Cursed? Sounds kinda familiar, but I dunno. Either way, I ain't gonna eat another one without taking a long, hard look at it…"

"Do you still feel anything guiding you?" Trina asked.

"Yep. Gettin' real strong, too."

"Hopefully whatever it is, it can give you a chance to rest." Trina frowned, her tiny body feeling vulnerable against the rushing wind. "I don't want you falling while I'm like this."

"Bah! I ain't gonna fall unless I get shot."

Trina half-expected a blast of darkness to hit Gahi just then, but none came.

"You ain't gettin' hungry, are yeh?"

"Oh, no," Trina lied. Then, she amended, "Not more than usual. The lack of sunlight isn't agreeing with my leaves."

"Maybe I'll start lookin' fer somethin' later. Better berries. Maybe more wood if we gotta."

They flew along in silence afterward, Trina occasionally taking a closer and more careful look at Gahi's wounds. They were only open because he'd refused to sit still; had he spent longer asleep and not constantly wandering around restlessly, it would have been healed by now. But instead, the wound was reopening yet again.

Stubborn fool. Trina rolled her eyes and used her arms—it was so strange to have them so long again—to get a better hold around his neck. Her vines anchored her further.

And then, suddenly, she was glad she had held on so firmly. Gahi twirled and rolled in the air, and everything felt frigid. Frost covered her left hand and she tried to shake it off before it'd damage her flesh.

"Gahi!" she shouted over the wind.

"Found Owen," Gahi spat.

"You what?" Trina tried to look past Gahi's neck. She saw a great spire in the middle of the trees with a glowing tip. It radiated a fine mist and cyan energy—the telltale sign of the Ice element.

"Ice, why's it always ice?" Gahi growled, shifting his angle in the air as the source of the blast rapidly drew near.

"You said you found Owen. Is he there?"

"Yep. Feel it fer sure."

"You shouldn't follow your instincts so blindly," Trina chided.

"Bah! Save the lecture fer later." Gahi twirled around another blast and sped forward. Trina braced, hearing a whistling in the air that came from Gahi's wings. And then, the sound of metal wind chimes—that was odd. Gahi's wings darkened with little bright dots, like a sky.

"Gahi?" Trina said.

But Gahi didn't hear her over the whistling and the wind.

Suddenly, Gahi dipped under the trees and closed his wings. He landed on his feet, ran several paces, and then hopped in the air again, the updraft of his own power pushing him forward. Trina saw a few wraiths in the shadows, yet Gahi was too fast for them to so much as react in time.

And then, just ahead, a Steelix emerged from the trees to the right, though Trina had seen his massive, shiny form coming for a while.

"Ngh—!" Gahi abruptly slowed down, spreading his wings apart to further decelerate.

"Gahi?" Trina glanced at Steelix. He'd crush them if Gahi didn't move…

"Barrier." Gahi poited at the lightly reflective, transparent surface that blocked the entrance to the village. He glanced at Steelix. "Oy, you keeping Owen in there?"

Steelix glared, and Trina's leafy scales tingled. They were surrounded. Did Gahi even know?

"Rushing toward a village like that…" Steelix glared down at Gahi. "What is your name?"

"Who wants ter know?"

"Gahi," Trina hissed under her breath. "Excuse me! We're looking for a friend of ours. His name is Owen, a Charizard. He may look different from a normal Charizard, though."

Gahi grumbled, but said nothing in protest. Instead, he kept his guard up, ready to bolt at any sign of aggression. Trina decided not to comment that he had been the aggressor here.

"A Charizard named Owen," Steelix said. "And your names?"

"I am Serperior Trina," she said, paused, and then sighed. "…Snivy… Trina."

Gahi narrowed his eyes, then said, "Flygon Gahi."

"You're an odd Flygon," Steelix commented.

"What's it ter—"

"He's from the south," Trina explained. "Pokémon have some regional variants there, and Flygon are a rare one."

"Mm, I see. The south. Then you're from…"

"From? I'm from Arachno Forest. Gahi comes from Hot Spot, an unknown location. But he is also of the Thousand Hearts." By now, Trina had scaled Gahi's neck and was sitting between his antennae. "Where are we now? We were attacked and eventually found ourselves here. I had entered a strange Dungeon as a Serperior, but once I exited, my form dissolved, and I woke up as a Snivy."

"I see. And what about your family?" Steelix said.

"Okay, enough!" Gahi snarled, flaring his wings. "I don't know what yer—get off me!" Gahi tried to grab for Trina, but she ducked and weaved away from his grip. Meanwhile, she wrapped her vines around his mouth.

She could tell he was tempted to bite on them, but while she had the opportunity, she whispered into Gahi's earhole, "Do you want to see Owen?"

Gahi stopped his struggling and glared at Trina with one eye.

"Then you will cooperate with them." She rose up and addressed Steelix. "My family is all long since deceased. I was adopted into a family of Spinarak and Ariados."

"And I don't got a family," Gahi said.

"You don't have one, or you don't remember them?" Steelix said.

"He's…" Trina wondered how to phrase it. She'd already said he was southern. "Orphaned. But my memory of his status is clear."

Steelix looked to Trina, then at Gahi, who maintained his glare.

"No sudden movements," Steelix commanded. "You will follow us inside. You can't see Owen yet, but we can bring you to where he is being kept for evaluation."

"Evaluation?" Trina said. "Is he hurt?"

"No. But he is a Charmander now, so a similar fate as you, Snivy."

"So I don't gotta go through that," Gahi said.

"You do if you want to see Owen."

Gahi growled again, but Trina tightened her vines. He relented and motioned toward the town. "Fine."

Steelix paused, scanning them one last time. Trina wondered what would make a town so cautious as to have so many scouts in the area just for two visitors. Though, he did dodge those Ice blasts…

And finally, Steelix slithered into town, the barrier granting access without resistance. Gahi followed behind, and Trina briefly wondered if they'd be allowed to step out again.






98. Your Name


Chapter 89 – Your Name

Nothing looked familiar to Owen. Thankfully, an adorably oversized information pamphlet—roughly half his height—did a good job at directing him to where to go and how to operate all of the strange devices given to him in this somewhat cramped living space.

The sliding door that had locked him inside this windowless room didn't budge, and he had tried very hard. His tiny, scaly hands clattered against the solid surface while he listened to Eon muttering on the other side. He wasn't sure if he wanted to talk to him just yet… but he was at least glad he was alive.

With his back against the doorway, Owen looked over the brochure that was nearly half his height. While it wasn't very colorful, it was very informational, and after spending so many days in the Nil Plateaus, having any sort of reading material was a mental breath of fresh air.

Some of the information was… basic, and he skimmed over most of it. He had no idea what sort of Pokémon needed to know what water could be used for beyond drinking. It was embarrassing; of course he'd use it to wash! Assuming they had Passho powder… There wasn't any mention of that. Only that they had Passho berries in the 'cold box,' which they then titled a refrigerator.

He knew of these things. Nevren had invented them, though prototypes were already moving around in Kilo to replace manual Ice work. Controlled Hail Orbs. Basic, mechanical pumps. Perhaps it was a similar technology here?

Everything seemed so advanced. It was like he was staring into Kilo's future, aside from the desolate wasteland everywhere.

Then again…

Shaking the thoughts from his head, Owen's new battle was a struggle to open the fridge. It had some kind of seal on it because he had to pull very hard before the door finally gave way with a sucking noise. Cold air washed over his toes first, then his knees and lower body. Curious, he breathed into the white interior of the lit fridge, creating a foggy cloud.

There were a few Passho Berries indeed. No powder. He'd have to eat and then be—

Eat?

This was food.

The brochure had warned him not to eat it all, but he was so hungry… Maybe he could just have one, since he probably should wash up, and—

Knock went the door and Owen's thoughts collapsed. Before he had the chance to answer, the door opened and revealed Corviknight Xypher and a woven, wooden basket in his beak.

He cawed and hopped inside; the door slid closed behind him.

"Um, hello," Owen said, reflexively trying to sense what was inside the bag. Without Perceive, he saw nothing. "What's that?"

"A gi—" Upon opening his mouth, the bag fell to the floor, and Xypher cawed loudly and beat his wings before ducking down and muttering under his breath.

"Hey, it's okay, it's okay!" Owen said, raising his arms. "Didn't sound too heavy." And he didn't want something that could step on him by accident getting upset. Cautiously, Owen approached and pulled the red cloth back, but he knew what it was before he even opened it.

Bread.

A simple, golden brown, tough loaf of bread, its shape long and rounded. Next to it was a slightly overturned, but not ruined, slab of butter. Tiny, but present, only really enough for a few slices at best, unless he really rationed them.

Owen thought his heart had stopped. Hesitant, he reached forward, "I-is th-that f-for… me?"

"Yes! Yes, yes." Xypher nodded.

Before the phantasm disappeared before his eyes, Owen tugged the bag closer to him and dragged it to a small, raised portion of the dark ground that he recognized—based on the brochure—as a table. He placed the napkin on the table first, and then the bread, and the tiny ceramic plate of butter. There was a flat stick sitting at the bottom of the basket, and a palm-sized, flat clay container of some kind. Inside was an odd, red paste.

"We were told you enjoyed spicy," Xypher said. "Spicy, spicy. Cheri jam. For the bread. Tasty. Tasty, tasty."

It took every ounce of Owen's willpower to eat it like a decent creature. First, he broke off a small slice. Then the stick. Butter first, this time. He breathed the tiniest ember over it. Sizzle. The aroma made him drool and he didn't care.

His teeth sank in and the smell doubled, savory and dusty, yet in a good way. That bread scent was unmistakable, even here. The tiny amount of oil coated his tongue; at some point, Xypher had left for the washroom and returned with a cup of water, which he gently set down on the table. He cawed again, looking pleased.

Owen couldn't see. He was smiling like an idiot and everything was blurry. Even still, he didn't need sight or Perceive to keep eating, stopping only to take a drink of water.

"Not too fast," Xypher said.

"M—mm," Owen agreed. It would upset his empty stomach if he had too much, and despite his temptation to go for a second slice, he set it and the Cheri jam down. "Th-thank you," he squeaked. "I'm sorry. Did you want some?"

"Oh, no. No, no."

The hesitation came nonetheless, but he eventually resumed preparing his second slice, this time with slightly less primal enthusiasm. "And," Owen asked before taking that tantalizing next bite, "how about the others? Jerry? Zena? They're eating, too, right?"

"Yes. Yes, yes."

"They're doing okay?"

Xypher cawed in affirmative.

"Okay. That's… that's good." Satisfied, he ate in silence, wondering why Xypher was still there. Perhaps to answer more questions? Xypher didn't seem like the sort to be very good at… conversations. But the—oh the Cheri jam was—he had to stop eating to savor it. The spice tickled his tongue and reminded him that he was alive. Hopefully. It cleared his airway and warmed his throat. The crunch gave his teeth something to feel satisfaction over.

"You have a bright smile," Xypher said.

Owen flinched, looking up at the huge Corviknight. His eyes gleamed with an odd, simple joy. "Oh," Owen said, swallowing. "Um—thanks?"

"Yes. Don't lose it."

"Oh, I—I won't." And to prove a point, that smile returned. "Thank you again, I—whoever—whatever this building is for, thank you. I haven't eaten something good since I came here."

Xypher continued to stare, but he was attentive.

"Um, and how long do I have to be here?" Owen asked.

"A few days," Xypher said. "You will be fine."

"What for?" Owen tried to keep his voice as docile as possible. He was at their mercy, and they had been nothing but good to him so far. "Is it some kind of… security precaution?"

Xypher's bright expression dimmed somewhat. "Mm… Yes. But I am… bad at explaining."

"Oh." So he knew. "It's okay! I'll just rest for now, if that's what you need me to do. Just a few days, right? And your scouts are going to search for my Mom, right? The Ralts, she might be a Ralts now."

"Yes. Yes, yes."

That was the best he could ask for.

Before long, with the bliss of finally filling his stomach fading slowly, Owen pushed the plate of bread forward with restraint. "I'll have more of it later. I don't want to overwhelm my stomach."

"Do you need help with anything else?"

"No, this helped me enough." Owen searched for and then raised the brochure. "I was about to have a Passho and wash up. And then, er…" Everything was very bare, and he suddenly realized that the natural heat in the room might have been uncomfortable for Xypher.

"Oh! The—the heat isn't bothering you, is it?"

"No. No, no."

He was lying. "It's okay," Owen said. "Really, all the information I need is right here. I'll figure out the rest of it later, y'know? I'm already in way better shape than you found me, and that's good enough."

Xypher seemed unsure, letting out a low, drawn-out caw of uncertainty.

"I know the room's probably a little warm for you. Is there any way I can call for help if I need it? Then you can go."

Xypher hopped toward one end of the wall and pointed with a talon. "Here," he said. On the wall was a button that had a similar star-like design in the middle, black with white inside. "Press this, and then speak. Hello. Hello, hello." Xypher poked the button at the same time.

"Hello? Xypher? Is Charmander doing okay?"

It was like a communicator! Owen's eyes lit up, moving closer to the button and the strange, bumpy part of the wall just above it.

"Yes. Yes, yes. Showing the help button."

"Um, hello, wall voice," Owen greeted.

"…Hello. I'm not in the wall. Just security in the other room."

Right. Communicator. "Er, sorry."

Xypher released the button and nodded. "Do you know?"

"Yep! Thanks, Xypher."

He cawed in approval and hopped to the entrance. He looked back once while Owen smiled. Owen's little flame was brighter than it had been in days, and he hoped Xypher knew what that meant.

"Bright smile," Xypher said again. And then, he left the room.

Shortly after Xypher left, Owen tried to place the bread, butter, and jam back in the basket for later, gently returning the red cloth over it so it looked more decorative. His stomach still felt empty, but he knew it was a bad idea to overstuff himself after going so long without food. Perhaps after his wash, he'd return to it.

The Passho Berry was bitter and dry, but it was still food. He already felt that cold sensation running through his body, and knew to take advantage of it while he could. After referring to the brochure again, he entered the washroom, which had tiny stairways for smaller Pokémon to operate the facilities, as well as several buttons at varying heights to accomplish the same task. A little crude, but universal. They probably had no idea what sort of Pokémon would inhabit these rooms.

These facilities were foreign yet familiar. In many ways, they reminded him of Kilo's technology, yet several decades, or more, ahead. In other ways, it reminded him of something else in his past, which he concluded was either during his time with humans, or some other gap that he suspected was still missing.

He sighed. No use thinking about that now.

The walls were white and covered with red flecks of color like the tips of a campfire. The angular design of the red shapes reminded him of a Togepi's shell. Passing a tall, tall sink, a few other facilities, and finally reaching the back of the room, Owen prodded at a small button next to a glass door. It slid open; he stepped inside to see a gated drain in the middle of anti-slip textured ground.

"…Fancy," Owen had to say aloud, startling himself with how his high voice echoed in the room. Despite how supersized everything was, he had forgotten how tiny he sounded, too.

Two buttons. Red and blue, as well as a green one in the middle. The information he had read—which was thankfully element-proof—said green first, and then red for Fires.

Click, and then Owen waited. From above, a nozzle with countless tiny holes showered him in streams of water, and out of reflex, he gasped and pinned himself against the wall, his feral instincts crying, 'Rain! Rain!' before he came to his senses. Tentatively, he held his hand out, the water flowing between his scales. It was red by the time it dripped off him; he winced. Was that blood, or Void dust?

Suddenly feeling filthy, he reluctantly stepped under the gentle flow. Cold. He held the red button. Warm. Hot. Scalding. Not enough. There.

Owen sighed, steam clouding his vision and rain muffling his hearing. The Passho Berry wasn't going to last too long, but he could afford to idle under the water. The steam cleared his head. For a few blissful moments, he didn't think about the Guardians, or the Hunters, or Eon. Just the water, and before he knew it, he was thoughtless.

A sudden tapping startled him out of it.

"WAH!"

Gasping water-saturated air, Owen turned to the transparent shower door and saw the steam-obscured form of an icy Sandslash. Owen held his chest, panting, and approached the shower door. Running his hand over the glass, he saw Hakk standing with a container of something and a rough-looking cloth.

"You forgot these," Hakk said. "Also, hi."

Owen tapped a button to open the door, taking the bottle—smelled like soap—and cloth. "Um, thanks," Owen said. "…I'm doing okay, by the way," he added, closing the door again while he tried to comprehend the bottle, which was simply labeled, Scale Wash and Polish. Two in one? Impossible…

"Good to hear," Hakk said. "Xypher mentioned you had a few questions."

"Oh, right." Owen glanced back at his tail; the flame ignored the water. As long as it didn't start hurting, he could afford to enjoy the—why was the ground so red? Owen shuffled his feat, watching the red water flow into the drain. Grimacing, he glanced back at Hakk. "I had a few questions about… this place. And some of the things that happened while I was here."

"I figure I'll answer the ones we always get," Hakk said. "First, you're dead. I think I mentioned that before, but I want to reiterate, you're definitely dead."

Owen wanted to contest this, but he felt it would be a pointless battle. "Okay," he said. "And why am I a Charmander?"

"Right." Hakk sat down near the shower. Oh, so this was going to be a long talk, was it? Could he have at least waited until he was done washing? The water drowned out his voice…

Hakk continued, "Even though you're dead, you can still die again here. Each time you do, all of your energy is drained away, and you're reborn near where you had died before. Either from the ground, or in the water, somewhere, you'll wind up. Sometimes you fall from the sky; better hope you don't die again when that happens."

"I—right." He couldn't contest that. He had found his old body. "Right. I found my old body back in these wastes. It was in a huge pot of… of stew!" Owen shuddered, not wanting to think further about it, but he knew he had to ask. "How did it wind up there?"

"Some tribe must have found your body and scavenged," Hakk said. "If it was abandoned, probably means they had to run from a Titan. Still, I'm kind of surprised that you're this lucid after what you went through. Feebas is still really out of it."

"Zena?" Owen said. "What do you mean?"

"Well, she probably got killed somehow, too," Hakk said. "Each time that happens, you come back a little less… you. Well, a lot of less." Hakk looked off. "Me, I'm a class B. I died a long time ago, but I've been making a slow recovery since then. Used to be C, and that's probably where Feebas is going to fall under."

"…Xypher said he was D," Owen said. "So, he died a lot?"

Hakk shook his head. "Doubt it. You can probably only afford to die once or twice at best before you're totally gone. He forgot most of his past completely, and it's not an easy climb getting it back. Xypher and I have been scouts for the better part of the last century or so, and he was barely able to talk back then."

The water was starting to hurt, but he still had to get the scale wash on. He finally figured out how to work the cloth with the soap and started rubbing between his fingers, then his shiny head, and worked his way down. The water helped temper the grave news.

Owen tried to keep his voice even. "What makes that happen?"

Another shake and noncommittal shrug. "There are stories of people who see a red light when they die, and then some oppressive darkness, before they figure out how to fight back. That entity is something that's got a name: Dark Matter."

"Dark… Matter." He didn't recognize the title, but something about the description sent a cold chill down his spine.

"Seems to me that stronger spirits can break away sooner, but if you stay too long… Well. Eventually there's nothing left of you except a blob of shadows."

"A blob of—" Owen nearly dropped the cloth. His flame sparked. "The… the wraiths?"

"Yep." Hakk's eyes trailed to the geometric, colorful design on the walls. "Around here, we call them Void Shadows. Because that's what they are, when you think about it. Empty shadows of what they used to be. So… don't die. Don't get reckless just because you're immortal. Because 'you' aren't."

The coldness of the words overpowered the heat of the water. Owen took a steady breath and pressed the green button again, the rain from above slowing to a steady trickle. He felt a dull pain; he had been in the shower for too long.

"What's with putting water in a Fire room?" Owen asked.

"Dirt baths tracked filth everywhere, and the dust doesn't wash away to flame baths," Hakk said. "We threw Passho Berries at it and called it a day." He tossed Owen a soft, white cloth to dry off.

Owen was thankful to see that the cloth remained white when he was done drying; grudgingly, he had to admit that water was effective at washing away dust.

"Thank you," Owen said again, looking down. "So, what do I have to do to pay you guys all back?"

Hakk smirked, rolling his eyes. "Well, right to the point, are you?"

"Yeah, well…" Owen couldn't maintain eye contact. "I don't know. Sorry I phrased it that way."

"Nah, y'know, I can respect that. It's practical. Kinda weird coming from you, though. I barely know you and you seem like the type to just give out generosities without thinking about it."

The Charmander quickly returned to drying off. "Isn't this place uncomfortable for you?" he asked Hakk.

"Downed an Occa before I came in," the Ice-Steel Pokémon replied. "Anyway, here's the deal. We keep newcomers cozy while we evaluate their mental stability. After that, we work on integrations, and that's your repayment. Give back to the village that saved your hide."

"Oh. That's it?"

"Yep. Fair's fair."

It sounded too fair. "And what else do I have to do?" His flame crackled, and he wished it hadn't. Charmander were too expressive.

And Hakk seemed to notice. "What's that mean? What else? Figure that covers all of it."

"Do I have to fight for anyone?"

"I dunno, maybe if a huge attack comes in, but at that point it's in your best interest anyway." Hakk shrugged. "If you aren't one for the front lines, you can find a safer job. Maybe a berry farmer."

Only the residual drip, drip, drip of the showerhead punctuated the silence.

"Y'know, probably not a good idea to snarl at the hand that feeds you," Hakk cautioned.

Was he snarling? He couldn't tell anymore. His flame was at least three times its size before bread, though, but that might have been because he finally had food in his gut. He tried to calm it. Deep breath. In. Hold. Out. In. Hold, but softer. Out.

"Sorry," Owen said, and he realized he'd been saying that a lot. Submissive as always. Squeezing his fist, in an act of defiance, he said, "I've just had a long string of being led by others acting nice just to use me." But he didn't have the courage to look Hakk in the eyes.

"Tch." Hakk shrugged. "Take it or leave. Not my problem." He turned around, waving noncommittally. "Just don't cry when you're becoming a Void Shadow."

Hakk's steps echoed, the door outside opened, and Owen briefly felt the impulse to chase him and slip out and escape. But his feet felt glued to the ground, and he wouldn't have been fast enough anyway.

By the time the thought was only half-developed, the door shut, and Owen was alone again.

After walking out of the washroom and past the sterilized, hard walls—which suddenly reminded him of Quartz HQ despite the opposite colors—he approached the bread basket and quietly ate another few slices. Despite everything, they were still delicious, and he was certain to finish the bread when he woke up again. But now, it was time to sleep.

Once again, the information he was provided helped guide him. Against one of the walls was another little button, this one a gentle orange, a little lighter than his scales. A press, and part of the wall depressed and slid away, revealing a closet with two items. First, a fire-designed blanket that smelled vaguely of Rawst leaves, like the plant had been pressed into fabric. Nostalgic. And finally, a curious, white bag stuffed with something soft and fluffy. It resembled a nest.

Owen hopped into the closet and looked around. It was a little cramped; he could only take three paces inside before touching the wall. There were shelves high and well beyond his reach, but it didn't look like anything was there. Pressing a button from inside, the closet door slid shut, and the only light source was his flame.

Tentatively, he dragged the oversized blanket onto the nest-shaped bag and curled it over him. The fabric brushed gently against his body and curled around his underbelly. He took in a small, surprised breath; something this soft was unimaginable after the nights he'd spent on dusty, hard dirt. But then, he sank into the bed, like a tiny Oran nestled in custard. The soft nest caressed his back and underbelly at once; his cheek enjoyed the warm, fuzzy kiss of the bed.

Blurry thoughts melted into cozy darkness.


Muffled sounds surrounded Charmander. The shuffling of fabric against the ball that had become his new abode. The gentle clicking of the feet-coverings the humans wore on hard ground. Charmander knew this place; he had been here once, when he'd gotten sick. Charizard hadn't known what to do, and Marowak had gone to seek the help of the humans, despite how much he didn't care for them. That was when Charmander had thought it was serious.

Those old memories made him anxious, but it was strange to not feel the usual feelings that came with it. He had no heart to beat; he had no mouth to breathe with. So instead, he stewed in this semi-state of being, wondering exactly what sort of human was going to become his partner. And, more importantly, if he would be worth following on his adventure.

If he was weak, Charmander planned to leave his new partner at night, just like what happened to Thinclaw and his useless partner.

Even more shuffling and chattering followed, and Charmander didn't care about much of it. He wiggled impatiently within the ball, but then suddenly he felt like he was falling.

"Whoops!"

Caught in the giant hands of the assistant.

"Sorry about that, little guy. Careful, you're on a table!"

He could wiggle if he wanted! Charmander giggled again, and again, violently this time, because he wasn't going to be told what to do. The human sighed, but he had a vague sense that she was smiling, too. He was placed on the table again.

"Look this way, Charmander. Can you see?"

He could, he thought. She was pointing somewhere, toward the entryway. He never walked out of there. He didn't know what it was like beyond those doors, where the human buildings were. But at the entryway was also a boy.

Short. Young. Thin. His skin was pale and his eyes were strange. He must have been a human from a different region. Charizard told him that humans were different depending on where they were from, just like Pokémon. But humans looked the same, so he had to study how they were supposed to tell each other apart.

Hair. His hair was brown. Brown was okay. It was short. Didn't go past his ears. His eyes were brown, too. But he liked how this human appeared, too. The human had wings, Charizard wings.

Humans could have wings? That was strange.

"Are you Timothy?" asked the assistant.

"Yup!"

Oh, Charmander didn't like his voice. Shrill. He probably screamed when he lost, like all those Bulbasaur that picked fights.

The assistant giggled. "Based on that costume, I think I know what Pokémon you're going to choose."

Costume? Humans had more than their usual coverings? Humans never made sense.

"Well, you'll have to appeal to Charmander first," the assistant said, and then looked at Charmander. "Are you ready to come out?"

Not really, but he had a feeling Charizard would be disappointed if he didn't. And he could only imagine the disappointed stare from Marowak…

He wiggled in reply.

"All right. Here we go!"

Picked up and tossed, Charmander reflexively jerked forward, his vision suddenly flooded with light. Materializing on the ground, taking his first breath, he shook off what felt like a hot wetness from the energy that had surrounded him, and then he looked up at the boy.

A lot bigger up close. But still short.

"Hey!" Timothy said, crouching down. "My name's—"

Charmander spat a puff of fire in his face. He spoke too loudly and suddenly and closely. He wasn't anything like the assistants and that meant he'd be a bad partner.

But the human, startled at first, grinned even wider. "Already looking for a fight, huh?"

The assistants laughed. "Ohh, look at him. He's a little defiant, you know. Are you sure you want to have him for your first Pokémon?"

"I'm sure!" Timothy said, and Charmander couldn't understand his enthusiasm.

"What?" Charmander asked. "No! You're supposed to run away! I burned you!"

"Aw, it's alright," Timothy said, rubbing his thumb on his nose. "I wouldn't want to get a Fire-type if I couldn't handle the heat!"

Charmander flinched. Did the human understand him? Humans didn't understand Pokémon, not unless they'd been with them for a very long time, like the human with the flame-proof coverings that always visited, or Charizard's old partner. Through feelings. And this human shouldn't know his feelings.

"You aren't allowed to understand me yet!" Charmander said, pointing angrily at him.

"What's wrong?" Timothy asked, crouching down again.

"You—" Charmander tried to find the words, but the concepts eluded him. In Timothy's eyes, he saw the reflection of the flames that were leaking from the sides of his mouth.

"It's okay. We're gonna go on an adventure, right? We'll learn about the world and get stronger, together. It'll be fun!"

Charmander's flame hummed loudly behind him, but that was the only other sound in the lab. How did Charizard start off with her partner? Was it the same? So many of his siblings had gone away and returned with wings, or at least returned with a smile. A few were unhappy. But this… human Timothy. Which result would he be?

"So what do you say?" Timothy asked. "My name's Timothy."

He stared suspiciously, then spat an ember that evaporated in front of Timothy's face. He only blinked. Impressive. "Smallflame," Charmander replied.

"It's good to meet you, too," Timothy replied. "Sorry I can't pronounce how you might want to be called, Charmander. But I'm gonna give you a name I can use instead. Is that alright?"

A name. The title that Charizard refused to let anybody else use. And he was going to receive one from this inexperienced boy?

Well, if he wound up hating him, he could always get a new one.

"Okay," Charmander agreed, nodding.

"Well, you and I are going to go on our first adventures, together, right? And we're gonna become the number one duo in the whole world!"

It sounded like he had practiced this. But he had to admit—it sounded enticing. The strongest? Did he really know how to do that? If that Bulbasaur could beat him with just the help of a human… who knows what he could do?

He realized too late that his flame was blazing with excitement. Trying to hide it, he shifted his weight and stared up at Timothy with more awed hope than he'd ever admit.

"Heh, looks like you're already looking for a fight," Timothy said, grinning. "Number one! I'm gonna call you… Owen!"


It was so soft! Owen opened one eye to the dim glow of his flame glistening against the polished walls of the closet. It was a cramped bedroom, but that was really all he needed. After all, he didn't have to toss and turn at all in a bed he could practically sink into. He didn't want to move; he only curled his tail around a clump of the nest and stretched inwardly.

What did he dream about? The humans again. He'd been getting those a lot lately. Timothy was…

So warm. Maybe if he slept a little longer…


Owen had never seen trees so tall and green. He wondered how they burned. But Timothy said that wasn't a good thing to do, so he had to keep to himself. Keeping his tail high, he glanced up at his human partner, who was panting while going down the forest path. He didn't know where they were going or why, but Timothy had what he called a "map." If that flat piece of paper could show Tim the way, then maybe he had some other magic that he didn't know about.

But the human roads with the shorter grass were long behind them. Instead, Tim was wandering the woods nearby.

"Okay, Owen," Tim said, looking down. "I need you to translate for me, alright? Some Pokémon can't understand me as easily."

"Translate?" Owen asked, frowning. "For what?"

"Just repeat what I'm saying, but, like, to them. With the grr grr words you use."

Owen growled. "What do you—"

"Yeah, like that!"

The growl became a snarl. "You could at least TRY to understand me!"

"I—I'm sorry, that's just what it sounds like to me!" Tim brought his palms forward. "I'm not some master trainer. I'm working on it…"

"Better learn fast." Owen huffed, already missing the lab assistants. Then again, their ability to understand him had been hit or miss, too…

Tim cleared his throat. "Hello, um, wild Pokémon!"

The hopeful look that Tim gave Owen was enough for him to reluctantly comply… slightly. "Sorry to bother you!" Owen translated.

"I'm going on an adventure! And I was wondering if anybody here wanted to come with me!"

"Ignore us! He's an idiot!"

"Thanks, buddy," Tim said, grinning. "Okay, now try this." Turning his attention back to the trees, he shouted, "I've got food, and shelter, and you'll get to become stronger with me!"

"Seriously, just leave him alone and he'll leave you alone!"

Silence filled the air afterward. It wasn't a windy day, and the sun poked glittering holes through the treetops with what few gusts there were.

"Are you sure you translated me?" Tim asked. "It felt kind of different…"

Owen shrugged. "Maybe they aren't intereste—"

Just then, a Pidgey fluttered out of the trees, sizing Tim up from the air. Eventually, he landed on the ground, and Owen's tiny shoulders sagged. He perked up when Tim looked at him again, but his flame was dim. Poor fool.

"An idiot human?" Pidgey asked. "Then why're you with him?"

"Well, I still have to get stronger," Owen said.

"Hmm…" Pidgey chirped contemplatively, then looked at Tim, and then back at Owen.

"So, what's your name?" Owen said routinely, wondering if this Pidgey was really considering joining…

"Greatwing."

Owen stared suspiciously. "Doesn't seem that great to me."

Greatwing chirped dismissively. "What's yours?"

"Smallflame."

"Yours fits."

Owen crouched down and snarled, fire defying his name.

A loud tapping noise echoed from the tree to his left.


Light flooded through Owen's thin, scaly eyelids. An incessant tapping echoed from the wall. He squinted uncomfortably and groaned, sinking deeper into the soft bed.

"There you are," Hakk said, sighing. "Why didn't you take your bed out to the main room?"

Owen groaned and tried to curl up around the soft cushions, squeezing them between his arms and thighs.

"It's already one in the afternoon," Hakk growled again.

"It's what in the—" Owen half-groaned, but then stopped. He didn't have the energy to shoot up, but he had enough to open one eye partway. "You guys use hours?"

"Oh, right. Some of you guys don't—wait, you know hours?"

"Yeah. Can I sleep for another?"

"1 PM, little guy. C'mon, get up. I need to run an eval on you."

"What kind of eval?"

"On anything you remember. See what class you are, log stuff like that down, I dunno."

Owen groaned again, this time a little more loudly so Hakk was sure that forcing him awake after at least a week of almost dying was unjustified. But the icy Sandslash refused to listen, and instead added, "And if you take too long, I'll freeze your bed."

"Then maybe I'll burn you," Owen threatened emptily.

"Joke's on you, I ate another Occa."

A snap of cold bit Owen's nose and he whined, finally sighing and rolling out of bed with a defeated flop.

"So, tell me about your parents," Hakk said. "Do you remember them?"

"Which ones?" Owen said.

"Uh." Hakk's eyelids lowered, frowning. "You only have two parents."

"Nope. I was adopted."

Hakk rolled his eyes. "Don't give me that. Who are your current parents?"

Owen glared, but it didn't last. He sighed and went on, "Gardevoir Amia and Magmortar. Well, I mean, not really a M—"

"That's one interesting pair," Hakk said.

Owen huffed, deciding it wasn't worth going over more. "And I ran into Mom in Nil Plateaus, so she's still there. Are you preparing those scouts?"

"They're gonna go out today to search for her. High priority, mostly because, you know, she might be able to sense Z-Crystals like you can."

So that's what they were called. Owen nodded and said, "Right, she might. I think the powers I had in Kilo were related to those. That might be why we can sense them."

"Right," Hakk said, but Owen could tell he wasn't interested. "So, you were adopted. Do you remember your real parents?"

That one made his tail spark. "They're both my real parents."

Hakk sighed tiredly, rolling his eyes. "Your… other parents?"

Owen sat in front of the table and inspected his bread. Still a few slices left, so he prepared some for himself and offered Hakk a slice as well. After Hakk declined with a casual wave, Owen said, "Charizard Amber and Marowak Daichi."

"Well, at least you remember both sets despite getting killed," Hakk said. "That's really lucky of you."

At least I got to have some luck, Owen thought bitterly. "Yeah. Actually, I probably wouldn't have been able to tell you about Daichi and Amber if you asked me a few days ago."

"Eh? Why's that? Kept it a secret from you?"

"Well, I don't really know," Owen said. "I don't think so. I've just been getting those memories back."

Owen nibbled on the slice. The bread had gotten hard since the night before, but it was still delicious, and now that he wasn't quite as savagely hungry, he took the time to coat the slice in butter and jam at once. He took another bite, savoring the crunch now that he was used to it, but then realized Hakk hadn't said anything in a while.

The Sandslash was staring at him so intensely that Owen stopped eating. After swallowing, he nervously asked, "What?"

"You're getting memories back?"

"Yeah, uh, it's actually been happening a lot lately," Owen said. "Ever since I got in some, uh, a lot of stuff in Kilo. Been happening a lot more now that I'm here, though."

"Right." Hakk's composure returned almost as quickly as it had left. "You're getting memories back, okay. You're saying you have more memories now than when you'd arrived?"

Owen nodded.

"Got it." Hakk crossed his arms, then clicked his two claws together. "You know that's impossible, right?"

"Uh." Considering it was literally happening to him overnight… "No."

"When was the last time you got those memories back?"

"When did you wake me?"

"Don't get sassy with me, when did you get them?"

"When you woke me. I've been getting them as dreams. Sometimes when I meditate, too, I guess? I bet if I tried, I could."

"And how do you know they aren't false memories, or just… I don't know, tricks your head is trying to do to fill in gaps of what's missing?"

Owen frowned, humming. "It's been happening without anyone interfering with me. I think… I think I know what returned memories feel like at this point. I've had a lot of seals, and these are too real."

"Hmm…" Now, Hakk seemed troubled, which was odd, because until recently, Owen had been sure Hakk didn't care about anything. "Okay. Guess that's it for the eval."

"What—just like that? You didn't have more questions for me?"

"Well, my part of the eval." Hakk started for the door. "Just sit tight, okay?"

Owen's chest felt tighter, and he was tempted to run out with him, but he knew that'd get him nowhere. He had to cooperate until he could get Zena and Jerry out safely, too.

While watching Hakk, Owen tried to relax and tell himself things were fine. Even though he had no idea where everyone else was. But it felt like a few of them were close… But then again, that was probably just Zena.

Why did it feel like there were two nearby, then?

" . . . door!" called a feminine voice—Owen recognized it as the Jynx from last night.

Right when Hakk stepped out, he suddenly slammed his paw on the wall, sealing Owen's room. Owen sprang to his feet, leaving behind his bread. By the time he was at the door, loud thudding punctuated the air and the ground shook lightly beneath his feet. An odd, yet familiar whistling accompanied the chaos, but only for brief spurts. Was that—

"OWEN!" Gahi's muffled voice forced its way through the door.

"Gahi," Owen whispered, but then came to his senses. "GAHI!"

More scuffling, and then Hakk grunted. Some heavy piece of pottery broke, and then ice shattered on the walls. Gahi roared, and then another thud followed—this time against Owen's door. Owen gulped and stood a little closer. "Gahi, what's—"

"Get away from there!" Hakk shouted.

"Make me!" Gahi shouted back, and then he clawed at the doorframe. Not a scratch, but Owen heard every hard slam.

"Get over here you—where'd he go?!"

"Hah!"

"Hrk—"

Someone crumpled next to Owen's doorway and he held his breath. "Gahi?"

"How d'you open this thing?" Gahi shouted.

"Gahi? What did you do?!"

"Stay away from there!" Jynx shouted. An Ice Beam cracked the air, but then the ground rumbled. Jynx shrieked, and then it was quiet again.

"Gahi, stop!" Owen screamed. "They're friendly!"

"—Eh?"

"Stop right there!"

"Don't move!"

"Try anything and you're a popsicle!"

"Gahi," Owen quickly said, "just say it was a misunderstanding! Okay?"

"Gahi!" This time, it was a tiny voice that Owen couldn't help but feel was familiar. Who was that? "You… buffoon! Stand down! Do you want to get us all killed?!"

"…Did Trina die?" Owen asked.

"Eh? No, she just became a Snivy," Gahi said as shuffling sounds grew closer.

"Okay, star-wings," said one of the scouts. "Don't fight back. Got it?"

"E-excuse me!" Owen called, pressing his hands hard against the door. "It's okay! This is my friend, Gahi! He's weirdly colored because he's just like me! I can sense him!"

"Hey, lemme go," Gahi snarled, and then a flurry of voices shouted for Gahi to stand down.

Owen, no matter what he said, was drowned out by them until they all yelled in surprise.

"I said let go!" Gahi snapped, but his voice was coming from the far end of the hall.

"How did he do that?" Hakk wheezed, his voice nearest to Owen.

"I think he has the Psychic Orb, or at least its power," Owen said to Hakk.

"Psychic what?" Hakk said. "What kind of crazy company do you keep?"

Owen wasn't sure if he had the time to thoroughly answer that one. Instead, he said, "You know how I can sense those crystals? Gahi probably can, too. That's how he got here so quickly. He—"

One of the guards tried something, because there was another scuffle, and suddenly more groans overtook the fighting.

"Gahi, enough!" Trina commanded.

"Nu-uh, you ain't blamin' that one on me, they started it!"

"Gahi," Trina said again, "having your foot on their back is not helping."

"Seriously, Gahi?" Owen groaned, shoulders slumping. He bumped his head against the door, screwing his eyes shut. "Have some tact, at least…"

"Bah, they asked fer it."

Just hearing the fighting was annoying Owen, but he doubted they were going to open the door and let Gahi in. They probably didn't expect a Flygon to be able to teleport, but they wouldn't be fooled a second time.

"A'right, a'right," called another, smaller voice, and for a moment Owen thought Gahi had suddenly become a Trapinch. "What's goin' on?"

"Eh? Who're you?" Gahi said.

"The one who's gonna knock yeh ter next week if yeh attack someone else. An' that goes fer all o' yeh!"

Owen's scales tingled. He felt something powerful on the other side of the door. "Gahi, be careful," Owen whispered.

"I heard that," the small voice said, and Owen suppressed a squeak.

The fact that Gahi wasn't saying anything worried Owen.

"Now, here's th' deal," the small one said. "You go an' skedaddle down the hall an' wait in a room, eh? Gonna talk with yer friend. He's gonna be fine."

This voice sounded familiar and he couldn't figure out why. Owen was so distracted by rummaging through his memories that he didn't pay attention to any of the talking until he heard Gahi's footsteps, this time further down the hall. Two other sets of footsteps accompanied him, and Owen wondered if several more floated in the air.

Gahi's tail thrashed on the ground to punctuate his anger, and Owen deflated, sighing. That… could have gone better.

A patch of darkness coalesced near the center-bottom of the door. At first, Owen thought it was a wraith and hopped back, spreading his arms and channeling fire through his claws and throat. But then, when his instincts subsided, he realized there was no way a wraith could be here. It felt too strong, anyway…

The shadows shaped themselves into something that vaguely resembled a bipedal body. Big head, wider than his shoulders. Owen was only a little shorter than this tiny, terrifying thing, and that only made him worry more. The last small, powerful creature he'd had to deal with was Rim, or Star.

Two orange ovals appeared on the creature's head, centered with a yellow glow. A tiny, thin smile spread below them, smoky wisps drifting off of his head in an ethereal haze.

"Heh. Heya." The shadowy creature made a gesture like he was tipping an invisible hat. "Charmander, eh? Good ter meet yeh."

"Hi." Owen's default wasn't doing him any favors. "Um—I mean, I'm sorry for Gahi. He's—"

"Nah, nah." He waved dismissively. "I ain't mad. I know the sort. Heh… Hey. I saw on the feed that yeh were sayin' some weird stuff."

"Oh, right, um, Hakk mentioned that he needed to get something and I had to wait, um, is Hakk okay?"

"Bah, he's had worse." He shrugged. "Yer name's Owen, eh?"

"Mhm."

"Right, right."

A silence that lasted a second too long forced Owen to look at something else. Before he could find something to say, the shadow laughed, sending a chill up Owen's spine.

"What're you so nervous about?"

"You know why."

"Aaaah!" And in a blink, he was beside Owen, patting his shoulder. "C'mon! Let's have some bread." In another blink, Owen was next to the table. A gust of ghostly wind blowing the red cloth off of the basket.

Trying to not panic, Owen took a piece of bread like a normal Pokémon and started to spread butter over his slice.

"So, Owen," he said, "I figure I'll introduce myself. I only got one name, real simple: Marshadow. It's my species, and I'm one o' a kind."

"Marshadow…" He'd heard that before in his studies. One of a kind. "Wait, you're a—"

"Aaah, yer a smart one." He winked with one of his orange eyes. "Yep. A Legend, in th' flesh! Er whatever I have. Oy, tell me." Casually, Marshadow snapped his fingers, and suddenly several clicks echoed across the room. "Cameras're off. Nobody c'n hear us. How old're you?"

Who was this guy?! He couldn't get a read on him at all, and even if he had Perceive, this wouldn't—

"You alright?" Marshadow asked.

"Yeah, I'm—bread."

"Nah, yer Charmander."

His tail flared and he grabbed the jam next. "I'm old."

"How far back, eh?"

"I don't know."

"Don't know."

Owen sighed lightly and collected himself. "Sorry, I don't really know how old I am because my memory still feels spotty. I thought at first that I was around, you know, four, five centuries or so. But recently I've been getting memories from even further back, and now it feels like there's a huge gap in between."

"Right, right. Sounds like yeh've got a real story." Marshadow wasn't making any motions to go for the bread. Was that just an excuse to sit down and talk? That smile on Marshadow was back. "Y'haven't really changed all that much, Owen. Still analyzing. Still gettin' reads."

Something about that sentence made all of Owen's analyses stop. Suddenly, he was just staring dumbly at Marshadow, a thousand thoughts tripping over each other, and ultimately none came forward.

"Bah, darn shame yeh fergot me. Gahi, too. Ah well."






99. Incomplete Memories


Chapter 90 – Incomplete Memories

Today had been interesting. The day before, Owen had been running for his life and afterlife from a creature that had been dwarfed only by the plateaus. And this morning, he had been awakened rudely from a very cozy nap in a very cozy bed. And now, probably still morning, yet it felt like an eternity, he was talking to Marshadow, who not only claimed to know him in some distant past… but also Gahi.

Three distinct snapping noises in front of Owen's face brought him back to reality. "Huh? What?"

"I said," Marshadow repeated, "how much did yeh ferget?"

"How can I know how much I—hey, do you know someone called Manny?"

"Eh?"

"Manny. He talks just like you."

"Eh. No clue."

Owen grumbled. "Maybe it really is an ancient accent."

"Oy, who has an accent?"

"Nobody!" Owen said, stiffening, but then he saw Marshadow's playful smirk.

"Nah, I get it."

Owen deflated and took another bite of bread, sorting through his thoughts. He had so much to ask, but at this point, he had a good feeling that Marshadow wasn't going to answer. Still… his hopeless optimism made him try anyway. "How do you know me?"

"Well, it's probably not gonna ring any bells until they come back ter yeh," Marshadow said, "but sure. Didn't really know yeh all that much, jus' by proxy when we got t'gether fer parties and all that. Unfortunately, ehh… that part o' my memory's also pretty shot. Been too long, had too many bad encounters, y'know how it is. I do know yeh were real close with us, though. Scaled Destiny Tower, and next thing we know, we've got a giant Charizard among us, heh."

Owen was so glad he had experience with Manny. Gahi's accent was thin, but Marshadow's…

"So you're saying," Owen said, "that I used to go to… parties with Pokémon like you? And I was—giant?"

"Yeppers." Marshadow nodded, scratching under his chin. "Dunno which Pokémon were at those parties, though. Just you, I remember real well, fer some reason."

"And what about Gahi?" Owen asked. "You said you knew him."

"Fer a bit. Taught him how ter fight fer some mission he had. Had a few folks who were students like that…"

"Like Manny?"

Marshadow shrugged. "What species?"

"Lucario."

Marshadow perked up. "Y'know, now that yeh mention it…"

Owen nodded. That much made sense. Manny was Marshadow's student, somehow? Yet Manny had no memory of it—or at least, he certainly would have mentioned something this substantial…

"I'm still trying to sort through my memories," Owen said. "Maybe when I get more, I can start piecing it together. Don't really know what good it'll do me, but…" He sighed, finding these thoughts to be going in a circle. He wouldn't go anywhere by just thinking about what he didn't know. "Marshadow, do you know why I was associated with you guys?"

"Y'know, fer someone who doesn't remember, yer takin' this real well."

"I—well…" He had a point. "Look," Owen brought a few claws over his closed eyes. "Just two or three moons ago or whatever, I didn't even believe in gods. Then I met Star and she turned me into a plant—I mean, er, a Grass-type."

"Star. Mew Star?"

Owen nodded, and Marshadow smiled fondly. Owen didn't.

"I've been going through enough lately that I don't think this is too hard to believe anymore," Owen said. "What I want to know is why this was hidden from me, and who did it."

"Fer all we know, that was Dark Matter 'mself. How else are all the Legends down 'ere, barely recognizing each other?"

"All?"

"Well, nah, not all," Marshadow said. "I mean, tons're unaccounted fer. But figure since yeh said Mew Star, that's one. Then there's Arceus, figure he ain't stuck 'ere. Eh, dunno af'er that."

"Zygarde and Lugia," Owen said immediately.

"'Ey, ain't that somethin'!" Marshadow grinned and nodded. "Well, ain't that a relief. Okay, here's the deal. Most of us don't remember anythin' about other Legends in Kilo. Like history was just totally cut off fer us. Ter me? Sounds like a Decree."

"I was just about to say," Owen agreed, arms crossed. "So Star and Barky might've made a Decree to hide—"

Marshadow's face had suddenly contorted into a valiant effort to hide his laugh.

"What?"

"Barky? He really goin' by that?"

"I think Star calls him that, and nobody really listens when he corrects her."

For some reason, this left Marshadow trying even harder to stop from laughing. "Haaah! Lookit that! Always had a stick up his white tail. Guess someone's really startin' ter cut'm down ter size."

"Right." Owen tried to find a nice way to refocus the topic. This guy was all over the place… "The Decree, Marshadow. Do you think that's what made everyone forget you guys?"

"I mean, it's been a while," Marshadow said. "Maybe we were just lost o'er time. And here in the Voidlands, maybe we jus' lost those memories. Still, there is one thing I know fer sure." Marshadow leaned back, thoughtful, his eyes suddenly serious. Serious enough that Owen was thrown off, wondering if he'd suddenly become a different personality. "I remember you weren't under Star er Barky. And I remember those two fer sure. Maybe they're just important memories, y'know, since they're above me 'n all that."

He could understand that intuitively. Could a Decree hide away the gods of gods? Yet, if he wasn't beneath either of them…

"The third one," Marshadow said. "That's who you were under. At least, that's my deduction."

"Deduction…" Owen frowned, scaly brow furrowing. "So this is like all the other Legends. You don't remember, but you know they exist just because of those empty parts of your memory." Third god?

"Yeh." Marshadow waved in the air absently. "And he was strong. Maybe jus' as strong as Star 'n Barks. Any time I think about'm, I feel… brightness. That's all I remember."

"Brightness…"

"The third god, dunno what to call'm," Marshadow said. "Ev'n that was lost. But it's just… bright. Has to do with the Z-Crystals, too."

Owen paused. "Which has to do with the Orbs, maybe? But I thought those were the Plates of Arceus…"

"Eh? Plates?"

"Yeah." Owen motioned to the table and traced out squares. "Arceus made plates of every element, which helped to contain and harness his own power, or something like that."

Marshadow tilted his head, humming. "Every element?"

"Um, yeah?"

"Includin' Normal?"

"I mean, he had to, right?"

"Huh." Marshadow shrugged. "Dunno. Vaguely recall he never made a Normal plate since that's jus' how he was by default. Never had a use."

"Well, we know the Normal Guardian, who had the Normal Orb," Owen said, wondering how ADAM was doing. If he lost his memories, could they just perform some kind of… what did ADAM call it… system restore?

Marshadow snapping his fingers brought Owen back to attention. "Dunno about a Normal plate, but there're definitely Normal Z-Crystals. If these Guardians er whatever're related ter that, an' you can sense Z-Crystals, maybe those Orbs came from the third god. The one we fergot…"

"Forgot…" Would Star and Barky have kept this hidden from him, too? A third god…

"Can I ask yeh somethin'?"

"Uh?"

"You loved usin' Protect," Marshadow said. "C'n yeh do it now?"

That was an odd request, but it was harmless enough. Stepping away from the table, Owen widened his stance and crossed his arms—which earned an amused smile from Marshadow that he ignored—and a golden shield formed around him.

"Yep," Marshadow said. "Yer the same Owen alright. Turn around."

"Okay, but why?" Owen asked, turning. "Why am I the same Owen?"

"Gold Protect," Marshadow said simply. "That's th' mark o' the third god. And speakin' o' marks…" Marshadow pointed at Owen's back, but he couldn't tell what Marshadow was pointing at. "That splotch yeh got there…"

"Oh, that's just a birthmark. I think it came from when I was first creat—" But he wasn't created. "You're not telling me this splotch has to do with this third god, do you?"

"It's kinda blurry," Marshadow admitted, squinting, "but apparently it's a mark left behind if yeh wanna be his student. Eight-sided star, longer on th' cardinal directions… Maybe y'were in training? Either that er yeh kept it fer sentimental reasons. Looks like a splotch ter most, but I recognize the design anywhere." Marshadow produced a badge with the same mark, but with a more angular, defined design that wasn't distorted by scales or flesh.

"Gahi has the same," Owen trailed off.

"He does, eh? Well, y'two were pretty close."

"Is it really that noticeable?" Owen asked worriedly. "That's not going to draw attention to me, is it?"

"Nah. It's real faded. Blends in with yer wings real nicely, too. Somethin' tells me th' third god ain't keen on bein' flashy."

For some reason, Owen felt the need to groan, but suppressed it. There was a joke in there, and the deepest recesses of his mind told him as much, but he couldn't remember why, Still...

Something was still not settling right with him. This entire concept of a third god, something that Star and Barky were both unaware of. By now he would have seen some sign, any sign, that he existed before now. Why did he not have a Book like the other two did? Surely someone would have known about that. And, more importantly, he would have known if Star was lying about the Orbs' true origins by now.

Yes, she'd lied before. And so did Barky. But he'd seen through their deception before, and this felt…

"I don't think it's a Decree from either of them," Owen concluded. "Something else erased the third god from history. What if Dark Matter did it, somehow?"

"If Dark Matter has the power ter make Decrees, we're dead," Marshadow said.

Owen stared.

"…Deader."

"Mm." This was all a lot to take in, but he supposed it was better now than later. But he also didn't know how much of what Marshadow was telling him was the truth or not. There was nothing to add up because this gap in his memory was still a total blank.

He didn't want his head filled with too many falsehoods again. Could he risk it?

Owen was starting to wonder why this strange Voidlands existed at all. If Dark Matter was so strong that he could claim Guardians, why was he here? What was keeping him from just killing them all now? It didn't make sense. There was something they were missing.

"You alright?" Marshadow asked.

"Yeah," Owen said, nodding.

"Yer tail says otherwise," Marshadow pointed a finger at the flickering ember.

If he could, he'd've cut his tail off by now. "Sorry, I'm still a little… stressed from all this information. Maybe I'll ask more later, but right now, I just need and see if I actually remember all that. You know, to confirm it." He shouldn't have said that last part.

"Confirm?" Marshadow said. "Y'don't believe me?"

He really should have stopped a sentence earlier. Scrambling, but still looking as calm as he could, he added, "Just—you know, so I have the details straight. Even you don't remember everything, right?"

Marshadow was still looking at Owen's tail. If only he could go Grass, but that power felt so far away from him now. He wasn't ready for an interrogation. Marshadow was too strong. He could punch him into a red paste if he wanted.

"Alright." Marshadow shrugged. "Fair's fair." He reached forward and offered another piece of bread. "Hey, don't ferget ter eat. Ain't doing that enough."

"Oh." At least that was true. Reaching for it, Owen said, "Thank—"


Xerneas sat across an oversized red-and-white blanket, sticking his nose in the air defiantly. Yveltal, next to him, teasingly offered a spoonful of curry with her massive wing-claws dwarfing the utensil. Owen was taller than them both while they were all seated in a circle. Mew was lying on top of a Psychic bubble, while a strange, bipedal feline of some kind stared at it in fascination. He was new to the group, Owen remembered: Mewtwo, a name based on the Pokémon he'd been based on.

Arceus, who only went up to Xerneas' shins, trotted next to the second Mew-like creature and rammed into the bubble, popping it. Mew shrieked and landed on Arceus' back, who bucked and tossed her onto the top of his head. Mew sighed, smiling, and rubbed Arceus between his eyes.

"Hey," Jirachi said, floating high to get at eye-level with Owen. "What's wrong? You aren't eating."

"Oh, sorry," Owen replied, reaching down.

Jirachi already had a piece of bread the size of his head in front of Owen.

"Oh."

"Here, at least eat something."

"What's got you so worried?" called a voice from behind Owen—Mesprit, concerned as always. Behind him, on another blanket set up, were Mesprit, Azelf, and Uxie. Azelf was busy wrestling with Uxie for the last dumpling, and something about that made Owen's heart flutter.

"Charizard?" Mesprit asked again.

"Eh? Owen?" Azelf looked back. Too slow: Uxie snatched the dumpling and gobbled it down before Azelf had a chance to react. She then smirked and disappeared in a flash of light, leaving Azelf to grumble to himself.

"It's just evals," Owen admitted. "A lot of people had wishes, and, well…"

"Hey, no rush," Jirachi said. "I probably grant too many anyway! Let's take it easy. You can take off the Wishkeeper hat for a day, can't you?"

"Hmm, overworking will only make you less efficient," Palkia commented, though he was barely paying any attention, his face nearly pressed against the pages of an oversized book. He dipped a spoon in the air in front of him and drew some stew from the bowl by his side.

"You won't be at your best if you never rest, Owen," said a large Goodra across the blanket. "Why don't you spend a day reading one of those action books of yours?"

"C-c'mon, Madeline," Owen begged, trying with no luck to look smaller. "I can still keep it up, no problem! I—"

Jirachi used a burst of Psychic energy to jettison the bread into Owen's maw.


Marshadow was repeating Owen's name calmly, but not without a hint of concern, while he held Owen's chest. Had he fallen forward?

"What?" Owen mumbled, ignoring a new, splitting headache.

"You alright? You looked vacant fer a sec, then fell."

"I'm fine," Owen said quickly. "Just… had some memories suddenly hit me."

"What'd you see?"

"…A lot of… A lot of you." Owen sighed. "Sorry. I guess maybe some of what you're saying is true."

"Just some, eh?" Marshadow said with an amused smirk.

Owen wondered if he knew how awkward it was for him to ask that kind of question. Perhaps even more awkward was his answer: "Yeah, just some."

Marshadow's smile faltered for an instant. "Geez," he murmured. "What'd they do to you up there?"

He didn't want to answer right now. He looked down and started to eat at his bread, and Marshadow got the signal. Physically backing away, he settled and pulled out a badge, flipping through the screen it displayed idly.

It just then occurred to Owen how silent the room was. So quiet that when the cooling device rumbled—the sound of ice being made—he jumped and stared at it with wide eyes. Composing himself again, he hoped his jumpiness wouldn't be a sign of guilt, and tried to think of something to say. Anything. Anything!

"So uh," Owen said.

And then nothing followed.

Marshadow waited patiently. Yet that was even worse. If he could just move things along and have some mercy, but no, the silence was already eating into Owen's heart.

"Zena," Owen suddenly blurted.

"Eh?"

Finally, something to grasp onto. "How is Zena doing? I—I want to see her."

"Eh. Feebas, yeah. See, thing is, we kinda have ter observe yeh guys fer a few days, make sure y'ain't Void Shadows in disguise."

"Well, I'm not," Owen said. "You can tell that, right?"

"Th' Protect proves it," Marshadow confirmed. "Void Shadows have black shields."

"Well, I can sense that Zena's Zena, too. I don't know for Jerry, but he was with me for days. Everyone who was with me should be safe."

"Well, ain't you in a rush," Marshadow commented, frowning. "Look, those scouts're gonna be lookin' high an' low fer Ralts, so—"

"I still want to help. And there's still so much I need to do, I—there are still a lot of friends out there that probably need my help. I need to get back to Kilo. I need to stop Dark Matter. I mean—I can't just stay here!"

But the more passionately Owen talked, the deeper Marshadow's frown became. In response, Owen tried to hide his frustration, and instead said, "At least let me out of this room so I can get familiar with the place. And—and Zena, too. And Jerry."

"Yer askin' a lot fer someone who ain't even done with eval," Marshadow remarked.

"I'm important to you, aren't I?" Owen said. "Maybe I won't cooperate if I feel like I'm not being treated properly."

He had no idea where that came from. The momentum of his passion combined with the strange, casual nature of Marshadow's behavior, and finally the sheer scope of what he'd just been told… And now he said something that he was going to regret. In that split-second, his flame dimmed, his breath stopped, and he wondered if he could backpedal. Then the flame returned.

Not this time.

"Teamwork is all about cooperating," Owen said. "I'll cooperate, but you already know I'm safe. It's not helping anyone to keep me in this room."

All the while, Marshadow watched with a stony expression that defied his wispy body. Impossible to read, perhaps even with his Perceive. He wore a smile, but a neutral one, and unlike Owen, Marshadow's shadowy flames allowed no giveaway to his mood.

"Guess I was wrong," Marshadow remarked. "You changed more'n I thought." He clicked his tongue and hopped off his seat, hands behind his back, and paced toward the wall. Pressing a button, Marshadow said, "That food still coming?"

"Yes! Very soon."

"Great. Move it ter Feebas' room instead."

"Feebas, sir?"

"Yeah. We're gonna go there next."

Owen blinked, a cold wave of relief rushing down his back. Did he just say that? So stunned, the Charmander didn't rise from the table.

Marshadow looked back, jerking his head toward the door. "Well?" He snapped his fingers, and Owen heard several devices turn on within the room. Surveillance was enabled again. "Yeh got me convinced. Yer safe. Now you can help me eval Zena, and maybe Aerodactyl. But if he ain't a seer, he's gonna have ter go through the normal eval process. Can't compromise on that."

Owen wanted to protest, to pull for even more, but he had taken far too many unreasonable risks and demands with Marshadow to begin with. He nodded, trying his hardest to break the habit of bowing submissively, even slightly.

"Bah, relax," Marshadow said, waving. "Hmph. There's th' old Owen."

"Stop comparing me to—me! At least give me some time to come to terms with everything!"

"Oh, now it's hitting you?"

"I don't know." Owen rubbed his forehead. One thing at a time. So many things were swirling in his head that he had to compartmentalize it. He wondered if returning to therapy was on the table. Did the Voidlands have therapists? Did the therapists here need therapists?

"Oy." Marshadow snapped his fingers yet again, bringing him back to the void.

"Sorry."

"I'm gonna walk ya to Feebas' place. Then I'll give yeh two some privacy while I sort out some paperwork."

Marshadow went for the door and Owen followed after a few seconds of hesitation. There was something different about Marshadow compared to the other authorities he'd dealt with before. His parents, Eon, Star, and even Anam—it always felt like they were keeping the whole truth from him. Yet Marshadow, despite his name, seemed like the one who had shed the most light to his past in a single conversation.

Too bad he still had no idea what it all meant.

Feeling guilty for being so harsh on him, Owen followed in silence, trying to find something to say while they walked along the obsidian-like halls.

"I, um," Owen started, stopped, and then continued, "how are things in this village, anyway? You're the leader, right?"

"Eh, kinda. Yeah, pretty much. Comes with the status and natural power, I guess. Might makes right an' all that nonsense." He rolled his eyes and shrugged. "One day into th' next, just keep things stable and movin' forward. There's some other stuff we gotta worry about, but eh, I won't trouble ya with that yet. Y'heard enough. Enjoy yer time with Feebas an' we'll figure out next steps there."

"Gahi, too," Owen suddenly said. "Um, he's safe, too, if that's—"

"Yeah, yeah." Marshadow nodded and waved dismissively. "One at a time. Start with Feebas."

"Can I at least visit Jerry, too?"

"Ehhh… I'll think about it. No promises. He ain't a seer? Then maybe not."

At least he was honest.

Zena's room was down another hall, and the grid-like nature of the large building concerned him again. Too much like Quartz. The ground here felt powdery, and Owen recalled that a potted plant had fallen here.

"Hey," Owen said, "how's Eon? The Ditto, I mean."

"Eh, he's all hot 'n bothered," Marshadow said dismissively. "Dunno what job he's gonna look fer, but it's about time he finds one. There's more'n enough positions that need fillin' to get the town running with all the new inhabitants we're prob'ly gonna get."

"Do you guys not usually get new ones?"

"Not in a while," Marshadow said. "Been centuries since we've seen so many." He placed a hand on one of the doors, nodding at Owen. "I'll make sure yer food gets in."

"Thank you." Owen tried to smile, but it came with tired eyes, and Marshadow returned them with a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

Inside was a much cooler atmosphere with blue, shimmering lights on the ceiling, like looking up from the bottom of a river. Not a good sight for a Charmander; it meant he was drowning.

He wondered, in all his years, how many times had he drowned, or come close?

Past the same hall, the large room that Owen had seen as his eating and living space was instead a giant pit in the ground filled with water. Lights lined the bottom in little dots that helped illuminate the pool, and, swimming about inside, was Zena, still her humble, Feebas form.

There was a faint smile on her lips, and she didn't notice that he was there for a while. He didn't want to startle her, either, so perhaps he could make a more noticeable noise. He walked to the door again and knocked as loudly as he could against the wall—hoping that nobody was on the other side to hear.

Thankfully, the vibration must have carried to Zena, who surfaced and blinked.

"You aren't allowed in here," she said, though she sounded more puzzled than anything.

"Oh, they made an exception for me," Owen said. "Um, may I come in?"

"Well…" Zena frowned. "As long as we don't get in trouble."

"We won't." Owen grinned and approached the side of the pool, but the unfamiliarity in her eyes dampened his spirits. She still didn't remember. No! It was still Zena. He had to be positive. Memories returned; they just needed time. Hakk was class C, now he's B—it meant there was a way up!

…How long had Hakk been here?

At some point, Zena had gone back underwater, swimming in happy circles, before she surfaced again. "Oh! Charmander, you must see something while you're here!"

Being called Charmander hurt. Small again, and she didn't even call him by his familiar name… But it wasn't her fault. It wasn't worth bringing up; he'd only come off as fussy.

Owen hesitated to lean closer, but he tried. Zena's fishy form cast fleeting shadows. She bumped her lips against one of the buttons underwater, and a thin stream of air floated through to the surface from several holes along the bottom of the pool. Zena dove through a few of these streams, then pressed another button, and the bubbles came out even faster.

She broke the surface of the water and wiggled in the air, landing with a decisive splash. "Isn't this amazing?" she said. "Bubbles! Just like that!"

He had to admit, it was a spectacle. "It is," Owen said, though he had no desire to join her in the water. "I never saw something like this before, just blowing air from the bottom like that with the push of a button…"

"It's incredible!" She dove under again, and Owen couldn't stop the smile from spreading across his face.

Had Zena ever been this happy before? She was diving through the air without a care in the world. Normally, she was so much more reserved… and, well, a little gloomy, usually upset at one thing or another. She rarely yelled, though Owen recalled the others mentioning how she had really gone off on Star once.

This was nothing like that Zena. So happy and carefree… unburdened by her memories.

Instantly, Owen lost his smile.

"Charmander?" Zena asked. "Is something the matter?"

"Huh?" Owen sat up straighter, inching a little closer to the pool, but still not enough to dip his legs in.

"Oh, I'm sorry if the splashing is frightening you," Zena said, shrinking down.

"No! No, it's fine." Owen nodded. "I just got lost in thought. Please! It was fun watching you."

"Oh." Zena hesitated anyway. "Well, I'm… It's not becoming of me, anyway."

"What?" Owen asked.

"I'm supposed to become graceful eventually, erm, when I become a Milotic. A-again. When I become one again."

That was an odd reason to be subdued. "What, so you can't have fun?"

"Er… I don't know. I'm sure I can have fun. But if I want to evolve, I have to be graceful and elegant, not…"

Was that how it went for her kind? Owen had read that Feebas evolved in a very unconventional way, but he didn't know how that went. It was like a mysterious secret that only their species knew. Then again, aquatic Pokémon weren't very well-studied…

"I don't think there's any harm in enjoying yourself," Owen said delicately. "I never got to see this side of you before."

At first, Zena looked at Owen like he'd gone crazy, but then she realized, "Oh, of course, you—right. You knew me before."

It still hurt, but Owen smiled. "I did. But you were a lot… well, you were happy. You enjoyed your time with me and the others. But I've never seen you… swim with joy before."

"Perhaps because it's undignified, if I was a Milotic." She closed her sunken eyes sagely. "We have an image to keep up, after all."

"You never seemed to care a lot about that… but maybe you actually did." Owen frowned. It seemed unlike Zena to care about grace. Then again, she'd been alone for so long, maybe that old value had been lost.

After all, if being pretty or elegant was what was needed to become a Milotic, Owen could empathize with doing everything possible to evolve.

Owen worked up enough courage to dip his feet into the water, shivering at the first cold bite.

"Goodness, is water that bad for you?" Zena asked, drifting closer.

"Well, I mean…" Owen curled his tail forward to display its ember.

"Ah…" Zena drifted away, like she was afraid she'd put it out.

"It's okay," Owen said, smiling. "I'm used to the water. I'm just a lot weaker like this, so I'd probably get water shock a lot easier if I slip inside accidentally. Nothing like before we found you, though. I had to hold my breath and everything…"

Now that Zena was closer, he noticed something peculiar about the water around her body. Even now, it looked like there was a small amount of red radiating off of her—he recognized it instantly as residual Voidlands dust.

"Zena, have you been able to get cleaned?" Owen asked bluntly.

She flinched, and Owen realized his mistake.

"No, I—I'm sorry," he said quickly. "It's just, last night I was washing up in my room, and the ground was… covered in dirt from the Nil Plateaus. I just, with your fins, and everything, I was wondering if you had trouble."

"…Are you hitting on me?"

A beat of silence followed where Owen only blinked. "What?!"

Zena frowned disapprovingly. "And you almost had me, too," she said, turning around with a flick of her tail. "Trying to win me over just to get your claws on me. Honestly!"

"Wait, no, I—"

Owen had leaned forward too far and fell into the water. He gurgled in a panic before remembering his training; stiff tail, upward, arms wide, deep breath when he surfaced, and suddenly he was floating. The water's coldness seeped into his scales, chilling his bones. Something pushed him toward the water's edge. He reached for it calmly and rolled out and onto his back.

"Are you okay?" Zena whispered frantically, her voice next to him at the lip of the pool.

"Yeah, sorry," Owen said, sighing. "Slipped."

"Just so you could—"

"No, because you startled—I mean, because I got startled. No sane Fire would hop in a pool just for attention."

"Hmph… Well. Then why did you offer?"

"You're still kinda radiating the dirt in the water," Owen said delicately. "Do you want me to get something to help wash it off?"

"I'm not even a Milotic and you're already being so forward with me." Zena sighed, looking away, though Owen could tell she was hiding a smile. "Were you this bold when I knew you as one?"

"…I have no idea what you're talking about," Owen said. "I'm gonna find a cloth."


The door to Zena's room opened, and in came a Mienshao with a rolling table with a platter of food. "Room service!" he called, rolling the table inside and closing the door behind him. "We've got something simple for you both, some bread, we've got nutrient blocks for Feebas, and—"

Owen had Zena upside-down in the water, cleaning under her fins and then along her tail, where most of the void dust had collected. The Charmander looked back, startled at first, but then remembered what Marshadow had said about their meal.

"A-am I, er, interrupting something?" Mienshao squeaked.

"Oh, no," Owen said quickly, "we were just—"

"No, no, it's fine, I'm just gonna—I'm gonna go. T-take care, er, food, Marshadow sends his, good." And he was gone.

Alone again, Owen helped clean the last of the dust off of Zena before he offered, "Want me to get you some?"

"How will I eat it if it's all terrestrial food?"

"Said something about blocks…"

Owen climbed the mini-stairs next to the table that had been rolled in and inspected the generous platter. That was far too much for just the two of them: A small basket with two thick slices of bread, what looked like slabs of meat—where did they get it?—and cheese. Also nearby were chopped berries and what appeared to be five brown cubes.

Curious, Owen grabbed one of them. Dense. Heavy. Dry. Crumbly if he squeezed. "These are just blocks of food," he remarked.

"They don't expect me to eat that, do they?" Zena said.

Owen looked for any kind of labeling or information, then sighed. None this time. "Maybe it's some kind of nutrient-dense food. We're both pretty malnourished."

"Malnourished. I suppose so. I can't evolve if I'm not healthy." Zena dove underwater, went in a swift circle, and looked pleased at the lack of a dirt trail. "You have a very careful touch, Owen. I appreciate it."

"Thanks," Owen said, sitting by the water again. "Here, I think it's dry because it's supposed to go in the water first."

He delicately placed the first block in front of Zena. It sank halfway in before bulging noticeably in size.

There was some hesitation, but eventually she opened her mouth and sucked the block, and a lot of water, in. Owen was transfixed at how quickly it had gone away, particles of brown food leaving her lips and floating through the water. It drifted toward a few holes near the pool's edge—a constant drain of some kind? Clever…

"How is it?" Owen eventually asked.

"A little bland, but… I like it. It's filling. Could you place the rest nearby? I can handle myself."

Owen assembled the sandwich next while Zena enjoyed her blocks, and while he had offered the bread and a slice for Zena, she declined, saying she wasn't interested in that kind of food. They ate their meal almost completely in silence, but this time, it was a cozy quiet. Occasionally, they made eye contact, but felt no need to speak, and instead smiled at one another. Zena wasn't all there, but her feelings were, just under the surface. Just like when they had first reunited by the red river.

"Tell me about yourself, Owen," Zena finally said, breaking the silence. "I'm sure I used to know all about you, and you're kind enough. You don't seem like the sort to lie."

"It's hard for a Charmander to lie," Owen admitted, bringing his tail forward.

Zena bobbed once. "I see. And how did you end up with someone like me? A Water and a Fire… It's not a normal combination, you know. Let alone how much larger I may become…"

Owen paused, looking at the last bite of his sandwich, and then at Zena, who had forced the final block down despite her fullness. They had given her five for a reason, Owen figured, to help get her back in good shape. Her huge eyes had a new, inquisitive light to them, and while Owen could not recognize them as the graceful, red eyes of a Milotic, he still saw Zena in them. It was the same look she had given when they'd read an interesting book together. But back then, Zena had been more interested in being with someone, no matter what the book actually talked about. Now, Zena looked ready to learn about her past.

But would she want to know all of that? She was so happy now. If Owen told her everything, and the memories came back to her, would she become unhappy again? Would that burden return that melancholy demeanor?

…But to keep the memories away from Zena would go against everything Owen had been fighting for.

"Owen?" Zena asked. "Is something wrong?"

"You didn't live a very happy life," Owen said. "…But do you want to know anyway?"

The Feebas blinked, and for a worrisome moment, Owen wondered if she'd refuse after all. He shouldn't have said that. It was the same trick Star had performed to keep him from pressing for more information. Was this her reasoning? For his own good?

"I think I want to know anyway," Zena said, disrupting Owen's thoughts. "I may not remember it, but… something about what I feel from you tells me that I can trust you. That you'll tell me the truth."

Warmth spread through Owen's chest and it showed in his joyous, yellow tail flame.

"Okay," Owen said, his tone dripping with relief. "Then I'll start with when I met you, and everything I learned about you, all the way to right now."

"I would love that."

She drifted to the water's edge and stared upward, and for that single, brief moment, Owen felt peace.

"You lived in a place called Calm Water Lake. I met you as a Charmeleon…"






100. Bonds Inseverable


Chapter 91 – Bonds Inseverable

"This is quite possibly the most foolish thing you've done so far."

"Yup."

Gahi adjusted his neck, ignoring the Snivy that had her vines wrapped around him, futilely slamming her tiny fists against his back.

"Y'know," Gahi said, "seems kinda dumb that you'd wanna come along fer this."

"I'm starting to suspect I'm the sole reason you're still alive," Trina spat back, grunting when she pulled herself to Gahi's shoulder.

Several confused Pokémon stared at Gahi, one of them remarking that he had just come in a few hours ago. Gahi ignored them, went past the front desk, and then ignored even harder the Jynx shouting for him to get back.

"Hey, what're you doing?" Hakk said, carrying a trembling Cyndaquil in his arms.

He tossed the newly scouted Pokémon over to Xypher by his side, who caught him skillfully in an open bag, and then tried to grab Gahi. Instead, he grabbed thin air, and then Trina went in freefall. With an undignified squeak, she landed on top of Hakk's outstretched paw.

"Eh?" Hakk dropped her.

"Ow—you could have at least set me down," Trina grunted, searching. "Gahi!"

The Flygon had teleported behind Hakk. "Look, it ain't anything personal," Gahi said. "I gotta go."

"How'd you—" Hakk spun around.

"Gahi, you aren't leaving without me," Trina said.

"Oh no you don't," Hakk said, stomping a foot on Trina's tail. "You guys are both supposed to be in evaluations, so if you know what's good for you—where'd you go?"

Mid-sentence, Gahi had disappeared again, and so had Trina.


"Are you going to at least explain why you're suddenly teleporting more than an Abra having a nightmare?" Trina asked.

Gahi suddenly wondered what Nevren was like as an Abra, weaving around the trees and then, finally, above them. His wings were black and twinkled like the night sky they could no longer see.

"Gahi!"

"Eh? Oh. Psychic Orb."

Trina squinted incredulously and pursed her lips to emphasize her disbelief. "When did you acquire the Psychic Orb?"

"Star tore it off Rim. I stole it."

"You—she—what?! Why didn't you tell me this before?"

Gahi shrugged. "Thought I lost the power. Guess it reawakened."

Trina looked at her vines and concentrated. After a while, she sighed and said, "Well, I can't."

"Seems like Owen can't, either. Maybe that's just how it is if yer not evolved."

"I still don't know how that happened…" Trina shivered suddenly, the headwind intensifying.

"Cold?" Gahi asked.

"The lack of sun is getting to me. I was actually enjoying my time in my room, you know. They had artificial sunlight. It was wonderful. And then you Teleport into my room, pluck me out—why did you do that?!"

"I dunno. Seemed like a good idea." Gahi rolled his eyes and rubbed the back of his claw under his nose. "Guess we traveled a lot. Figured we'd do it again."

"Travel where, Gahi?" Trina motioned angrily behind her. "We've gone so far away from Null Village!"

"Demitri 'n Mispy."

Gahi kept his eyes focused ahead, undaunted by the rushing winds thanks to his lenses. Teleporting forward several feet each time was second nature to him, now, and more than doubled his effective travel speed.

"You can sense them?" Trina said, puzzled. "I don't understand. Have your Psychic powers really gotten that strong?"

"No clue. I mean, felt some weird pulls fer a while, but it's really strong now. Practically like they're callin' out ter me."

Off by the horizon were several mountains. That was new, Trina noted; finally, something that wasn't just a bunch of dead trees!

"And where do you plan to take them?" Trina said.

"Well, th' village? What?"

"We just fled the village without a word. Do you really think they're going to let us in again?"

"I dunno. Maybe."

"How did—how did you even escape? Surely they have precautions for Pokémon like you."

"Yeah, they did," Gahi beat his wings once to speed up, then continued his Teleport-glide forward. "Fer a while, seemed like I was jus' bein' blocked from teleporting out. Didn't work."

"So, an anti-Teleport field of some kind. Perhaps anti-element in general." Trina nodded. "No different than the Protect insulation in modern buildings."

"Yep. But I guess I broke through."

"Broke through. How?"

"Well, usin' Teleport didn't work. So I tried usin' it harder."

"…Harder." Trina pinched the area between her eyes. "Gahi, you can't just willpower your way through anti-Teleport walls."

"Then how'd I get yeh?"

"Some—some sort of flaw in security, I'm sure," Trina grunted, deliberately looking away when Gahi smirked at her.

"Or," Gahi proposed, "I tried really, really hard, an' it worked."

"You're absurd."

Gahi shrugged, confident that he was right, and then continued to scan ahead. "Feels like they're closer the more I go toward those mountains…"

Trina leaned closer, each little Teleport that Gahi did making her a little more nauseous. She tried to keep it together and envisioned that she was back in the sunlit room in Null Village. "Just be careful. Those wraiths below might try to hit you, and we have no idea where they are."

The jittering of the trees was too jarring for her. Every Teleport and the scenery was offset by several of them. Keeping her eyes closed was easier, but she still wanted to navigate in case Gahi tried to 'willpower' his way through a mountain next. Far to their right, a gigantic wraith was lumbering through the treetops, and she quickly alerted Gahi to avoid it.

They were too far, but Trina watched it anyway. This one was bipedal, but it was so large that she couldn't tell if it was nearby and a few houses tall, or far away and the height of Kilo Mountain. Thankfully, it didn't notice them.


The trees were so far away. It was only mountains, now, and Trina, even though she was feeling tired, refused to acknowledge this to Gahi. Instead, she wrapped her vines in a semi-knot around her, and then relaxed her body. The vines, without strain, kept her comfortably tied to Gahi's back. She occasionally looked down to see the rocky valleys. How long had Gahi been flying?

"Are we nearly there?" Trina asked.

"Yeah." Gahi gently veered to the left, then brought a hand to his chest, thoughtful. "Such a weird feelin' that I'm gettin'. Never felt somethin' like this befer."

"Perhaps it's your Psychic Orb resonating somehow," Trina said, and then she looked at her vines, frowning. "I can't tap into my powers at all. Perhaps when I was… well, from what they explained to me, I had been killed somehow, and I was brought back as a Snivy. Perhaps I lost my power then, too."

"Weird."

Trina squinted and growled. "Is that all you have to say? I thought I'd have some insight on why you might not have the same problem."

"What, you think I'm smart? I ain't Owen."

"Of course you're smart," Trina said. "There had to be some way that you escaped all of their facilities."

"I Teleported really hard. Ain't much else to it."

This didn't seem like a fight worth pursuing. Trina was about to return to thinking on her own when Gahi suddenly jerked to the left. With a grunt, she said, "Are we under attack?"

"Found 'em."

And suddenly they lost altitude, and Trina felt her stomach in her throat. She pinned herself to Gahi's back and braced for impact, but thankfully, Gahi had enough sense to slow his descent once they were closer to the ground.

"Hey!" Gahi shouted, gliding over the rocky terrain. The fact that Trina didn't hear anything back worried her, so she tried to look ahead.

It was them, unmistakably. Of course, it could have been Ax and Ani, but they weren't close like the original pair were. The Haxorus was on the Meganium's back, his tail drooping limply. Demitri was looking thin; his muscles, once defined, were replaced by loose skin and scales. Mispy looked a little thinner as well, though not too badly, though Trina did silently note she had fewer vines than usual.

"You guys alright?" Gahi asked, slowing to a stop once he was only a few paces away from them.

Mispy closed the gap, her eyes wide but her voice silent. She brought her head around Gahi and pressed against it, trembling.

"Hey, yer okay," Gahi said slowly, wrapping his arms around her, and then looked to Demitri. He couldn't look at them, but tears were rushing down his cheeks. "Look, we've got a place we c'n take yeh. You just gonna follow us, alright? There's a forest not too far from 'ere. Ain't got much but we've got some wood ter eat fer you two. Ain't like yer picky with the vegetarian stuff."

Trina looked their starved forms, frowning. "Gahi, how are we going to bring them back with us?"

"Eh." Gahi paused, looking blankly ahead. "Didn't think about that part."

"You—" Trina needed a moment to register what he had just said. "What? How? We've been flying for—you don't know how to bring them back?"

"Guess I could Teleport a bunch. But it ain't like Waypoints, dunno if I have th' energy ter go th' whole way."

He had gone all this way just to see them and never thought of a way back. He was thinking of a plan now. How? Anger bubbled in her voice. "Why did you do this without a plan?"

"I dunno! I really wanted ter see 'em, make sure they were alright!" Gahi growled and motioned to Demitri. "We gotta get him some food. I c'n feel it. Let's work on Teleporting fer now. Gonna be a long way back, but we've got 'em."

"Thank you," Demitri finally said, his voice a raspy choke.

Mispy nodded next, sliding away from Gahi. "What now?"

"I dunno. Lemme try something." Gahi looked back at Trina, nodding, and then brought one hand on Mispy's side, and another on Demitri's back. His angular wings darkened and resembled a starry sky, and Trina could have sworn she saw some of those little lights move. Gahi brightened; Trina saw her tiny hands turn white. And then, they disappeared.


With a sore throat, Owen helped himself to another cup of hot apple cider that had been provided by room service. The sweetness was overwhelming. By the poolside, Zena floated idly and in thought, processing Owen's story from start to finish. Occasionally, Owen worried that he had said too much, and that she would go back to being unhappy with the world. And he wouldn't blame her, really.

"I don't see how you were so interested in me," Zena admitted, staring at the empty cup Owen had set down. "I sound so angry and resentful of everyone around me."

"I don't think that's how it was," Owen said. "You were just upset at being lied to by Star. And you couldn't really relate to everyone else, either. But I felt for you, y'know? Because I was lied to a lot, too, and…" He trailed off, thoughtful, and then shrugged. "You liked reading books with me. And remember, I didn't really… know you liked me for a while, either." He tittered, avoiding her eyes. "I told myself you weren't interested because I was a killer."

"Oh, hardly a killer," Zena said. "You said you were made to be berserk, right? I don't think it's your fault. You didn't want that."

"Yeah… Well, I—to be honest, I still like fighting. Sometimes I just have an urge to get into one. I breathe and meditate to keep that in check." Owen pressed his claws into the back of his right hand. "Sorry if that's scary. I know it is."

"A little," Zena admitted. "I can't imagine having such a heart for battle. Yes, a small spar is fun, but… Oh, you probably hear it all the time."

Owen laughed, and it was nice to do it so genuinely. "Yeah. I actually have memories of my therapist saying the same thing."

"Therapist? Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to sound alarmed—I was just surprised that someone of your… position would have the opportunity."

"It was a long time ago, I think," Owen said. "I only have blurry memories of it still, but he lived, or maybe still lives, actually, in Kilo Village. My parents thought that maybe one way they could treat my berserk…ness was something more mundane than Mystic power. It's actually where I got the meditation from."

"What stopped you from going?"

"I think I was reset so badly that I forgot him completely, and they didn't want to raise suspicions…"

"Oh, that's too bad…" Zena bumped her lips against the edge of the pool, blinking.

Owen tilted his head, unable to hide an amused smile.

"I wonder who else you forgot," Zena said, looking up just slowly enough that Owen could look away and hide that previous smile.

"Yeah," Owen hummed. "I can't imagine. Old friends that I just… disappeared to one day. You know, now that I think about it, I heard stories about a… mythical Charmander who seemed to just come and go like a phantom. I always thought it was Deca—who turned out to just be Eon, but, y'know—but I'm starting to wonder if maybe that was me…"

"Surely they would remember you, though," Zena said.

Owen shook his head. "I think Nevren used to keep stories about Mystics under wraps. Tried erasing memories and things like that. He's a very powerful Psychic, you know."

Zena didn't look convinced. "I don't think you can easily wipe memories like that. Not even for a Psychic. I mean, look at you. Even your memories are returning."

"I don't know if it's the same," Owen admitted. "But… I guess, now that I think about it, a single Alakazam keeping a whole town out of the loop does seem kind of strange. Maybe he… worked with orchestrating conspiracies in combination with selectively wiping memories? Even temporarily… Maybe if you make them forget long enough, they'll think it was just a hallucination or something…"

"Making you forget a friend, just like that? E…erasing someone from someone else's life? That's like… wiping someone from history itself. How awful…"

Owen paused. "Erased from history…"

A sharp pain jabbed at the center of Owen's head and she screwed his eyes shut.

"Owen!"

"I'm—I'm okay," Owen slurred, but he couldn't see. It was all so bright. Whether he opened his eyes or not, all he could see was a bright, gold light.

"I was really hoping you'd take the offer, you know," said a familiar, foreign voice. "You'd be wonderful."

"Sorry, it's just not for me," Owen said, yet his voice was so much deeper. "Not yet, a-at least." He looked down, feeling guilty, and focused on the crystalline, golden feet of his superior.

His superior sighed, and Owen found the courage to look up again, though he had to squint a little.

"Oh, I'm sorry."

The light dimmed to something more tolerable, and Owen could actually see the god's prismatic, crystalline eyes.

"So," Owen said, "um, Necrozma, Our Light, about why I came here…"

"Oh! Of course. I completely changed the subject. Yes. Oatmeal or chocolate chip? Having both will just confuse them…"

"Cookies…"

"Excuse me?" Zena asked.

Owen remembered where he was. "Sorry, just remembered something."

"Is it always that painful?"

"No. I—it's a totally new set of memories. I've been getting a lot. These have been sort of coming out of nowhere and I don't know how to process it all." Owen didn't realize how frantic his speech had become until he saw Zena's worried look. "I'm fine, really."

"I don't think you are," Zena half-exclaimed. "Someone may as well have driven a spike through your head!"

"Do I look that awful?" Owen groaned and leaned back, not dizzy but not feeling up to sitting any longer, either. He rolled to make sure his tail would stay away from the water. "I feel like I lived four different lives, not counting the one I'm in now."

"Four. That's a specific number."

He hated that it wasn't just one. "Yeah," Owen said, and then elaborated: "One as some… feral Charmander who lived in a region called Kanto. Then something happened, and I think I became… I think I was working closely with someone called Necrozma. And after that, I somehow became a mutant… and then, I was back to being a normal Charmander again, just working toward becoming a Heart…"

His next laugh was a mixture of bitterness and befuddlement. "And now I'm here, learning about it all over again. Which is apparently strange, because normally recovering memories takes forever here."

"Literally forever, or—"

"No, no," Owen said, not sure what to think about the fact he had to specify it wasn't literal. "Apparently recovery is measured in centuries."

"I don't know if that's any better…"

He had gone through a handful of them on a similar scale, and he wasn't sure, either.

"Well," Zena said after an awkward silence, "I suppose one way or another, I hope I can become my old self again."

Owen hid his frown too late.

"What? Is that bad?" Zena asked.

"No, I—"

"Oh, you mentioned I was gloomy. But I'm so curious what I used to be like, too. That's only fair, isn't it?"

"Yeah, it is," Owen quickly replied. "Sorry, I was just worried that it'd bring you down, but that's… that's stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid." He sighed out the last of his frustrations and added, "It'd be beyond crazy for me to advocate for staying in the dark about the past."

"I was about to say," Zena replied, playfully spitting a small stream of water just by the pool's edge. She grinned again, adding, "I want to be complete the same way you're trying to. And I think with you to help me, I won't be so gloomy anymore. How does that sound?"

The way Zena was staring at his tail, he figured she already knew he liked it. "Sounds gr—"

Three gentle taps on the doorway caught their attention. The door had a black splotch near the center-bottom of it.

"Oh," Zena said. "Company."

Owen figured they weren't going to be given proper time alone, but could he have just waited until the next morning?

"How was the food?" Marshadow asked, emerging from the door.

"It was great," Owen said. "Thank you, again, um. I'm sorry if I was rude to you back when—"

"Hey, so," Marshadow interrupted, "yer friend, Flygon."

Owen paused, sighed, and remembered his meditation. "What did he do?"

"Busted out somehow. Stole Snivy. Ran off."

Hands over his eyes, Owen moaned and said, "Is that going to get him in any trouble?"

"Not with us." Marshadow motioned vaguely behind him. "Just, dunno if he'll be comin' back. Titans and all that. No clue who he's lookin' fer, but he's on a real mission."

Owen furrowed his brow. "Maybe he's looking for Demitri and Mispy. That's the only reason I can think of for going out and leaving me behind like this."

"Well, what, you think he left you behind?"

"He thinks I'm safe, probably," Owen said. "Or maybe he looked for me in my room and couldn't find me. …Yeah, he's definitely looking for those two."

"Who're they?"

"Part of our team—Team Alloy."

"But isn't it such an expansive forest there?" Zena said worriedly, poking her upper body out of the water. "There's no way he could find them."

"They seers like you?" Marshadow asked.

"Yes and no. They have the same power I have, but not an Orb. Long story. I don't know if he'd be able to find them the same way, but… maybe he can? Gahi's kinda… but he's not that dumb. Maybe he really did find them…"

Marshadow crossed his arms, the wisps over his head serene as ever. "Right. So yer sayin' he might be comin' back with company."

"I think so. And he's very fast, too. And… pretty straightforward. If he knows where they are, he'll be going right to them. Ask the scouts you have if they spotted him going in any particular direction. That's where he went."

"He's that predictable?"

Owen shrugged. "He's honest."

"That's one way ter put it." Marshadow smirked. "Alright. Well, I say you still take it easy 'til we know how he's doing. Rest up. Gather yer strength. If yeh need training, we c'n get some equipment ter help yeh out. Don't wanna risk yeh while we're lookin' fer scouts. That alright?"

Owen nodded, and Marshadow looked like he was about to leave. A final thought crossed his mind, and Owen said, "Um, by the way, Marshadow?"

"Yeh."

"Do you know a quick way to evolve Feebas? I know for me, I just have to get stronger, but for Feebas, it's a special way…"

Marshadow looked at Zena, then at Owen, back at Zena, and finally back at Owen. He stared, silent, and then nodded. "You'll get it. I ain't gotta help."

Without giving them time to reply, Marshadow disappeared through the doorway.

"That was oddly cryptic," Zena said.

"I'm used to it," Owen muttered, nearly crestfallen. "I thought he'd be the one person who'd just give the answers if I asked…"

"That's too bad. But… at least it looks like he plans to help, somehow, right?" Zena drifted closer. "Let's have some faith in him."

"Faith in a Legend." Owen smiled a little, looking back. "I think you know how funny that is for me."

And Zena smiled back, both of their grins changing from forced to genuine.


Rhys awoke with a splitting headache and stiff muscles. A warm blanket covered his body, and the bedding under him was soft and irresistibly cozy. Next to him was a Poké Ball that had a thin layer of dust over it, as well as recently changed sheets to his left. Confusion followed, then dread, and Rhys sat up—bad decision. Fatigue constricted around him until he relented and collapsed back onto the bed. Nausea came after, his body convulsing in a silent, dry heave, but that only added to his fatigue.

Vision rapidly darkening, Rhys closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath. Held it. Then breathed out, and his vision slowly returned. He knew not to stand up now, but he didn't know if he had a voice. He tried anyway. "Hel—" was all he could get out before the dryness of his mouth became apparent.

Thoughts. He could send thoughts.

Elder. Can you hear me?

No reply. Not a surprise. He didn't have the mental fortitude to reach out with their tenuous connection—not when he was this weak. That battle with Emily had taken more out of him than he'd thought.

At least prayer didn't require as much energy. Arceus. Are you there?

A long silence followed before he got a reply. You're awake.

Yes. I must have overexerted myself with healing Tanneth.

I'll inform Brandon.

Where is he?

Resting.

Resting? Where is Tanneth?

Next to you, I imagine.

Rhys paused, then glanced at the Poké Ball again. He focused, but his aura sense didn't come to him. When he tried again, a dull headache crept in from the back of his skull. It wasn't worth it.

She might be. I can't sense anything right now. How long have I been asleep?

Five days.

Rhys became aware of a dull buzz of a lightbulb in the room. The light was an artificial, bright blue color, nothing like the off-white of the sun, too white.

Five? Days?

Yes.

No energy to laugh, Rhys rolled to stare at the ceiling again, where the white ceiling and square tiles only helped to remind him of Quartz HQ. He turned his head away and stared at the cement walls.

Five days. The factory was still standing. That meant Emily didn't destroy it. But what else?

Emily hasn't moved. But the storm persists and the oceans are turbulent. It's raining more frequently in southern Kilo and there are constant storm clouds in the far horizon. Dark Matter has made occasional movements, but nothing that I couldn't stop. Mutants are appearing more frequently and I suspect a few of them are from Trina's former guard.

It was too much information to take all at once. Rhys tried to roll out of his bed, but then the metal door of his room slid open.

"Nope, none of that nonsense, stay in bed." Brandon's steel footsteps clanged on the ground. "Take it easy before you pass out for another week."

"Week?" 

"I dunno, lost track of time."

Rhys weakly sat back, staring at the ceiling. "Elder…"

"As far as I know, Kilo isn't crumbling," Brandon said gently. "Yeah, we've had better days, but society hasn't totally collapsed."

"The hospital?"

Brandon shrugged. "They had to enter triage. Save the ones that were the most likely to survive."

Rhys tried to ignore the tension in his chest. He could have helped heal some of them, if only he hadn't pushed so hard with Tanneth, if he had been more aware of his own—

"What's that look for?" Brandon said, frowning. "Look, there was nothing you could have done. Don't worry. Kilo can go on without you for a little while, Mister Hero."

"I need to get back," Rhys slurred, struggling to sit up. The headache was coming back.

"And do what? Pass out and take up another hospital bed?" Brandon pressed. "Stay down. Now. I'm your doctor."

"That isn't comforting."

"Too bad. Down. I'm gonna see if Zeke came back with those berries. They might help you out a little."

Brandon left, and Rhys had enough defiance in him to consider following, but rationality won over. He settled back in his bed and looked at Tanneth's Poké Ball.

Elder is very happy that you are awake, Arceus reported. He wishes you well and that things are being taken care of in Kilo Village. Do not strain yourself or he will be very worried.

You're toying with my emotions. Rhys furrowed his brow in strain, trying to keep himself awake. Why am I so fatigued?

Aura rot. The shadowy power exerted by Emily did more to your aura than to your body. And, being Mystic, that has horrible effects overall.

Now, his eyes were closed out of uselessness, and some primal part of him wanted the bed to swallow him up and not let go. The thought was fleeting; he was far too busy to stop. Then there is nothing I can do?

For now, no. Stay put. There are other things I am trying to arrange for now.

That useless feeling was the last thing he wanted, but it seemed that he didn't have a choice. Fine. But the moment I have enough strength to fly… I shall return to Elder.

I can't stop you, Arceus lied.

Rhys smirked, but said nothing in return.

A low rumble shook the air, and a chill ran through Rhys' body, and then his aura. That shadowy sky was overhead…

He sighed and brought a paw to his head. "What's happened to the world…"


"Can I see them now?"

A Charizard stood at the front desk with his tail flame humming. Opposite to him, a Jynx with a nervous frown and nobody to fall back to.

"I'm—I'm very sorry," Jynx said. "We can't let you into any of the rooms, even if… It's policy. I just can't. Now, if you keep behaving this way, I'll have to call security."

"Security. Really? And who would—"

"There a problem?" called a familiar, small voice from down the hall.

Eon glanced at Marshadow, his form rapidly losing shape, but he regained his composure enough to maintain his scales. After flapping his wings to make sure he still had them, he said, "Where's Owen?"

"Always with Owen." Marshadow sighed. "He's with Feebas. Ain't to be bothered."

"He's my son," Eon said lowly.

"Doubt that one," Marshadow said lowly. "Y'don't give off that fatherly vibe. Who are yeh, really?"

Despite his tiny stature, Marshadow felt like the dominating presence in the room, but Eon refused to admit that. He stood his ground, dug his toes into the floor, and said, "Owen is my partner."

"Mhm. And how come he never mentions yeh?"

"He's confused. His memories are scrambled, and… I just need to talk to him." The very fact that he had to explain himself… Nobody understood. But he had to play their game.

"Well, yeh c'n talk with him when he wants. If he didn't mention yeh, then I ain't heard o' yeh."

"Why don't you ask?" Eon proposed quickly. "Ask him if he wants to see me—Eon. Or, or if he remembers… Tim."

Marshadow squinted. "…That name… somethin' about that name…" He sighed. "Whatever, doesn't matter. Listen, yeh gotta lay off the guy."

"You won't even tell him I'm looking for him?"

Marshadow sighed, squeezing his eyes shut. Then, he relented. "If he asks, I'll answer. But I ain't gonna go outa my way."

But that wasn't enough for Eon. Marshadow didn't understand how confused Owen was. Eon would have to go to Owen himself. With a bold step forward, Eon advanced down the hall in search of the vulnerable Charmander. He needed protection right now, not to be psychoanalyzed by a bunch of strangers.

A shadowy circle trailed in front of Eon, and Marshadow emerged from the ground several feet ahead.

"Last warning," Marshadow said in a sing-song voice. "You don't wanna break out in a fight with me, do ya?"

"I'm," Eon said, his flame climbing to a blue ember, "a lot stronger than you think."

"I'm," Marshadow said, his shadowy wisps slowly turning green, "glad ter hear it."

The wind starting to swirl around him. There wasn't a lot of earth for him to work with, but he imagined he could simply conjure dirt if he needed. Gahi wasn't the only one who had access to his power still… Though it was more useful as a trump card in this strange land. But if it was to get to Owen—

"Not that it matters," Marshadow said with a shrug, the green fire on his head returning to black. "Think about it. You fight me, the whole town's against you. Nobody's gonna want you around. Rowdy newcomer starts beatin' people up fer not followin' their requests? This ain't a place where we tolerate that kinda behavior. So yer either gonna turn around, er this whole town is gonna make sure you never see Charmander again."

Eon's tail was white-hot by now, but Marshadow did not waver. Instead, a green tinge colored his shadowy wisps again, the very tips transitioning to yellow.

He wanted nothing more than to step through and call Marshadow's bluff. But he also knew that if Owen saw him fighting to get through… After everything else that had happened at Quartz…

"Are you at least taking care of him?" Eon asked, his flame slowly returning to orange.

"I'm pullin' a lot of strings to accelerate his eval. Breakin' a lot of procedure with my override. We know he's safe to keep around." Marshadow paused. "And I want you not to speak about him too loudly, either."

"Why's that?" Eon asked.

Marshadow leaned to the side; Eon looked back and saw only Jynx there, who nodded and returned to her front desk.

"Do you know about the third god?" Marshadow asked.

"…What?"

"Figured." While disappointed, he also didn't look surprised. "Seems like he's a mystery in the living world, maybe totally forgotten by the same Decree that made us ferget each other. Well, here's what's going on: Charmander's spirit is so strongly tied ter that third god that there are gonna be some big names in the Voidlands after him. The King, fer one."

"King? Of the Voidlands?"

"More or less." Marshadow's green and yellow wisps returned to black, and Eon's tail, in kind, returned to its normal blaze. "He lives far north of here, in the Voidlands capitol: Cipher City. And if he finds out we have someone like Owen… Well. Our little… covert resistance network will fall right apart! Heh. You wouldn't want that. A seer like you would be rounded up and forced ter serve good ol' King Alexander."

"Alexander? How funny. Owen's false father is named Alex."

"Heh, well, names like those're weird, but they ain't uncommon. His pops is a Magmortar, I heard."

"Well, that's his current form. He used to be a Hydreigon."

Something in Marshadow's gaze shifted just then. "Well, ain't that somethin'," he said. "That's the tyrant king's species, too."

Eon blinked, confused. That… was too strange to be a coincidence. Yet the possibility that it wasn't pure chance was even stranger.

"Well, either way," Marshadow said, "'s far as I'm concerned, yer part o' the Voidlands Protection Network now. That's us. An' that means I'm yer commander. D'you accept, er are you gonna be a civilian?"

"…What happens if I refuse?" Eon asked.

"Then I'mma kick yeh out fer trespassin'."

"Fine, then… if I accept, can I see Owen?"

"Nope, 'cause then yer under my command." Marshadow gestured forward. "If he asks fer you, then I got no power. Y'c'n taunt me all y'want if that happens."

He could still protest if he wanted. Would Owen be proud of that sort of thing? …He wouldn't. Too careful. Owen's glare still burned in his mind. He had such a track record of doing things for him that Owen ended up hating because of how far he'd gone. Would this be one of those instances?

"Then tell me what I should do for now," Eon said. "I'll wait for Owen."

"I'd normally take yeh ter training, but ain't nothin' better than practicals. I'm gonna take yeh on yer first mission: find Flygon with some scouts. Maybe if yer good, I'll accelerate yer training so yeh have some authority around here…"

Was that a taunt? Eon gave him the benefit of the doubt. "Lead the way."






101. Rediscovery


Chapter 92 – Rediscovery

Angelo had fallen into a healthy routine. He would wake up around early afternoon, have breakfast, do some drawing, and leave his home to heal the dying. Then, along the way, he would see small requests on the board by the Central Waypoint—now nonfunctional and repurposed as a trouble board. Angelo was, therefore, able to take on essentially any request, whether he wanted to or not.

He didn't understand. It had been so perfect. Every day would have been the same and nobody would have assumed any differently. He was an artist, just a simple comic artist who wrote about heroes taking down impossible villains. He wasn't someone who actually could!

And yet, now, they assumed he was. Suddenly he was the versatile hero. And now, standing at the exit to his art shop slash home, he knew that it would only be two steps before someone would ask him for help.

He pawed uncertainly at the door, undoing the latch—but then heard a small, squeaking sound, followed by a scratching noise below.

"Erm, hello?" Angelo asked.

Little, fuzzy yellow legs poked out from underneath the door. More scratching and squeaking, angry little noises, and a Joltik finally popped out. "You!"

Angelo flinched, stepping away. "Me?"

"Yeah, you!" She leaped onto his face, and Angelo screamed, flailing,and tried to grab her. Instead, she squirmed and found her way somewhere under his hat fur. "You're late!"

Angelo was still screaming.

"Why'd you take so long to wake up!?"

Angelo was still screaming.

Then he felt something bite against his skull, and then he couldn't move. Electricity raced along his body, numbing him, and he fell on his side with jerking, spasming motions.

"Oh, great, and now you can't even move!" Willow jammed her leg against Angelo's head again. "Come on, you're stronger than that! Get up!"

"I'm… trying…"

"Hmph!" Willow hopped off and waited at the door. "We need your help with scouting this time."

"Scouting?" Angelo repeated, his gaze focused on a few dusty coins that had rolled under a shelf a long time ago. "Why scouting?"

"Well, because you can fly!"

"Oh, so I can."

"And if we're ever short on units to send somewhere, Elder said that you'd be the best person to grab! Because you're a wildcard, or something!"

"Elder. The giant Torkoal?"

"Yup!"

"Of course." In the past few days, he had seen him giving out calm orders in the place of the Lucario mate of his. What ever happened to him, anyway? Well, perhaps he was on a long travel.

"You know, I'm kinda jealous," Willow said, prodding Angelo again while the feeling slowly and agonizingly returned to his limbs. "Since when can a Smeargle learn so many moves and keep them?"

"Sticky aura, Father called it." Angelo slowly rolled until he was on his belly, then shakily brought his arms forward. Up, up… don't fall, don't fall… Too weak to stand. Not yet. Sitting would do.

Willow, clearly impatient, hopped a few times before landing on a nearby shelf, dangerously close to a framed picture of his grandfather, Smeargle Angelo. While recovering from his paralysis, the current Angelo wondered if his grandfather, too, had been driven insane by overworking. Sure, the cover was that he had gone insane somehow by straying too close to Void Basin, but really, weren't those just silly rumors? Overworking sounded a lot more likely…

Because it certainly felt like he was following that same path.

He could feel his legs again. Good. Finally back on his feet, he sighed and didn't flinch when Willow landed on his head.

"Okay. Time to go," Angelo said. "Where am I scouting?"

"We,"—The word filled him with dread—"are going to fly to Yotta Outskirts to observe from the air if there are any mutants straying nearby, and if there are, we're gonna take them down!"

Angelo was frozen mid-step outside his home. "Excuse me?" he said. "You can't be serious. I—I'm not someone who can fight mutants. Are you insane?"

"But you're super strong, aren't you?"

"No!" Angelo shook his head fervently. "That's all behind me! I have a variety of abilities, yes, and I've trained for the Hearts, yes, but I am just a comic book artist. I do not want to fight a mutant! I want to live!"

"Hmmm…" Willow shrugged. "It's okay! I'll protect you."

The little Joltik hopped a few more times—at an impressive height, going over his head—and then said, "Okay! Let's get our other scouts. These two went to Yotta Outskirts a few times already to help with the new trade route thingy."

"What for?"

"I dunno! Something about farmland."

"Farmland… Oh, perhaps to secure some steady food."

Supplies were rapidly dwindling. The Hearts were scrambling to set up new routes to sustain the population—though thanks to most healing mechanisms disappearing, Angelo morbidly wondered if the number of mouths to feed would be a problem for long.

"Yotta Outskirts…"

There were several towns referred to as Outskirts, but Yotta was by far one of the largest settlements by area. Angelo also recalled that their crops used to be a great supplier across the world. Wheat, seeds, vegetables, whole orchards of fruits… If they could secure something like that again, feeding the town would become a matter of organization, not numbers.

Walking down the streets of Kilo Village, Angelo checked for any new developments. Several shops were reopening with new purpose or old business. Several more were used as makeshift hospitals and recovery shelters. Settled wounds—ones that proper healing did not get to in time—and other ailments plagued most of these Pokémon, and they needed a place to curl up and rest a while, at best. Angelo was tempted to visit them and see if his Heal Pulse would do any work, but the very thought labored his breathing. He was lightheaded.

"Oh, and Elder also said we're gonna get a visitor soon!" Willow said. "A really big visitor from the east."

"Visitor? Who told Elder?"

"Arceus."

"Oh, okay."

It was probably true, but Angelo had grown numb to it. Arceus this, Arceus that, it was like seeing him in town that one time was the dawn of a new era. What, the sky falling wasn't enough? It wasn't like Arceus was strong enough to do anything anyway. What a divine letdown.

"Will we know when the visitor's arriving?" Angelo asked.

"Nope! Soon."

Angelo passed by a team consisting of a Scyther and Pikachu heading for the northern exit. Both of them looked like they hadn't slept well in days. In Pikachu's paws were several mission statements, which he was reading aloud to Scyther. Angelo closed his eyes, wondering when he'd be able to curl up in bed again.

The Central Waypoint's bulletin board was a crowded mess of requests of varying levels of legibility and descriptiveness. Pokémon came and went from this board, peeling requests off as they saw them, while several more were stuck on to replace them, managed by several Heart staff.

Perhaps he could take on that job next? Not as one of the Thousand, but as a simple bookkeeper that helped keep the Hearts functioning as a governing body, even now. Maybe if he asked convincingly—

"Angelo, right?"

It was a curse. "Yes, that's me."

Before him was a Salazzle with a settled wound—a scar that was certainly from a lightning strike on her chest. He couldn't look away, but the annoyed look on Salazzle's face was enough to force him to stand to attention.

"Like what you see?" Salazzle growled.

"I'm sorry. I, er—Yotta Outskirts?"

"…Yeah, that's us. Delphox Leo's going to be our director. Team of four. Apparently this one is going to help us fly there and deliver supplies." She motioned to the Joltik between them.

"Yup! That's me!" Willow raised her front half an intimidating inch off the ground. "Joltik Willow, master cargo deliverer!"

"…Is this a joke?" Angelo asked Salazzle.

"Nope. I saw her do this myself. You'll see soon. Anyway, name's Salazzle Spice. I remember you from drawing our menu over in Sugar 'n Spice. Thanks, by the way. Really popped, brought in extra business before this whole mess started."

"Oh! The same—you know Sugar?" Angelo asked. "Oh, of course, you're, er, her sister."

Now that Angelo thought about it, having two Salazzle for siblings sounded quite strange, especially at the same age. Weren't female Salandit rare?

"Oh, there's Leo," Spice said, pointing behind him. Weaving away from the crowd still trying to take notices, Angelo struggled until he saw the Delphox in question waving them down.

"Is that Angelo?" Leo called.

"Yep! We're ready to go!" Spice said.

Something landed on Angelo's head and he froze in horror.

"We're ready!" Willow said while on top of him.

But before they could depart—or figure out how they were supposed to depart—a shrill cry came from the western road. Heads turned. A frightened Bewear pointed a massive paw toward the horizon, where a great, black figure loomed over them. With the sun's current angle, its shadow darkened the entire western mountains, with great, black wings made of some ethereal material, a long, coiling, serpentine body… Angelo couldn't comprehend its form. Where was its head? It simply coiled and coiled with a black core in the center, and then it ended on the other end with five thick tendrils that looked this way and that.

Not that it mattered—it was covered in eyes! All of them blinked independently of one another, and Angelo was sure that a few were staring specifically at him, despite how far away it was.

It stopped its advance just as its shadow curled around the crater's Pokémon of Kilo Village all stared in stunned silence. Murmurs of terror rippled across the crowd. Others were morbidly fascinated. Several were already fleeing for their lives.

Torkoal Elder was quickly—therefore, slowly—making his way down the Heart HQ stairway.

The leviathan in the sky waved one of its five tendrils at them, and Angelo realized that the tendril split open at the end like a mouth.

Hello!

Angelo forgot how to breathe. The thought and ability left him. Pokémon were screaming but it was all dull and muddled.

Do not be afraid!

Spice was shoving Angelo forward to find shelter, or something. He didn't know. He was probably still dreaming. The screams were all white noise.

My name is Nate!

It was drifting closer. Several beams of energy—a Hydro Pump, a Fire Blast, and an Ice Beam—blasted the leviathan to no effect as its body drifted over the outer rim of Kilo Mountain's crater.

Please! I'm here to help!

It was landing. Its body curled over the mountain like a hungry, feral Seviper over an unguarded nest, or like Angelo curling over his bed to rummage through his snack packs.

Angelo hadn't breathed for a while. Or perhaps he was breathing too quickly. Either way, his vision was curling itself into a tiny circle. Something tiny pulled on his furry cap, and Willow's voice loudly screeched for him to stand up. Angelo hadn't even realized he'd collapsed.

"It's just Nate! Get up!" Willow commanded. She jammed one of her legs into his forehead, but to no avail. She growled and kept trying to pull him up, flapping her fairy wings to gain altitude.

And then, everything went dark.


"They're dead ahead."

"Y'sure?"

Eon had the form of a mutant Flygon this time, likely because his mind was so focused on Gahi. He thankfully did not inherit the accent. However, he also did not inherit the Psychic powers, and had to deal with normal flying—an agonizingly slow pace compared to the others in the scouting team, namely Xypher and Hakk. Even with his Flying-induced Tailwind, they weren't very fast compared to Gahi's flying speed. Corviknight were incredibly fast fliers, but it wasn't enough compared to Gahi's speed. Though, he supposed having such a lightweight passenger also helped.

They had to stay close so their cloaking against Titans was still effective, but there was no telling how long that would last. The cloaking was apparently not perfect, especially if more intelligent ones were looking for small distortions in the sky. Below them were the many jagged fingers of Void Forest's treetops, and ahead, after what might have been half a day's travel, were the faraway mountaintops of what Marshadow had called the Nolla Mountains. By wing, travel there would have taken a full day of nonstop, full-speed flying, and they'd have needed to bring more rations. On foot? Marshadow had said not to bother.

"How'd he get this far so fast?" Marshadow said. "How'd he know where they were? They ain't seers like you."

"They share a strong bond already because they fused together before," Eon said. "Maybe that's a factor?"

"If that's the case, they'd've said something about Owen, too, eh? You mentioned they fused with him, too."

"Well, that's true…" Eon sighed. "Then maybe it's a coincidence."

"I don't buy coincidences," Marshadow replied, arms crossed. "Bah, whatever. We'll see if it means anything later. Fer now, let's make sure he's alri—OI!"

Eon had suddenly stopped, and Xypher squawked and beat his wings. Dark, steely feathers drifted below them. Marshadow, losing his balance, landed face-first into Eon's back. With a grunt, he slammed his hand on a shoulder and stood up.

"Alright, what's yer deal?"

"They're behind me now," Eon said, pointing. "They were just ahead a few seconds ago, and now they're…"

"What, does your internal routing not update in time or something?" Hakk muttered, but then blinked. "Update…" He rummaged through his bag.

"I guess not, but we need to head back now. They aren't ahead anymore."

Eon spun around and flew under Xypher, then waited for him to keep up.

"This cloaking device blocks sound, right?" Eon said. "We might need to disable that so we can call them. He might not be paying attention to where we are."

"Maybe we can just land next to them when we see them. Are they moving?"

Eon searched for Gahi's energy. It didn't seem like he was moving; they were getting closer at around the same speed they were flying. But it was all such a strange, vague sensation to begin with that he had no idea.

"Forget your senses. Found 'em." Hakk pointed at a bright green figure among the dark trees. The glossy, shining body was enough of a giveaway that it was Gahi.

Seconds before Eon was about to call, Gahi disappeared in a flash of light, and suddenly he was further ahead again. "What—"

"Teleporting. Figures." Marshadow chuckled and tapped Eon on the shoulder. "Think yeh c'n keep up with that?"

"Hmph, I won't be outrun by some Guardian newbie." Eon beat his wings harder and sped ahead, but that only earned an irritated shout from Hakk.

"Wait!" he roared. "Cloaking device! Remember?!"

"Hrrgh, then how am I supposed to catch up?" Eon snarled back at them. "You're the one keeping me held back!"

"Stop complaining and catch up!"

"Fast! Fast, fast!" Xypher panted, gliding downward for extra speed.

Thankfully, Gahi was slower to disappear this time, and once close enough, Eon shouted, "GAHI!"

"E-eh?" Gahi turned. "Lygo? What're yeh—"

"It's—" Eon was about to specify, but then realized that would be a bad idea. Not yet. Instead, he motioned behind him. "We were scouting for you. What's going—" Once he landed on the ground, he saw how winded Gahi was, eyes crossed with what looked like a bad headache. Trina, slung behind Gahi's shoulders, looked pale. Along with that, Demitri and Mispy, looking starved and battered, stood against one of the trees just to prop themselves up.

Marshadow muttered a curse and said, "You guys don't look too great."

"Yeah, was bringin' 'em back," Gahi said between breaths.

"We found them in the mountains," Trina reported, wrapped around Gahi's neck by the vines like a backpack. She looked nauseous. "I'm assuming we're going in the right direction."

Eon looked to Demitri and Mispy next. "And you two? Are you okay?"

"Better than before…" Demitri tried to stand straighter, but it only made him dizzy. He collapsed against Mispy, who fell over right after, leaving the pair in a heap.

Xypher chirped worriedly, and Hakk hopped off of the Corviknight while sorting through his bag.

"Rations," Hakk said to Marshadow, who nodded. "Hey. You two should get some energy back and just sit here for a while." He pulled out two brown bars wrapped in paper.

"What's that?" Demitri asked.

"Food. Just a little to—"

Mispy violently tore the two bars out of Hakk's grip, having only enough self-control to give one of them to Demitri, who took it with trembling claws.

"You'll need water," Hakk said, pulling out a flask next. He held it out delicately this time, and Mispy took it with another vine.

"And how about you?" Hakk asked Gahi and Trina.

"I do not have an appetite right now," the sick-looking Snivy muttered. "Perhaps when the world stops spinning."

"I'm fine," Gahi said. "When c'n we get back?"

Eon squinted; there was a trail of blood coming out from Gahi's left nostril. "How much have you been Teleporting?"

"Not fer too long," Gahi said.

"Looks like you're Teleporting too much too fast," Hakk noted, scratching deliberately at his own nostril.

Gahi mimicked the gesture and inspected his claw, flinching.

"I don't think your powers are fully developed after all, Gahi," Trina noted. "Let's rest until you can go the rest of the way."

"I'll make it," Gahi said. "I just gotta—"

"I will shove my vines down your windpipe if you Teleport me again," Trina hissed. "I wasn't built for this sort of thing."

"Hmph, at least get me dinner first," Gahi muttered back, but he sat down anyway. Only then did the dizziness hit him, because after a few breaths, Gahi had his hands on his head. He said something difficult to understand and then breathed deeper.

"Yep. There's the migraine," Hakk said, rolling his eyes. "Who would've thought, a Dragon with Psychic powers wouldn't work out. Last I checked, only Legends have those."

"Legends. Which ones?" Eon asked. "Hrmm… Latias and Latios, if I remember right."

"Yeah."

"Are they here?" Eon asked. "You mentioned that the Legends were forgotten, but…"

"Yeah, those two're around. Far northeast from where we are right now. Those two're leaders of another sector of the Voidlands Protection Network."

Something was bugging Eon. "I think there's another Dragon-Psychic."

Marshadow shrugged. "Maybe. Probably another Legend we're forgetting." He approached Demitri and Mispy. "Hey. You know a Charmander?"

"What?" Demitri asked between bites. Despite how much he was starving, he swallowed, paused his eating, and nodded. "Kind of. He's a Charizard now, though."

"Nah. But what's his name?"

"Owen."

"Well, good ter meet yeh two. I figure yer friends o' Gahi's? I remember he told me a lot about y'guys."

"Eh?" Gahi mumbled. "Whozzat? Manny sounds smaller."

Mispy laughed weakly, and Marshadow's shadowy flames bent to an imaginary gust of wind.

"Whoever this Manny is," Marshadow muttered, "I'mma challenge him ter a fight."


"Are you going to stand there all day?" 

Tim spun around, as did Owen. Smallwing—who Tim ended up naming Duos—chirped angrily at Owen to hold still while atop his head.

Before them was another human, and Owen recognized this one as female, at least, he thought so. The higher voice was usually the giveaway there. Long hair, brown eyes, she looked native to Kanto, unlike his current trainer, who was apparently from someplace called Unova. A Pokémon he had never seen before was curled around her neck, snoozing lazily. Serpentine, no arms or legs at all, with a bright blue body.

"No, I was just looking," Tim said, stepping aside. "This Gym is our first."

"And you're bringing a Charmander and a Pidgey to it?" the girl asked, sighing. "Didn't you take any classes on type matchups? They're one of the most basic concepts."

"I'm gonna make up for it in spirit!" Tim said. "And Charmander's cool!"

She rolled her eyes. "Let me guess. Your parents moved all the way here because they're rich, and then they helped get you into the Head Start program next, is that it?"

"N-no, I—"

She quirked a brow.

"…I… um…"

Owen, perplexed, growled confusedly at Tim. Why wouldn't he just tell her off? Granted, he had no idea what this program was about, only that Tim wanted him as a partner. And sure, he was an idiot, but he wasn't a bad human. He already felt a little stronger, too.

The girl leaned forward. "Wait… did you maybe, get a scholarship for this? Are you a talented trainer?"

"No, that's not it," Tim hastily said, waving both hands. "I just, I don't know. It's what my parents wanted of me. I could've gone to high school back in Unova, but the Trainer Learning program is cool!"

"…Hmm." She eyed Owen, and he didn't like that. He started to growl, but Duos pecked his forehead from above. Owen hissed at Duos and grumbled.

The serpent around the girl's neck stirred.

"Hm? Oh, sorry, Ire," the girl said, rubbing under his chin.

"Ire, huh. Is that a, um…." Tim stared dumbly at it.

"A Dratini, yes." And it looked like she took great pleasure in explaining this.

For some reason, this was monumental, because Tim's eyes were wide. "But those're—"

"Rare? Maybe where you lived, but where I'm from, they fly around all the time! But they wouldn't choose any simple trainer. Dratini are graceful, elegant, and wonderful—"

Ire let out a loud, satisfied belch. Owen couldn't believe that such a sound could come from something so small. And then, Ire squeaked happily and nuzzled the girl's cheek.

"Y-you were saying?" Tim asked, struggling to hold back laughter. "Something about grace and elegance?"

Ire nibbled on the girl's cheek, pulling it so her teeth were showing.

"Oh, just—move aside! I have a Badge to win!"

"Okay, Your Grace," Tim replied, bowing exaggeratedly. Thinking that this was a custom—after all, apparently Ire was supposed to be an incredibly powerful Pokémon—Owen mimicked Tim and bowed the same way. Duos fell off of his head and chirped various curses at Owen.

Seething, the girl stomped past him.

"Oh, um—and what's your name? I'm Tim!"

"Hmph! Ayame. Good luck with your Rock-weak team!"

Tim watched for a while longer, looking wistful. "Wow… a Dratini…" He looked down at Owen, grinning all the same. "Oh well. Charizard's gonna be cooler anyway."

And that, he liked.


"He sounds like an interesting human," Zena remarked over breakfast. For her, more blocks, but she was looking healthier already. For Owen, he had what looked like a grainy, chewy bar packed with… he assumed it was food, but the taste was vaguely sweet and chalky.

"I guess so," Owen said, staring at his toes. "Tim… Eon, now, I guess…"

"But from what you told me, you're at odds with each other, now, aren't you?"

Owen sighed, then stalled by taking another bite of his nutrient bar. She was still staring at him. No choice but to answer.

"As far as I'm concerned," he said slowly, "they aren't the same person."

"But aren't they?" Zena asked. "I don't understand."

"No." Owen closed his eyes, envisioning that happy, warm grin on the human boy, and then those desperate, mimicked-Charizard eyes. "He's not the same person. You can have the same spirit and not be the same person. I'm at least four different people, and I don't even know what some of those people were like. We may share the same name, and the same spirit, but… but the past 'me's are… that. In the past…"

Owen's gaze drifted toward Zena, and her frown mirrored his. Look at him, now he was the one making her gloomy. He shouldn't have gotten so into that; he was trying to cheer her up! Still, she wanted to know. And Eon… wasn't the trainer he'd grown up with.

He wondered if Amber and Daichi missed him. Or Redscale, or Bigtail, or—

"Then what does that make me?" Zena asked softly.

"Huh?"

Zena rose a little more from the water, wheezing for air, and asked again, "You wanted me to get my memories back. But would that just be… a past me, a me that's no longer—"

"No, it's—this is different," Owen said feebly. "This was a short time, and you'll eventually just—"

"I don't think I like that attitude," Zena interrupted, narrowing her sunken eyes. "It sounds like you've given up on your old selves. I don't think they'd be very happy about that. Well, I—I don't know about you, but I want to be whole again. The old me might have been gloomy, but it was still someone you fell in love with. And I want that back!"

Owen flinched moments before Zena did the same. The idle hum of one of the water filters occupied the silence. One of the drains to their left was slightly wider than the others, and the water flowed faster through that one.

"I—I mean—" she stuttered. "I'm sorry. I spoke out of turn. I do not know where that came from."

And then more silence. He'd never expected someone like Zena to have so much fire in her, but it wasn't like this was unprecedented. This was the first time he was on the receiving end of it, though.

"How can I be whole, though?" Owen said. "I spent so long as different… people. I-in fact, at this point, Har has it easier than me! And—"

"I just don't agree with that," Zena said. "You're the same person. Yes, you've changed, and yes, maybe those old selves are far and away, but… but they're still you! Do we not all change, day by day?"

"This is a lot more extreme than day by day," Owen replied automatically, flame blazing brighter. "We're talking centuries here!"

"And?" Zena asked, voice rising. "What are a few centuries to people like us, really? At some point, we all take things one moment at a time, don't we? We have more to look back on, and perhaps less to look forward to, but we're all in this moment, now, together."

"And what's that have to do with… everything that I'd forgotten until now? I bet I'd be a completely different person if I never lost those memories."

"As would I, had I never become a Guardian," Zena retorted. "I am still me. No amount of amnesia is going to change that. And you! You've accepted your past as a weapon. A living, mutant weapon. How can you not accept this next?! What's the difference?!"

Owen tried to speak, but his mind was a fuzz. What was the difference? For a second, Owen thought he had wings to flex, but he was indeed still a Charmander, and Zena was still a Feebas. He certainly wished he had wings to hide under, though. The warmth they provided, the way he could shield himself under them, always felt secure.

"I'm sorry," Zena said.

"Uh?" Owen returned to his senses, and he only then realized the apologetic, remorseful look in Zena's eyes. She was mostly underwater again, surfacing only to speak.

"I didn't mean to upset you."

"Upset?" Owen echoed, and then realized how bright his tail was. "Oh." He quickly tried to hide it behind him, took deep breaths, held each one…

"I was just so invested in getting my memories back, a-and then you say that it wouldn't matter if—"

"No, no, it totally matters, I—"

"For me, yes, but surely for you as well?" Zena begged. "I do not see the difference in our situations. We both lost our past. We both are fighting to get it back. I don't want to reject myself. How fair would that be to… to my old self? I'm sure I would be very upset…"

"I just don't know if I can do any of them justice," Owen admitted. "And I… don't know if I want some of these memories back."

"What?" Zena echoed, rising again. "But all of your talk about—"

"I did want it all back," Owen said. "But…"


A Charizard hobbled up a great stairway, mumbling out a number. 77. 77. Because that was how many flights he had climbed. His arm was bruised. One of his wings was punctured. A few poison spikes had mercifully avoided any lasting damage to him, merely grazing his scales. Standing at the top of the stairway, yet another guard stood and watched, this time, a Rhydon. "You're barely standing. Turn back."

"Can't," Owen replied, a pitiful smile glued to his face.

"I know you're close, but you just aren't going to make it. One Stone Edge from me, and…"

"Do it, then," Owen said, planting his feet on the ground. "Not like you're the first Rhydon I met."

"I know. You fought me before."

"Wha?"

"The Destiny Guardians are an unending force. You can defeat us, and we will only return to take you down again. Now, c'mon, shortie. I know your tricks. Want to try aga—"

In a deft motion, Owen flew the rest of the way up the stairs and blasted Rhydon in the chest with Dragon fire. Rhydon was too slow, conjuring sharp stones from beneath, yet Owen had dodged it despite his injuries. Rhydon didn't have time to react; the Destiny Guardian disappeared in a flurry of cyan embers.


"Owen?" Zena gently asked. "Did you have another memory just now?"

"It's so much, Zena," Owen whimpered, covering his face with his knees until the headache subsided. "Who even is Necrozma supposed to be? I didn't remember his name at all until I started sleeping here! Why now?"

"I'm sorry," Zena said gently. "I shouldn't have brought this all up when you're so distressed. My memories are nothing compared to yours…"

"Hey, no, don't…" Owen peeked out from behind his leg-made hideout. "No, I'm sorry. I'm getting mine back. We still need to help yours…" He sighed, irritated with himself. "I should be grateful. Getting memories back at all sounds like it's next to foreign here. And here I am, complaining about all the ones I have…" With a forced smile, he said to Zena, "Thanks. You helped me keep a perspective on this."

"Right…" Zena sank a little lower. "But what do we do now? Has Gahi come back yet?"

"I think once he does, the next thing I want to do is help with scouting for Mom." Owen nodded. "After that, I… well. One thing at a time for now. If I think too much, I think I'll just tire myself out."

"That's okay." Zena drifted away, but then perked up. "Um—you don't have to stay with me all the time, by the way."

"Huh?"

"Well, you… are surely here to help me feel better. But I promise, if you'd rather be elsewhere—"

"What? No! Where else would I go?"

"I—what?"

"I can't go anywhere right now until that Marshadow guy says it's okay for me to leave this building. I'm not going back to my room."

"But you seemed to have trouble sleeping here. It's built for Water Pokémon, not—"

"I was just having some memory-dreams," Owen dismissed with a wave. "I'd definitely stay here until it's time for scouting."

"To… make sure I'm okay?"

"Well, sure." Owen sounded puzzled. "But, you know, we were courting and stuff. And… well, I mean…" Owen fidgeted, looking for something to hold, but could only make use of his tail. "Being around you in general is nice. I'm starting to see 'you' again already. All I need is a book or two, and we can read together like before."

Owen wasn't sure what Zena was feeling—curse his lack of Perceive—but her silent stare worried him. Was that too much? Was he coming on too strongly? She still barely knew him aside from his own recounting. And for all he knew, Zena was taking that with the possibility that he was lying. He couldn't blame her. After everything that had happened to him, he would have done the same.

"Just to be with a Feebas?" Zena finally asked.

Owen tried to disguise his mild annoyance with a playful sigh. "To be with you, c'mon! No, you were totally baiting me to say that answer." The playful sigh worked for Owen, at least, because his annoyance morphed into a warm smile.

Yet Zena didn't return it. A surprised frown, instead. "I wasn't. I'm… Perhaps we were closer than I thought…"

"I wish we were even closer, to be honest," Owen said. "Like I told you, I missed… a lot of signals. So, I'm trying to be really clear about how I feel this time, and you said you'd be the same way. So, um. That's why I want to stay here, instead of going back to my Fire room."

"Because… you love me."

"Yeah. But—but it's okay if you aren't ready for me to say that to you, because, you know, with the memories, I know how sudden it must—"

"Owen," Zena said gently, her sunken eyes looking right at him.

He couldn't look away. Every detail was suddenly clearer. The glistening of the water over her ample sclera, those tiny pupils, the murky scales that surrounded it, her feeble fins. It was remarkable how much Feebas differed from their higher forms. How different and raspy and wheezy Zena's voice had become. Yet despite it all, she was still there. Alive. And even if she didn't remember him… there was still hope that she would one day. And even then, a chance to move forward regardless.

He wanted to see her smile again. It had been too long since the last time. Only this morning.

"What's that look you're giving me?" Zena asked after a long, long silence.

It was almost hypocritical, because she had been staring at him the same way. Not that Owen planned to comment on it.

"Sorry," Owen said, and then struggled as much as he could, in that eternal second, to find something cool to say. Something. Anything. Brandon's words echoed in his mind. Pickup lines. There were so many brilliant ones and none of them were returning to him. He was a master, and he forgot his teachings. Wait, wasn't there—no, that wasn't one. Still, he had to stop staring.

"Guess I just like looking at you," Owen dumbly explained.

The filters in the pool filled the silence again, accompanied by Owen's humming flame. One of the cameras, usually silent, made a quiet revving noise as it turned as part of its routine, usually drowned out in the natural noise of the pool. Owen finally broke his stare, suppressing a smile, though it didn't work well.

"Sounds kinda silly when I say it out loud," Owen finally admitted. "I—"

Owen thought he was having another memory flash—a literal one, staring at Necrozma and his blinding body. But that light was coming from Zena.

With a gasp, Owen hopped to his feet and ran toward the pool's edge. He didn't want to miss it. Her body grew and lengthened, shifting and changing within that bright light in a way more dramatic than any evolution he'd ever witnessed. At least, any he could remember.

That brilliant, white light cracked away into sparks that lingered in the air, then faded in tiny, flashing bubbles.

The Milotic looked down, and Owen found such humbling familiarity in those red eyes. There was a new glow in them that he had seen in the Feebas, and it did not fade when the last of the bright pinpricks of light did.

"Zena," Owen breathed out. "You're…"

She lowered as much as she could into the water, and Owen realized how small he was. As a Charmander, even with Zena's chin practically on the floor, he was shorter than her horn.

"I'm what?" Zena asked, smiling. "Beautiful?"

"Well, yeah, but—you're so huge!"

Zena recoiled, but then giggled. "And you're so tiny."

It was Owen's turn to recoil, but when Zena smirked, he tittered and shrank even further. "Okay, maybe I phrased it badly…"

"I have a strange feeling that it wasn't your first time," Zena added.

"No, I've had a lot of times with you," Owen agreed.

Zena looked like she was about to say something, but then looked behind Owen. When he turned to follow her gaze, Marshadow stepped out from the washroom with a small, amused smile on his face.

"How—long were you there?" Owen asked.

"Enough that I didn't wanna interrupt yer moment," Marshadow said. "I got some news fer you. Congrats on evolving, by the way. Surprised ev'n me, thought it'd take longer befer this li'l guy made yeh feel pretty."

"Wait, that's the secret?" Owen asked.

Marhsadow shrugged, then added, "Hey, so, I've got good news, great news, and bad news, so what order d'you wanna hear it?"

"Um." Why did he have to make a show of it? "Just do it in that order."

"Alright. Good news: Flygon's back with Snivy, and he's brought company. A weird looking Meganium and Haxorus."

Owen's flame doubled in size. "Are they okay?"

"Weak but stable. We're gonna get 'em checked in first thing, same as you."

It was the best he could ask for. "Can I see them?"

"The great news," Marshadow went on, his grin not faltering nor growing, "is that we found Ralts."

Flame going from double to triple, Owen looked back at Zena with wide eyes. Hers were just as large, and then Owen asked Marshadow, "Okay, so—can I go? Can I help?"

"You'll be able to sense her the strongest," Marshadow said. "C'mon. We gotta go fast." He turned around. "I think the rest of the scouts're almost prepared by now. Gotta mobilize the team. Hurry and wait."

"May I come as well?" Zena asked.

"No," Marshadow said. "Stay put here. Not strong enough, and Charmander here is gonna be fer detectin' it all."

"But I—there has to be a way…"

"We can't fly a Milotic all that easily with us."

"Can you fly yet?" Owen asked Zena hopefully.

"I… cannot. Not yet. Or, I haven't tried, but I doubt I would have the ability…"

"Then just you 'n me, Charmander. C'mon." Marshadow pressed on the doorway, which slid open, and Owen quickly followed after.

"What's the bad news?" Owen asked.

"Well, it's why the scouts are mobilizing twice as fast," Marshadow said. "Yeah, we found Ralts. Problem is, she's bein' chased by a Titan."






102. Protect


Chapter 93 – Protect

Everything—his muscles, his bones, his scales—it all hurt. Stung, ached, cried in pain, but that was nothing compared to the shame that twisted his stomach in knots. A gentle breeze scattered flower petals into Owen's face, a few covering the little cuts and scrapes over his body. There was a particularly bad welt on his right side where Onix had struck him into the sandy ground. The final hit that had done him in…

The battle flashed through his mind. Duos falling to the first attack, the rocks pinning him on the ground. That was an instant withdrawal. Then Owen came, and he struggled past the Geodude with difficulty, but it was enough. Then that great, rocky serpent emerged. It was over before it started; Owen had never felt his flame shrink so much from fear alone.

Another breeze rustled the grass. The view was at least something to appreciate. They had found a high point of the town, hiding under a few trees. Ahead, the orange rooftop of the healing center taunted him. Owen didn't want to go there. And even when Tim insisted he did, Owen refused, though Duos got healed.

It was twisted, but Owen enjoyed the feeling of the pain of battle. To have it healed away would wipe away the experience. The catharsis of this aching, the ability to heal it all on his own, and not with the magic the humans knew… He wanted that, at least for this fight.

Tim was a good trainer because he listened.

Or maybe he was a bad trainer because he let him stay hurt.

But now Tim was writing in a book. He always did that, usually in the afternoon, maybe the evening. Blank boxes under strange words that he didn't know how to read. The human language didn't make any sense. Apparently, it was some sort of work he had to do with his adventure so he could do adult human things later in life, like a job. Whatever that was.

"Owen?"

He immediately curled up. He didn't hear that. Just like he didn't hear Tim's command in time to dodge. Or jump, or duck. He didn't deserve his name.

"Owen, I'm done with my homework."

And he wasn't done being a bad Pokémon. Owen curled up tighter, but realized too late that a whimper had escaped him.

Soft fingers brushed his back and he yelped. Tim quickly pulled away.

"Sorry," he said. "Is that a sore spot?"

Yes, saying his name was a sore spot. And that part of his back hurt a little, too. "I failed you," Owen mumbled.

"Hey, don't be so upset," Tim said, and the fingers returned, this time gently around his side. That part wasn't bruised.

He didn't resist, but he was dead weight, making certain that Tim would know he wasn't interested in being coddled. He failed, and it was that simple. Even with his human help, he was useless; there was no way he could have won that fight. Because he wasn't good enough.

"I'm sorry I lost that fight," Tim said.

Owen's brow furrowed, little scales rubbing against one another. Was Tim fighting Onix, too, and he didn't even notice that? How did humans fight?

"I froze up and didn't direct you in time. I got scared and didn't know how to react, and you got hurt because of it."

Tim ran his fingers gingerly down Owen's back. Shadows and light danced around the grass, tree leaves waving above them.

"You don't want me to take you to the Center?" Tim offered.

"No."

"You don't want to rest in your ball?"

"No."

Down the hill, two humans fought alongside their Pokémon. Training for the Gym, probably. A Geodude and a Rattata. Would either of them do well against Onix? So far, Geodude was winning, hefting Rattata in the air like a plank of wood.

"Owen, I want you to know something. Okay?"

He'd consider it, so he listened in silence.

"Don't be mad at yourself. I can tell you're sad because Onix won, but it wasn't your fault."

Human hands were so soft. From the back of his neck to the base of his tail, Tim made gentle, long strokes along Owen's scales. The tight ball that he had curled himself into slowly loosened. His tail flopped lazily over Tim's thigh, and he used Tim's knee as a rest for his chin.

"But I was the one who lost," Owen said. He wondered if Tim understood him yet.

"You and Duos were… disadvantaged, and I didn't consider it'd be that bad until it was too late. It's my fault. So…"

Tim's voice quivered. Suddenly alarmed, Owen turned his head to look up—Tim had turned his head away at the same time, jaw clenched and brow furrowed.

"I'll do better next time," Tim said. "I'm—I'm sorry I put you through that. Made you take the loss because I don't know how to battle."

Why was he apologizing? Humans… knew everything, didn't they? Pokémon just had to execute their attacks perfectly, and he failed. He failed to even listen. Onix followed his commands perfectly.

Fighting that Onix, Owen had frozen up completely. Tim had given clarity, something to follow. And then… Owen failed. He had hesitated.

"No!" Owen suddenly chirped, rolling tiredly until he was facing Tim more directly, though now Owen was awkwardly on his back. His tail flicked against the ground and he pointed up at Tim, whose head eclipsed the sun. "You… just have to yell louder! And I… have to listen more!"

"What?" Tim asked, his eyes drying ever so slightly. He sniffed and wiped his face, then smiled. "What, I just have to give my commands faster? Sure, I'll try…"

"Then… we both will do better."

"I will, I will," Tim said, his expression brightening. "Hey, it's good that the fight's still in you. Don't lose hope in me yet, okay?"

One day, Owen hoped Tim would actually understand him. But for now, that would do. His arm flopped down, he nodded at Tim, and then curled up in his lap again. Another breeze filled the air with flowers, and the Rattata, in a surprising upset, knocked the Geodude down and then out.

Owen's eyes fluttered, head blearily tilting to the soft part of Tim's thigh.

Maybe he really was a good trainer.

"Found you."

With a tired groan, Owen opened one eye and saw that girl with the Dratini again. Her human name eluded him.

"Ayame?" Tim said.

"Saw your fight," Ayame said, and the Dratini around her neck gave Owen a teasing stare. "I'm moving on to the next Gym, but I wanted to give you a little boost."

"I don't need a boost, I need to train more."

"If you want to brute-force it with pure power, maybe," Ayame said, "but then you'll never catch up to me."

"Since when was I trying to keep up with you?" Tim asked.

Owen growled.

"I can tell. You boys are easy to predict."

Owen didn't know what she meant, but for some reason he felt offended.

"Here." Ayame handed over a compressed Poké Ball.

"What?" Tim looked it over, hesitant to open it.

"Little guy accosted me as I left. Liked being with a winner, I guess. But I only need Ire."

Ire raised his head in the air proudly.

"So, I offered to show him someone who might need the help. Like I said, bringing a Pidgey and a Charmander to the Pewter Gym is pretty boneheaded."

Boneheaded? That was a good thing. Owen's father would have taken Onix down easily.

"Just consider it," Ayame hinted. "I'm not gonna wait for you if you take too long getting to the next Gym. See you."

And just like that, she left. Ire curled around her and spat a plume of indigo fire in the air, then squeaked a taunt Owen's way. "Bye, not-dragon!"

He didn't like that.


The flight over the Nil Plateaus was long and tiring. How the scouts had scoured such a place so thoroughly, Owen didn't know. Groggy from his in-flight nap, resting in a passenger bag that was pinned under Xypher's chest, Owen carefully crawled out and looked down.

That was a mistake, and Owen's stomach felt ten times heavier.

"W-we're flying really high!" Owen said. "I thought that was d-dangerous here?"

"Risk management," Hakk said from above, though Owen couldn't see him. "Right now, we're flying fast with a high-power scouting device so we can avoid any Titans. It's not like there are a whole lot of them. We're also tracking down the general direction of auras like yours, but those aren't all that accurate. Do you feel anything yet?"

It was hard to concentrate when the ground looked like a giant, purple ocean speckled with black. "No, I don't," Owen said.

"Hrm, guess she's still far ahead," Hakk said. "How much did she Teleport. Hmm, Ralts, single person, but low power… She probably would be able to outpace anyone on foot, but not enough to lose a Titan. Tch. And eventually she might have to hide to recover her energy, if she has any in her…"

"Mom's strong," Owen said quickly. "I never saw her Teleport before, so maybe she never had to, but…"

"As a Ralts, it might be instinct for her to fall back on it," Hakk concluded.

"The scoutin' call we got says so," Marshadow called, and Owen peeked out a little more from Xypher's bag to find whoever was carrying him. Eon—a Flygon. And beyond Eon was Gahi, and Trina on his back, deep in concentration.

"How long have we been flying?" Owen said. "Is it my shift yet?"

"Not yet," Marshadow said. "Get more rest."

Rest did sound nice… "Okay, but—wake me up when you need me."

"Yeh."


"Trident!" Tim shouted, "Double Kick!"

Ayame sighed. "Ice Beam, Ire."

Trident, a Nidorino with deep, purple quills, shrieked and curled into a ball, shivering in the frosted ground. All around them, like a hallway, were tall bunches of grass—dwarfing even the humans, let alone Owen.

Tim winced and withdrew him in a flash of light, staring apologetically at the Poké Ball once the light faded. "You did great, Trident. Don't worry about it."

Trident was headstrong—even more than Owen, who now stood at hip-height with Tim. Never a fan of staying in his ball for long, Owen shifted on his feet while his flame hummed loudly behind him. Duos had already been taken down by the same move, and while Owen had planned to go next, Trident's ball had wiggled in protest. Tim couldn't ignore him.

So much for that.

"What do I do now?" Tim said desperately. "It's just one Dragonair. That's all she has! Why is she so hard?!"

"Before the holidays, please!" Ayame called, tapping her foot. "I can see the leaves changing!"

Ire stretched his coils and fluttered his tiny head-wings. Occasionally, he glanced at Owen, flicking his tail so the orbs at the end glowed forebodingly. Owen's flame glowed in kind.

"I can't send Ivy out yet," Tim said worriedly. "She's not ready—she practically just joined us…"

And that meant Owen was the last one Tim was willing to send out for this battle.

Owen reached out to Tim and grabbed him by the hand. "My turn," he insisted.

"Right…"

The Charmeleon furrowed his scaly brow. "Stop being scared."

"I—I'm not worried that you'll lose or anything," Tim said. "I just… I don't get it. She's unbeatable. She's way too strong! Dragons are…"

"Do you give up?" Ayame said, and Ire looked very displeased at the possibility.

"I only have one more Pokémon that I want to send in. My fourth, Ivy, she's… not ready yet, for, um, for Ire."

"That's fine. Ire wanted to fight Charmeleon the most anyway."

"C'mon!" Ire insisted.

Trident had gotten a good hit in before getting Ice Beamed. This gave Owen a head start. "Okay," Owen said, stepping forward while his flame blazed. "Let's go!"

"Ire, start off with a Thunderbolt!"

Owen knew that word from the last time they had fought—it hadn't ended well—and rolled to the right the moment the electricity crackled. The sparks singed the ground, and Tim shouted something that sounded like Dragon Rage, so that was probably it.

Indigo flames bubbled in Owen's throat—these flames tasted sour compared to the sweet warmth of his normal flames, but that only meant he had conjured the right ones. Getting close, he blasted Ire with the plume, small streaks of blue decorating the landscape between them.

"Again!" they both shouted.

This time, Ire didn't miss, and the hot, sharp sting of electricity locked Owen's legs. He pivoted to his side and used his longer arms to prop himself up, blasting Ire with another one—but he had disappeared. Where did Ire go?

He looked back at Tim for advice, but he seemed equally confused. Ayame smirked, then shouted, "Extreme Speed!"

Something struck Owen on the left.


Owen tumbled onto the ground and woke up to the sound of loud squawking.

"Xypher!"

"He fell! Fell, fell!"

"Ugh—what—what?" Owen groaned, too disoriented to move.

"Hey, it's alright, we aren't under attack," Hakk said. "We just landed and you fell out of your bag."

"Sorry. Sorry, sorry," Xypher said in a whisper. "I didn't mean to. I didn't, I di—"

"It's okay, it's okay," Owen said, raising a hand weakly, and at first, he thought it'd be longer. But no, he was a Charmander. Those dreams were getting distracting…

"…dn't," Xypher finally finished, like he had been holding his breath.

Owen gave Xypher an odd look, and Xypher puffed out his feathers, muttering something else in his triple-repeat.

Owen nodded slowly. "It's okay, Xypher. I'm fine."

When Xypher relaxed, so did Hakk.

They had landed in a small cave, dimly lit only by Owen's flame and a few of those of crystals that Marshadow had brought as 'bait' for the Titan. He couldn't sense anything nearby, but Amia still felt like she was vaguely south. It felt like it wasn't getting closer or farther.

"I guess it's my turn to stay awake? Why did we land?"

"Tired," Hakk said. "Can't fly safely while we're asleep."

"But Mom's—"

"We tried to get to her in a day, but we couldn't," Hakk said simply, and then looked to Marshadow for support.

"'Fraid those're the facts," Marshadow said with an apologetic nod. "Hope we c'n find her tomorrow, but if we press now, ain't gonna be strong enough fer the Titan chasin' her. With any luck, she'll evade it and find some time to rest, too. She can use Teleport, after all. Real evasive, Ralts."

Eon's eyes in particular looked very heavy, but Owen didn't want to look at them for long. For one, they reminded him of how tired he still felt. And to add, it was Eon, and…

"Owen? Are you okay?" Eon asked.

That was it. "I'll keep watch outside." Owen wobbled to his feet.

"Are you sure?" Eon asked, standing up.

"I'll be fine on my own," Owen said immediately, not looking back. He wanted to say thanks for the offer, but his throat was paralyzed the moment he tried. Instead, he quickened his pace toward the exit, finally emerging to the purple landscape of the Nil Plateaus. This portion of the region had denser formations; the Titans would have to go single-file between them, not that Owen had ever seen two in the same place before.

Finally able to clear his head, and hearing Gahi and the others settle down, Owen relaxed next. He listened for the distinct, hesitant, and heavy footsteps Eon would've made as a Charizard, or a Flygon, but none came. That was enough for him to loosen and relax.

"So, yer—"

Owen's flame tripled in size. With a slow breath, he brought a hand to his chest and looked to his right. "Please don't do that."

Marshadow, who had emerged from the wall, held up his hands. "Force o' habit, my bad."

Awkward silence followed, and Owen realized that Marshadow was trying to coax a statement out of him. Well, maybe he didn't want to talk about his feelings. Especially when he barely had a handle on it himself.

"If you don't want him ter bother you, say the word," Marshadow said.

It took a while for that to register. "What?" Owen blinked. "You're not—"

"I dunno what the deal is," Marshadow said. "But yer clearly uncomfortable. Maybe it was a mistake ter bring 'im. But we needed th' versatility, an' he's a Ditto."

A Ditto, right. That introduced a new thought. "Can Ditto turn into Titans?"

"Nope." Marshadow leaned back. "Too powerful, made of too many creatures. Even if he replicated one, it'd be too weak. Better ter replicate someone we know, utilize their abilities."

Just talking about him wasn't making him feel well. He looked ahead and nodded wordlessly.

"Need anythin'?"

"I'm fine, thanks," he said, and he hoped Marshadow wouldn't press.

"Yeh. Holler if yeh need me; we share a shift."

And he was in the wall again, and Owen watched with mild confusion. Nothing? Marshadow didn't ask or press for his opinion at all on Eon. Just… accepted it.

The silence was only accompanied by the occasional breeze across the dirt. No rumbles here, and it just occurred to Owen that he didn't even have a scanner like the one that Hakk had used when he'd been first rescued. That would be useful.

"Hey, Marshadow?" Owen eventually called. "Do you have that… scanner thing?"

"Yeh." Stepping out of the cave, he produced a small, circular device, a lot like a Badge, only with Necrozma's mark on it. "I use this fer alerts. It's got a buncha programs on it, so it's already gonna beep if there's a Titan that enters our range, and then it'll really beep when it's in the danger range where we should start movin' around."

Owen tilted his head when Marshadow pressed the center emblem. A split-second later, a circle of light appeared above it, and then melted into several icons and a green, monochrome map of Nil Plateaus.

"No Titans now," Marshadow said. "You'll know if there is one when it beeps. Guess until then, why not use it fer reading, maybe a game er two?"

"…For what?"

Marshadow tapped on the circle and pushed forward, and it disappeared into nothing. New icons appeared in a large rectangle. "We've got the same body type, so this is easy ter pass ter you without reconfiguring anything."

Owen hesitantly grabbed it. "What's this called, anyway? It's crazy how many things it can do…"

"We call it a Voidlands Protection Assistant, or a Veepa."

"Veepa. Alright." Owen prodded at one of the buttons, disoriented at the lack of tactile feedback, and pulled back. A new screen washed over the old, and suddenly Owen was looking at what appeared to be a series of rectangles on the top part of the screen, a single rectangle on the bottom, and a circle just above it.

"What's this?"

"Oh, that? Real old game that someone over in the Eastern district made. Spread like wildfire, became a must-have fer everyone, even if it's simple."

"I don't get it."

"Place yer claw near the bottom," Marshadow explained.

The lowest rectangle followed Owen's claw, and suddenly the circle was slowly bouncing off the upper blocks. Each one it hit either changed colors or disappeared completely.

"Go on, make sure that lower bar keeps the circle bouncin'."

But Owen was too slow, and the circle fell past the rectangle. A mournful sound came from the device. Owen suddenly let go of the bar and tried to grab the circle before it fell off the screen, but then it disappeared. "What? Where'd it—"

And then the circle reappeared above the rectangle.

"How'd it do that?"

"Y'guys don't have games where yer from?"

"Er, no," Owen said. "Wait—we do! But not like this. These are… I don't even know how this works. How does it make things I can't touch?"

"They're projections, kinda like a Zoroark's illusions. And the way it works inside?" Marhsadow shrugged. "Combination o' the basics. Porygon tech and a little bit o' conferred powers. Dunno the specifics, but it's real nifty."

Nifty was one word to use. Incomprehensible was another. "Hello?" Owen said. "Porygon? Let me know if you need anything." He gently stroked the side of the device.

"…Eh… it ain't actually a Porygon."

"Oh. Then who is it?"

"It ain't alive."

This was getting too confusing… "Um, you also mentioned reading?"

"Heh. Ain't surprised yeh'd be interested in that." Marshadow helped Owen navigate to another part of the device's capabilities. "Here, read up in this. It'll help yeh get familiar with Null Village, sorta a guide on all the facilities."

The screen washed to what looked like the virtual face of a book. Following his intuition, Owen tried to open the book—and it responded! Marshadow's smile suggested that Owen looked a little too fascinated by the tech, and tried to subdue himself. "Um—thank you,"

"When we're ready, we'll switch off so you c'n get some proper sleep, too," Marshadow said. "you only slept fer maybe three, four hours. If yer tired, let me know."

"Okay. Thanks, Marshadow. I'm… sorry I don't remember you clearly."

"Nah." Marshadow waved dismissively. "Happened ter all o' us. The fact you c'n get those memories back is the real miracle. Hey, y'know, shot in the dark: y'know about Gone Pebbles?"

Owen shook his head.

"Figured. Well, if you ever feel an object that seems to have a real strong, y'know, presence like yer powers and those like yeh… Lemme know. Not those crystals, I mean, they're valuable too, but… just pebbles and stuff… They're real valuable."

"What makes them valuable?" Owen asked.

"They're what can restore memories," Marshadow said. "One-use enchanted objects filled with power that can combat Dark Matter's curse."

Owen perked up. "Wait—does that mean if Zena were to use one—" But then he stopped himself, shrinking. "Or, um, or Xypher, for example, who probably barely remembers anything…"

Marshadow's smile only grew. "It takes a whole lot ter go up a class, let alone fully restore memories," he said. "But just a single memory is precious around here. Keep that in mind, y'know, when going around sayin' yer gettin' memories back. Might make folks envious."

The amount of empathy Owen felt from that statement alone was too strong for him to articulate. Instead, his throat tightened, and he nodded gravely.

"Looks like yeh get it." Marshadow winked. "Take care. Holler if yeh need me."

And so, Owen was left alone again.

Gone Pebbles… mundane items imbued with power. Where did they come from if this realm was so related to Dark Matter? And maybe even more importantly, why did he have those properties imbued within him?

He supposed that was something he'd have to think about later. He had a long shift ahead of him, and a lot of reading to do.


Bouncing in his Poké Ball, Owen was too weak to so much as struggle out of it. It was too tempting to rest and let the world fall into its warm darkness. But something was horribly wrong, too. This wasn't Tim's running rhythm. And this wasn't the happy, gentle presence of him, either. He was kept sealed in some strange capsule that went around his normal home.

A skid, a stop. Then a sudden jerking motion as his carrier ran in another direction. Something yowled, and then abruptly cut off, and he felt the presence—muffled and weak—next to him. Another Pokémon?

"OWEN!" Tim cried. "DUOS!"

All their names. Owen tried to wiggle out, but it was no use.

It was getting a lot harder to stay awake. Poké Balls didn't normally do this… did it?

Everything spun and suddenly light struck Owen's ball. More struggling, and he tried to shift his attention to the source. A Dragonair had sent a bright arc of electricity through a human in a dark outfit.

Ayame?

Someone picked Owen's ball up, and frantic, and then he was knocked over by Ire moving suddenly toward the carrier. This other human staggered and dropped Owen's ball, but then fled the other way with a Koffing spewing smoke in all directions. Suddenly, Ayame was coughing, but Ire was curling around Owen's ball like he was protecting an egg.

"It's okay," Ayame said to Owen through the ball, picking him up. "We'll get your friends back."

Tim was running toward them, but Owen was too tired. He finally gave in.


Gahi kept Owen on his lap, protective while he slept. Sure, occasionally the fire burned when Owen got excited in his sleep, but that wasn't important. It was unreal that he was right there, after all those days searching… And as a Charmander again. Yet Owen remembered.

And so did he. Not thinking much about it, Gahi draped the blanket that they had brought with them over Owen, and smiled when the little guy curled up more.

Trina was staring at him and he'd only now noticed. Freezing, Gahi frantically searched for an excuse, but then the Snivy looked back outside the cave.

"I don't sense anything. Do you?" Trina asked.

Gahi hesitated to answer, words escaping him. Then, "Nope."

"I suppose there's no use trying to until this radar tells us."

The sand here wasn't anything like desert sand. It was soggy, in a way. Soggy sand, somewhere between wet dirt and dry grains. It made no sense.

"How is Owen?" Trina asked, not looking back.

"Eh? Why should I know?"

"Well, you're taking care of him, aren't you?"

"N-nah, just making sure he's not—just making sure he doesn't run off."

To this, the Snivy looked back, giving Gahi a bored look. "Acting tough doesn't work if others can tell how you really feel."

"What's that supposed ter mean?!"

Owen groaned in his sleep and Gahi brought his head down.

"I mean," he added, speaking softly, "ain't like he'd be all that strong out there."

"Do you really think Owen would run off?" Trina said, frowning. "I don't understand why you're trying to act like you don't care about him. Is it some kind of social complex to be tough?"

"I dunno, just—" Gahi squinted. "What're you even getting at?"

She rolled her eyes and looked out again. Everyone else had gone to sleep. Marshadow was a black puddle near the backmost part of the cave; Hakk was curled up into a broken, spiked ball, like a miniature mountainside of glaciers. With his head tucked under his wing, Xypher also slept with the occasional caw under his breath. In his sleep, Eon had dissolved into a ball of pink slime in the other corner.

Trina never said anything in response, and Gahi growled, tempted to move away from Owen just to prove a point. But that wouldn't be worth it. Owen looked too cozy anyway.

"How long have you known Owen?" Trina asked.

"Eh? Fer a while, kinda-sorta."

"Mm. The memories?"

Gahi nodded when Trina looked back. "Choppy, spotty, y'know?"

"From what Marshadow told us," Trina hummed, "it sounds like Owen's history goes back a lot more than his creation at Eon's headquarters. In fact, he's from a world that isn't even our own."

Something was tight in Gahi's chest and he counted the rocks on the wall opposite to him. "Yeah."

"What do you suppose that means for the rest of your team?" Trina asked. "Team Alloy… Surely you weren't created just to complement Owen for a fusion."

"Eh?" That made sense, but it didn't feel relevant. "What, like we used ter be with Owen? I ain't got any memories like that."

"You said yourself that it was spotty," Trina said. "Do you suppose you're also from that world?"

But unlike Owen, Gahi hadn't gotten any memories like those, nor did he feel any particularly strong attachment to Eon the way Owen might have. Sure, he was tempted, but that was different, wasn't it? Without realizing it, Gahi was stroking Owen's back, and the little Charmander churred in his sleep, content.

"Owen's quite different from Har, too," Trina remarked. "I've never seen a Pokémon like us make so many feral noises before."

"Aah, he's just quirky like that," Gahi said. "It's cute."

A beat of silence.

"Eh—I mean, he's, it's weird, but it ain't like it's harmful."

Trina chuckled, bringing one of her tiny arms over her mouth. "It's okay, Gahi. You're allowed to care for a friend."

"Mrph." Gahi didn't move. "Fine, if yer gonna be like that…" Gahi reached down and brought Owen under his wings, cradling him. Trina's huge eyes widened just a little more, and Gahi defiantly made sure Owen was tucked cozily away. "What're you gonna do about that?" he asked Trina.

Trina gawked wordlessly, then tried to suppress a laugh. "I suppose I'll do nothing," she replied. "I never saw you as much of a caretaker."

"Well, maybe I am," Gahi replied back. "Li'l things are cute."

"Are they? Even bugs?"

"I mean, if they ain't loud," Gahi said, but even then, his words wavered.

"Then am I cute?" Trina teased.

"Stop tryin' ter trap me," Gahi growled.

"Oh, I must be enchanting." Trina made an overdramatic flourish of her tiny hands.

Gahi replied with an equally dramatic eyeroll, head tilting back for good measure.

Gahi's arms felt wet. Little streaks of tears connected Owen's cheeks to Gahi's scales, and suddenly nothing else mattered. "Hey," Gahi said, jostling the Charmander. "Hey, Owen."

Trina perked up. "Is he okay?"

"Mnn…" Owen blinked awake, but he was too groggy to tell what was going on.

"You alright?" Gahi asked. "You were cryin'."

Owen continued to blink, then closed his eyes again, curling up tighter. "Memories. It's okay."

Gahi was about to press, but Trina said, "You can keep resting. If you want to tell us about it later, you can."

Owen didn't look up, but the flame on his tail calmed. Gahi hadn't realized until then that it burned his belly a little.

"Thank you," Owen said. "I'll tell you later. I'm… sorry."

"Nah," Gahi relented. "I get it."

And he really did. When he had fused with Owen after their encounter with Eon in the Chasm, and the night that followed, everything that had come to him… Scattered memories, strange new feelings. Gahi wasn't going to force Owen to talk about that until he wanted to.

Owen settled back into a rhythmic slumber, and Gahi set him down beside him, fluffing up the blanket to instead become a mattress. That was even better, as Owen had settled into a tranquil slumber right after.

Trina moved to the other side of Gahi and settled there instead, probably because there was nothing of value to look at. "I do think what Owen is recovering is valuable, though," Trina said.

"Well, duh. It's who he is." The light of Owen's flame glimmered on Gahi's shimmering scales. "He never gotten ter be his whole person befer."

"Mm, yes. But I was more referring to what he knows about the past. It isn't hidden for no reason." Trina frowned, balling her hands up. "Dark Matter is what they called him. He erased some part of history. And I doubt he would do something that arbitrarily… An entity of pure evil? He seems too clever to just be a chaotic force. This was planned."

"Planned. Fer all these centuries?" Gahi shrugged; he couldn't wrap his mind around that scope. "Maybe he just wanted to cause trouble."

"Maybe Anam was preventing him from doing that," Trina said, "so he had to find some workaround for it. And it just happened to take this long. Think about it."

Gahi was about to retort that Owen was usually the one to do the thinking, but humored her.

"All these centuries of stagnation among the Guardians. Most of them were dormant until someone disturbed their Dungeon homes or was foolish enough to bother them. Eon had no idea where to look for us until recently, and at the same time, our Mystic glow became more noticeable."

"Eh?" Gahi tilted his head. "What? More noticeable?"

"Yes. Before, the glow was very subtle. And suddenly, we can barely hide ourselves. Suddenly, Anam loses his stability and Dark Matter runs rampant, just as nearly all the Guardians are gathered together. And to top it all off, it's also at the same time that Owen was able to repair his aura after the scarring that had happened when he'd first fused." Trina let out a quiet hiss. "I don't believe that can all be a coincidence. This was, somehow, coordinated from the shadows." She glanced over Gahi's thigh and toward the sleepy Charmander. "And what was erased from history might be the key."

Beep beep beep.

Their strange device was alerting them to something. On the map, a large, purple dot appeared on the bottom left of the radar, along with a flickering white dot that occasionally blipped ahead of the larger dot.

"Seein' as we've got some white dots in the center, that's us," Gahi said. "Figure that's Amia?"

"Yeh." Marshadow was already awake, walking to the badge.

"Someone's a light sleeper," Trina remarked, approaching Xypher and Hakk to wake them next.

"Yeh." Marshadow prodded Eon's puddle and looked back at Owen. "Don't wake 'im," he said.

"Eh?" Gahi was about to jostle Owen awake.

"It's his Mom, yeh? Might do somethin' stupid. Let's just fly an' get this done quick. No breakin' formation."

Gahi didn't agree with that, but he also was more interested in getting to Amia before the Titan did. He picked Owen up, a little rougher than usual, but even then the Charmander didn't stir. Disappointed, he approached a groggy Xypher and slipped Owen into the carrying pouch.

"Let's go," Marshadow said. "Time ter save Ralts."


"And you weren't able to escape your ball?" Arcanine asked.

Owen shook his head, but that made him dizzy, so he stopped and rested his head on the pillow. Strange wires were hooked up to his chest with some sticky tape—Owen didn't know what invention it was, but apparently it helped the humans make him better.

Tim was sitting in the corner of the room, out of tears and speaking to a woman with a lot of strange gear.

"Do you remember anything else?" Arcanine asked Owen.

"…They wanted to fight," Owen said slowly, each word a struggle. "We thought it was a normal battle. But when we lost…"

"Don't strain yourself," Arcanine said.

"What?" Owen followed Arcanine's gaze. His flame was dim. Sinking into his bed, he nodded again and stared at the strange machine next to him, making a very annoying, rhythmic beeping.

"Did anybody else travel with you?" Arcanine asked.

Owen nodded. "Five of us. Tim was looking for a sixth for a full team, but… b-but…"

"Take your time." Arcanine nodded.

"How's it going, partner?" the woman in the strange outfit said.

Arcanine looked back and growled disappointedly. "Same as the others."

"Nothing new, huh?" she clarified, and Arcanine nodded. "Okay. Well, Timothy, we're very, very sorry for what happened. We're on the case as we speak; we'll track down the rest of your team."

"Thank you," Tim said, but his voice was barely a whisper.

Owen was tired again. He looked to Arcanine. "I remember one thing," he said weakly.

"What?" Arcanine asked, and his human also looked toward Owen.

"They Pokémon they had… tried to attack my human."

"Attack your human?" Arcanine repeated, growling slightly. "They can't fight back."

Owen tried to sit up, but a gentle but massive paw from Arcanine kept him down. He relented and nodded, motioning to Tim.

"They tried to poison him," Owen explained.

"What did he say?" the Arcanine's human asked.

"They might attack trainers directly," Arcanine said, looking at Tim. He motioned to a scrape on Tim's arm.

The human's frown deepened. "These guys are serious," she said. "Okay. Thank you, Charmeleon," the human said. "You get some rest."

"Will he be okay?" Tim asked quickly, the loudest he'd been—loud enough that the beeps didn't drown him out.

"He should be fine," the human replied.

Arcanine looked to Owen and whispered, "Know any Fire attacks?"

"Of course."

"Hit me with one."

"Now?"

Arcanine nodded.

Owen hesitated, but then opened his mouth, sending a small wad of flames toward Arcanine. The flames encircled around his body and washed over his fur harmlessly, and Arcanine smiled.

"He's going to be fine," he told the humans.

The way Tim smiled, it seemed even he understood.


Owen awoke to an ear-splitting roar and learned soon after that he was airborne again. Suppressing a scream—not that anybody would hear it over the roar, Owen shrank further into the bag around Xypher's neck and braced when the Corviknight banked to the left.

"What's happening?!" Owen cried.

No answer. When the roar finally stopped, Owen found enough courage to look out. Only the empty, albeit narrower fields of Nil Plateaus. When Xypher turned back, though, the roar's source—while obvious—was now the only thing Owen could see.

Four legs, a long neck, and a mouth that stretched across its entire head. Its tail wound in a coil behind it and left large gashes in the ground. Mercifully, it was ground-bound. That didn't matter when their target was also stuck on the ground.

Right?

Where was she?

No Ralts in the field. Sure, they were high up, but she'd at least be a gray or green dot on the ground. It didn't feel like she was down there, either. In fact, it felt like she was to the—

And suddenly, they were banking to the left again. "That way!" Hakk shouted. "Up on the plateau! How'd she—gah! No! That one now!"

Perhaps as a Ralts, Amia was more prone to Teleporting. But she wouldn't be able to keep that up for long, would she?

"Wait!" Owen said. "If we keep flying toward her, won't we be leading the Titan right to her?"

His voice was drowned out by the wind and Xypher's wingbeats. They kited around the Titan, who seemed to be doing nothing but chase after Amia. Xypher gained more height; Owen mentally estimated how many seconds it would take for him to reach the plateaus if he freefell. About ten seconds. Could he survive that? Maybe if he—

Another sudden bank, and this time a beam of darkness bent the light around them, piercing the hazy skies to reveal more redness past the gray clouds.

"Oh, great, it can shoot stuff!" Hakk snapped.

"Keep pace!" Marshadow called from atop Eon.

"I can sense Amia," Trina reported. "Gahi, can you speed toward her?"

"On it!"

"WAIT!" Marshadow shouted, and then there was an explosion.

Owen peeked out from the bag again, looking for some way to help. Xypher was moving around too much. But he had a lock on Amia. The little Ralts, so thin and frail, had collapsed on the top of the plateau. Owen knew it; they were tiring Amia out by leading the Titan right to her. She had been hiding!

But where was that explosion coming from?

A Flygon, with a black haze and shadowy burns covering his body, was in a limp nosedive toward the dusty ground.

"Gahi—" Owen choked. Trina was falling through the air, vines grasping uselessly at nothing.

The other Flygon flew down with Marshadow to catch Gahi in midair. That left only Xypher and Hakk to advance, but they weren't.

"What're you doing?" Owen shouted up. "Get Amia!"

It was too late now; Amia was too tired to move. They had to get to her before the Titan did, so why weren't they?

"We can't break formation," Hakk said back. "Just stay put!"

"But the Titan will get Amia!"

"It'll get us if we go in now!"

So they were just going to let it?! Owen brought his head down to look behind Xypher; the Titan didn't have eyes, so it was hard to tell where it was looking, but its movements were toward the plateau with Amia.

It was going to get her.

"Xypher! Please! Can you dodge Titan attacks? I'll use Protect!"

"Your Protect isn't big enough for someone Xypher's size," Hakk said. "Xypher! We aren't risking ourselves without Marshadow."

"But! But, but!"

He was hesitating. "Xypher!" Owen begged. "Fly now! If something happens, I'll—use Protect! Throw me at it if it tries anything!"

"Do you have any idea how strong that thing is?!" Hakk hissed, but then the Titan roared, shaking the air.

Eon caught Gahi, and Trina wrapped a vine around Eon's neck to stop her own fall, but Gahi was barely conscious. They were descending for an emergency landing. It was just the three of them left. The Titan was still moving.

The plateau was only a few seconds away if Xypher had enough courage to fly that way. But he was hesitating. And of course he would. One more death and he'd be a Void Shadow. But he was so close. And that Titan was closer.

He wasn't going to lose Amia again.

"Xypher, fly a little way there!" Owen shouted, conjuring flames around his hands in the meantime. It was difficult and unwieldy, but he still had it: an airborne Fire Trap, a Flame Burst in a delicate sphere. "If it tries to fire at you, we'll run back!" A half-lie.

"Are you crazy?" Hakk said. "We can't load her on safely without a huge risk to our—"

The flames were gathering. "I have a plan! Just do it!"

Xypher finally started flying toward the plateau; the Titan noticed this and turned its attention to Xypher. Perfect—

Xypher was already flying away. "No!" Owen said. "It didn't fire yet!"

"I'm not dying for this!" Hakk snarled back. "Xypher, forget it! We're landing!"

"KEEP FLYING!" Owen roared, and then pressed the edge of his first conjured flame orb against Xypher's chest.

Xypher squawked and banked haphazardly toward the plateau and Owen let up, conjuring a second and then a third Flame Burst for later.

"Xypher! What's gotten into you?!"

"Hot! Hot, hot!"

"What—CHARMANDER! You little sh—"

Another roar, and Xypher dove down, narrowly avoiding another blast. When Xypher pulled back up, Owen knew he wouldn't be able to keep up his motivator toward Xypher now. "Sorry," Owen tried to whisper, but he knew they didn't hear.

With three Flame Burst spheres under his arms, Owen kicked out of his compartment, and suddenly he was falling with Xypher's former momentum.

No wings. Owen splayed his legs and tail out as far as he could; the wind drowned out all but the basics of Hakk and Xypher shouting, but he was more concentrated on his descent. He was lightweight and small and his terminal velocity was slow. But it wasn't enough; at this rate, he'd slam into the plateau's side than its top.

Good thing he'd prepared.

Owen shoved a Flame Burst forward and waited for it to fly behind him with his momentum. Then, his two other Flame Bursts in his arms, he braced himself and concentrated his thoughts toward the Flame Burst he'd left behind.

A violent, upward force sent him flying higher and even faster forward, tumbling and flipping as the sky became the ground and then the sky again. A roar followed, and then a shadowy blast struck where Owen would have gone had he not altered his path.

Twisting and flipping, Owen stabilized himself enough to tell that he was still not at a decent trajectory. Burst number two.

Another explosion sent him tumbling through the air, spinning so fast that he lost hold of his third burst.

He didn't need it. Hoping to break his fall, Owen swished his tail and tried to shift his angular momentum. The ground was a lot closer than Owen had expected.

He skidded over the dirt—the plateaus were covered in a thin layer just like the fields. And then, coming to a rolling stop, he saw something gray in his blurry vision, topped with green and red. Several seconds of blinking later, it was a Ralts.

Even though he was dizzy, Owen crawled to her, panting, and held her wrist. Her skin was so smooth, and a little cold, but she was breathing, and she pulled back in surprise.

"No, no, it's okay," Owen said hastily.

"What?" Amia replied. Her voice was so much higher.

"Your name is Amia. Do you remember that?"

"What? Of—of course I remember that, I… where's that monster?"

"It's—"

The whole plateau trembled. Owen fell to his side and Amia rolled a few feet toward the Titan; horrible, deep cracks formed at the edge of the plateau as the Titan tried to climb it. Given its size, it only had to get on its hind legs.

The plateaus being thinner at the base wasn't doing them any favors, and it seemed like it was intentionally trying to break it down.

Scrambling to Amia, Owen helped her to her feet, but she could barely stand. "Hey, hey," Owen said quickly, holding her up. "We have to get out of here. Can you Teleport us?"

"No," Amia replied breathlessly. "Also, wh—"

The ground rumbled again and Owen grabbed her, running back. "This way!" he said. "We need to get off of this plateau before—"

The whole surface lurched, throwing Amia and Owen into the air. By the time they fell again, the ground was well below them at a steep angle, and Owen clutched Amia's tinier body against his chest and rolled so his back faced the ground.

Then, he braced. The landing came right after, not as bad as he thought it'd be, but he didn't know why it was suddenly so dark.

"N-no," Amia squeaked, her neck craned upward.

The Titan was right above them. Up close, its details were so much easier to see. Each limb was made from countless, smaller creatures, faceless and writhing, several mini-limbs reaching toward Owen even though they were so far away. It raised one of its feet over Owen, revealing a hollow center.

Eon was crying Owen's name from somewhere.

It slammed down. Owen squeezed his arms tight and concentrated—a golden sphere formed around him, but the hollow foot pulled them inside anyway.

"It's g-gonna be okay," Owen whispered to Amia. "You're going to be fine, Mom. They'll get us. I j-just have to… t-to…"

The Protect flickered and his back pressed against the ever-shrinking barrier. He held Amia tighter. "I just got you back…"

Amia stared blankly, and then terror took over her voice. "What?"

He looked down at Amia, trying to smile despite it all. "I'm happy to see you again, M-Mom," he said. "S-sorry it had to be this way." The barrier was forming cracks, like it was some kind of glass. Owen squeezed his eyes tighter, and the cracks disappeared. He was getting a headache…

And then Amia spoke. "Who are you?"

The Protect shattered.






103. Resonance


Chapter 94 – Resonance

"OWEN!" Gahi cried, barely able to stand.

Clouds of dust obscured anything that was under the Titan's feet. The plateau had collapsed and the two had fallen right into them. Marshadow's flames were bright green and yellow, muttering curses to himself as his eyes darted left and right for something.

Eon was about to fly forward, but then Marshadow squeezed his shoulder and said, "We ain't gettin' there. They're gone! They're gone! We gotta fall back!"

"NO, THEY AREN'T!" Eon roared, flying forward again. "I can still sense them! They're in there, they—"

"That's just that Mystic power er whatever," Marshadow said firmly. "There ain't any recoverin' from—"

"Do you really want a Mystic Titan?" Eon hissed. "We're going to remove them from that thing."

"We don't have the power fer that," Marshadow hissed again.

"Then get off me. I'm doing it myself!"

"So am I!" Gahi spread his wings, wincing as some of his shadowy burns reminded him that he wouldn't be at his best.

"Gahi," Trina warned, but Gahi gave her a firm glare. She glared back, and even as the Titan lifted its foot again and turned toward them, they stared each other down. Finally, Trina said, "I'll help."

"Yer all nuts," Marshadow snarled. "We can't beat a Titan. Like this we c'n only run. We don't got the power fer—"

"I'm not leavin' Owen," Gahi snarled. "Not 'til I know we can't win."

His wings darkened until they resembled a starry sky. The winds picked up around Eon, a small dust storm brewing below him.

"I can't manipulate the plateaus," Eon reported, "but I can use the dust on the ground. And I can feel my Flying Orb working, too."

"Rrgh…" Marshadow glanced at the Titan, which was in some sort of paused state, and then at the others. "Snivy, stay back with Xypher and Hakk. Y'ain't strong enough."

Trina looked defiant, but she ultimately nodded and transferred to Xypher with an extended vine. The Corviknight wasn't anywhere near flight-worthy, steely feathers partially melted and burned black rather than their elegant purple.

There was something resonating within the Titan, and Eon knew that feeling all too well. Owen. Perhaps even Amia.

Marshadow pulled out a few four-sided crystals. "We can try ter distract it and go fer a strike, then. If we're really fast and he's really lucky, we'll be able ter pull those two out." He was speaking hollowly, like there was no chance that was true. "Or," he added, "we cn' at least neutralize it so they'll just be normal Void Shadows."

By now, they had flown cautiously toward the Titan, which seemed to be resuming its movements, looking slowly toward them.

Marshadow winced. "This is a strong one," he said, cursing. "we aren't supposed ter take these head-on. It's got a core."

"A core?" Gahi asked. "So, a weak point."

"No," Marshadow hissed. "Don't hit th' core. Y'ain't gonna do anything. Now, listen. The way to beat a Titan is ter take out its appendages, and then strike the center body. Break it apart and it'll destabilize enough that it'll—"

The two Flygon swerved out of the way of an incoming shadowy blast, which pierced the clouds when it missed. Black lightning crackled in the haze.

"Gahi, yer faster!" Marshadow shouted when they drew closer. "Distract it with this, and then Eon'll go fer attackin'!"

"How can we split off?" Eon said quickly, still flying next to Gahi. "We can't coordinate like that against—"

"Figure it out! Yer the ones who wanna do this! But if I say retreat, yer gonna listen, got it?!" Marshadow held his hand on Eon's shoulder and said, "Follow what I say. Gahi!" Marshadow dug through his bag, and tossed three crystals Gahi's way. He caught two of them and dove down to catch the third.

"Go," Marshadow said into Eon's earhole, and the duplicate Flygon banked left. Gahi, his wings still like stars, banked right, and the Titan's head leaned toward Gahi.

This close, its facial features—if they could be called that—consisted of nothing but a large hole in the center of its head, where a dark haze billowed out before rapidly evaporating. Each time it readied a blast, that haze thickened.

To his credit, Gahi was good at feinting strikes, and while his glittering scales weren't of much use in the dim atmosphere, his agility in the air let him weave around and then toward the Titan. He was so close that the Titan tried to stomp on Gahi, but its movements, thanks to its size, were too slow to have any hope of striking him.

But the Titan was also huge. It was unreal—a building's height, several stories high, and just as wide. How many Void Shadows made it up? And the core… Eon felt it, too. There was a central core to the thing that was even stronger than the Void Shadows that surrounded it.

They just had to get Owen. And Amia.

He could at least feel Owen's presence inside that thing, but it was faded and dim. A faded ember from a dying campfire.

A pressure on Eon's shoulder caught his attention. Marshadow said, "Attack it now, the leg!"

There was only one nearby, and he knew Gahi's abilities well. Attacking up close was too risky, so instead, he conjured molten earth below it, which burst in a smoky explosion. It wasn't enough—but he could also tap into his Mystic power, couldn't he? A little more… His scales turned a tan brown, like they were made of clay, and he conjured wind from his Flying Orb to maintain his altitude.

The Earth Power redoubled, and the whole Titan toppled into the churning ground.

"Oi, great!" Marshadow encouraged. "That's one leg!"

"Owen's somewhere in its midsection," Eon said. "We need to—"

"Other leg," Marshadow said. "I'm gonna aim fer that head so it can't fire as easy!"

The Titan blasted again, this time carving the ground in a linear fissure that ended at a nearby plateau. The crater left behind was black and smoldering with some kind of obsidian-like rock that radiated the same black haze.

Something hot was forming above Eon, and he could only assume Marshadow was preparing his own attack.

"Dive!" Marshadow shouted, and Eon followed it without question. A half-second later and a beam of shadows grazed his tail; a chilling, knife-like pain surged through his spine.

Eon didn't realize he cried out until Marshadow screamed over him, "FORWARD!"

Fighting through the pain, not wanting to look back at the damage that may have been caused, he leaned forward and dodged another incoming blast, this time snapping the air above him. The pressure made his earholes feel underwater, and he lost altitude without realizing it.

"Keep it together, c'mon!" Marshadow shouted. "Keep steady! I'm gonna blast that thing's head next! Go fer the other leg! If we get it totally down, maybe we c'n smash it apart!"

"Wasn't this supposed to be unbeatable?" Eon asked with a grimace, spotting the charred end of his tail in his peripheral vision.

"Something's up with it." At this point, it was completely ignoring Gahi, whatever ineffectual taunting he was doing on the other side. Marshadow lobbed his attack.

A tiny, marble-sized Aura Sphere flew through the air like a bullet, landing dead-center in the Titan's face, vanishing in the black haze.

Eon had to stop, incredulous. "…What kind of pathetic—"

Orange energy pulsed through countless imperfections in the creature's face and neck in a wave, exploding outward as Void Shadow remnants scattered in the wind.

Marshadow braced on Eon's shoulder, conjuring another tiny Aura Sphere with his free right hand. "Well, c'mon!" Marshadow commanded. "Other leg! Befer it grows another head!"

Eon nodded hastily and sped forward, the cold stinging on his tail slowly, but not completely, fading into a dull throb. More magma swirled and destabilized the land beneath one of the hind legs of the Titan, this time, and without having to worry about another strike blasting toward them, it was much easier.

On the other side, the ethereal sound of a twisted Psychic scattered another one of the Titan's legs.

"And you said this was hard," Eon admonished Marshadow.

"Like I said"—Marshadow glared toward the great wraith—"it ain't right. Maybe it's got indigestion."

Eon's mind snapped to the presence trapped in its torso. "Is Owen fighting it from the inside?"

Marshadow didn't answer, still conjuring another Aura Sphere. "Tell me again where Owen is?"

Eon could spot him easily and pointed at the upper chest. Owen kept shifting around, but he had settled there, or at least his energy did. That was still Owen, right?

"Easy-peasy." Marshadow took aim.

"Wait, what're you gonna do?"

"Blast 'im out," Marshadow said. "If he's already Voided, then we're freeing 'im from being part o' a Titan. If he ain't, then he'll survive. Win-win."

Before Eon could protest, Marshadow fired. Another tiny Aura Sphere dug into the Titan's chest, and Eon was wise enough to fly away from the impact site. One explosion flash later, and suddenly Owen's presence flew across the battlefield; Gahi must have sensed him, too, because he immediately flew toward the presence.

"Owen's out!" Eon announced.

"Or what's left of 'im," Marshadow grunted. "Can we go now?! We gotta—"

A subtle shadow of something caught Eon's eye and, on reflex, he swooped down and narrowly dodged a black spire striking the air where he'd flown. It was that length tail of the Titan. It lashed out and Marshadow cursed, grabbing onto one of Eon's wings to keep from falling.

"Gyah—get back on! I can't fly like—"

The tail twisted and whipped Eon into a downward spiral, skidding and tumbling over the dirt. Marshadow landed on his feet next to him and fired a smaller Aura Sphere at the incoming tail, deflecting it to the ground a few feet away from Eon's arm. The tail lifted up again and went for another stab. Eon rolled and waved his arm haphazardly forward, erecting a thick wall of compacted dust, which was just enough to deflect the tail's next strike.

Marshadow ran across the ground in the form of a shadowy puddle, speeding toward Gahi, who was jostling a black blob near the plateau.

"Flygon!" Marshadow shouted. "Izzat Charmander?"

"Yeah!"

"It ain't—"

"He's delirious, but he's alright!" Gahi said. "He says we gotta find Amia!"

"It's sayin' something?!"

Near the blob's lower half was a black tail emitting an orange flame. From that flame, orange scales started solidifying along the tip, climbing toward the central body…

"Then Amia's still in there?" Eon said, hesitating. "I can't sense her power as much…"

"Please…" The Void Shadow trembled.

Marshadow shook his head, eyes wide and fire wisps green, and then looked back at the shambling Titan. "Fine. We gotta finish this before it goes nuts. Use the crystals to channel extra power and we might be able to disrupt it enough that we can make a run for it afterward."

Gahi, hasty, dug through Marshadow's bag and winced when something inside shined particularly brightly. He picked up the source—a pink crystal. "This one."

Marshadow couldn't look directly at it. "Why's it so bright?"

"What, you don't kn—"

The rumble of the Titan's remaining limbs hitting the earth was enough to cut their conversation short. Eon stood up and grabbed a few of the crystals for himself and faced the Titan. "Hurry!"

"Mom…"

Eon channeled as much energy as he could into the crystals he had hastily pulled from the bag. Marshadow stood next to him, preparing the same a fair distance away. His gems weren't shining as brightly.

But something was wrong.

Eon was feeling weaker. Even as he tried to channel his energy into a crystal, his power drained faster than he could provide, and his vision was starting to whiten. He shook his head—he had to stop. There was barely enough energy in him to retain his Flygon body. But his vision was still whiting out—no, that was coming from Gahi.

The opposite of Eon, Gahi's cosmic wings flared and doubled in size. The pinpricks of light were all going supernova at once. The crystal in Gahi's hands was an overwhelming white, and it looked like Gahi was trying his best to keep it held in his hands.

With a determined grunt, Gahi crouched down and flared his wings again, large enough that it rivaled the Titan's head. "All my power, eh?" Gahi said. The galaxies swirled, and Eon saw the vague shapes of Unown within the dark patches, or perhaps he was just seeing things in the extreme light.

From the hole where its head should have been, the Titan fired a dark blast their way. Gahi launched a wave of Psychic energy that distorted the light around it in a pink wave; sparks of white energy followed it, dissolving the shadowy blast like fire in the sea. The rest staggered the Titan, and several more waves from all sides of its body blasted it to the left and right, forward and backward, as little filaments of light surrounded its body like cracks in mud.

Gahi's wings returned to their normal size, and then their normal shape and color. An overwhelming, white light blinded Eon to the point where he not only had to close his eyes, but then lost his concentration enough that he lost his shape, too. Feeling the dust seep into his pink slime, Eon shuddered and waited for his vision to return, even as his body jiggled with the shockwaves of Gahi's Psychic blast. He didn't know what that technique was called, but did it work?

Sight returned. Ahead was a scattered mound of dissolving shadows. In the center was something curled up, much smaller than the Titan, though he couldn't tell what it was. Gahi had flown ahead, sifting through the scattered Void Shadows that were too weak to move. Several were fleeing in random directions like a horde of Paras from smoke.

"Ah-ha!" Gahi picked some black thing up. "Found 'er!"

Marshadow muttered something under his breath, still covering his eyes. The crystal he had planned to use was discarded on the ground in favor of covering his face. "Flygon, what did yeh ev'n do?! I can't see!"

"You said ter use the crystal!"

A new wave of fatigue washed over Eon, and a few tired bubbles escaped his ill-defined form. He didn't even care that the dust was mixing with whatever he was supposed to call his body's current structure. "Can someone carry me…"

"Eh? Ditto, what's gotten inter yeh? Yeh didn't ev'n attack."

"I tried… but it felt like my energy was being drained away."

"Well, ain't that somethin'," Gahi said. "It felt ter me like energy was comin' ter me."

Marshadow frowned, thoughtful. "Sounds like somehow, Eon's energy was transferred inter Gahi's… But why? That ain't how those crystals work, not unless yeh set it inter a catalyst spire."

"I don't care," Eon said. "Please, someone carry me. I can't… move."

Gahi flew toward Owen next, carrying a Void Shadow in his arms. "Oi, Owen!" Gahi said. "Found Amia!"

Owen, still more blob than Charmander, struggled to wobble and turn Gahi's direction, while Marshadow helped Eon back to the rest. Trina had been sitting by Owen the whole time, while Hakk tended to Xypher's wounds.

"Mom?" Owen asked, tripping over himself—his legs were only half-formed.

"Charmander, what's yer name?"

"Owen. What's—what's happened to me?"

Marshadow could only stare in disbelief, a hand to his forehead. "Yer… un-Voiding right befer my eyes," he said. "That ain't…"

"Is Mom okay?" Owen tried to stand on malformed legs, then collapsed again. He coughed and black sludge spewed from what might be his forming mouth. Then, with a grunt, he stood shakily on two feet, even as his upper half remained amorphous and wobbly.

"I think so," Gahi said, holding the other Void Shadow by the nape of its… something. Eon wasn't sure what.

"Owen," Eon said. "Are you sure you're okay?"

The upper part of the Void Shadow's body nodded, but not after a moment to hesitate. "Nothing feels right."

"Yeah, that's about how I've been feelin' fer a while," Marshadow mumbled, staring uncertainly at the unmoving Void Shadow that Gahi was holding. "Gahi, careful. That one migh' be hostile once it comes to."

"It's Amia," Gahi said, shaking his head. "She ain't hostile, wouldn't hurt anybody."

Beg to differ, Eon thought.

Hakk and Xypher, their wounds tended to for the time being with simple bandages, approached next. "Bad news," Hakk said. "Xypher's too injured to fly. We're going to need to set up camp until tomorrow and see how he's feeling then."

"You don't have Orans to heal?" Eon asked.

"This isn't Kilo. Orans aren't some miracle cure. At most, they'll ease the pain, but that won't mean anything if you need your wings to fly."

Marshadow looked back at the scattered and defeated Void Shadows, and then at the core that the Titan had once housed. "Wherever we camp, it's gotta be away from that thing. Even after that blast, it doesn't look like we defeated it."

The core was smothered in Void Shadow sludge, but whatever was inside still shifted weakly, occasionally groaning. It was large, whatever it was—maybe two Owens tall. Well, when he was fully evolved, at least. Eon tried to look for more details, but his vision was still weak.

"Wait…" Owen staggered forward, his legs a little more solid.

Hakk stared nervously at Owen and said, "Hey, don't try anything funny. If you make one weird move…"

"I'm—I'm sorry I did that to Xypher," Owen said, bowing at the two. "I really wanted to save Mom, but…"

"What?" Hakk squinted again. "No, I meant if you tried to attack us."

"Why would I attack you?"

Hakk glanced uneasily at Marshadow, who shook his head. "Don't worry about it. We'll talk it over later. Right now, we—"

The Titan's core rumbled and Marshadow's flames bristled.

"—gotta go," Marshadow finished.

"Wait, but that's…" Owen pointed at the core.

More sludge fell off of the core, revealing deep blue, shining scales, accompanied by a thinner line of cyan along what looked like a limb. Even more sludge fell off, revealing steel, clawed hooves and a broad, steel chest with a chipped diamond in the center.

"I don't believe it…" Eon said breathlessly. "It's…"

The Void Shadows trembled again, and then they tried to congregate around the core. But then, a blue tail flicked a few Void Shadows off of it, and then the core's hoof slammed into the ground. A great, four-legged creature rose from the sludge, sluggish, and the Void Shadows congregated even faster around it.

A flash of light broke through the Void Shadow conglomeration, and then a flurry of indigo flames burned through several of them. Some Void Shadows flailed at twice the speed they should have, while others were frozen in midair, but a split-second later, time flowed normally. All of the Void Shadows dissolved into sludge, dust, or nothing.

"Dialga," Eon said, more a statement than anything. He couldn't believe what he was seeing. Dialga, the Timekeeper? A Creation Dragon? Here? 

As a Titan?

Dialga took his first step forward, but his leg buckled and he fell into a kneel. He coughed, expelling a thick wad of sludge and smoke, and then slowly rose back to his feet.

They all stared, too stunned to move. The first to finally take any form of action was Marshadow, who called, "Dialga!"

And the giant Legend finally noticed them. He tried to open his mouth to speak, but his voice didn't come. Instead, a constricted, strained growl came, and then a nod. Dialga took a few wobbly steps forward again, aimless, and then fell over with a slow, thunderous crash.

Marshadow muttered a curse and sped along. "Hakk, Snivy, help me inspect this guy!"

"Eh? What about me?" Gahi said.

"Keep Ralts stable. She awake yet?" But Marshadow wasn't there to hear the answer, already a few paces away from Dialga.

Eon, knowing he'd be too tired to help, approached Owen with some apprehension. The dust felt horrible against his body. "Owen… are—are you okay?"

Owen's eyes were half-formed in darkness, and even then, he saw the shadow of a glare in them. "Do I look okay?"

"Im-improving?"

Owen growled, but relented with a shadowy sigh. "Yes."

The Void Shadow in Gahi's arm twitched against her initial rhythm. "Eh?" Gahi loosened his hold. "Hey, Amia. You awake? We saved yeh fr—"

The Void Shadow screeched and emitted a pulse of shadows against Gahi, knocking his arms open and burning his chest in black flames. Gahi shouted and stumbled back as the Void Shadow plopped on the ground, yet it continued its assault. Another beam of darkness struck Gahi's left thigh, leaving another lingering burn.

"Mom!" Owen shouted. "M-Mom?! It's okay!"

He tried to get closer, but he tripped and fell again, even as his dark body assumed the vague shape of a Charmander. Amia screeched again and blasted Eon with another shadowy beam, but it only grazed his slime. It felt cold and biting, like venom.

Hakk shouted something and stood in front of a trembling Xypher. Marshadow balled up his fist and formed another Aura Sphere in his hands, waiting for an opportunity.

"Wait!" Eon shouted. "Marshadow, what are you doing?!"

"What? Killin' a Void Shadow."

"No!" Owen ran for Amia, who ignored him, while Gahi rolled and avoided another hostile blast.

"Step aside, Charmander," Marshadow said. "That ain't yer mom anymore."

Owen, of course, refused, and instead stood between Marshadow and Amia, but then remembered Hakk was on the other side. He stepped back and crossed his arms, forming a Protect around them both. Amia bumped into the barrier and fired against it to hit Gahi, but when it evaporated, she turned to Owen and hissed.

"Mom, calm down," Owen begged. "It's me, don't you remember?"

Eon had a sinking feeling that if Amia still had eyes, there would have been no recognition in them.

"Tch." Hakk clicked his claws and lowered them.

Marshadow dispelled his Aura Sphere. "Charmander, that ain't yer mom. There's nothin' left. It's a Void Shadow. That's what happens to folks that become part o' a Titan. It's like dyin' over and over. Somethin' way below Class D."

"Well, we—we weren't in there for long," Owen said, turning around. His scales were pitch-dark, but brightening, and his eyes had that usual shine to them. "Maybe it's different and she's just scared!"

"Only reason she ain't attacking you is because she thinks yer like her." Marshadow readied another Aura Sphere. "So once she attacks you, I'm—"

"If—if you do that, I'm running away," Owen said helplessly.

"Owen," Eon tried to step in, but Marshadow held his other arm up. Defiant, Eon pressed forward anyway, "Owen, please. We'll figure something out."

"Then promise you won't kill her."

"Kill? She's worse than dead already!" Hakk spat, and the glare Owen gave him, while intense, did not seem to faze the icy Sandslash.

"Erm." A deep voice shook Eon's slime. "Am I… interrupting something?"

Still on his side, struggling to stand, Dialga huffed and puffed, flicking his tail and hooves to get the last of the Void sludge off of him.

"Dialga." Marshadow glanced at Hakk, who nodded, and then advanced toward the Timekeeper. "Y'remember anything?"

"I'll need some time for that," Dialga said, "ironic as it sounds." He winced at what Eon imagined was the worst headache in all worlds. "Everything is a fog. I remember fighting… and escaping, like trying to climb from a pool of black aether… over and over…"

"Take it easy," Marshadow said. "We got a lot ter sort through. And—"

Suddenly, Owen was screaming, and so was the Void Shadow. Blast after blast bounced off of the Protect barrier, Owen ducking and weaving between each one until the barrier shattered completely. Hakk raised his claw and took aim, each claw glowing a bright white. Owen gasped and crossed his arms again; just as icy spikes jettisoned themselves away from Hakk's claws, a new, golden shield blocked their path.

Then, the Void Shadow blasted Owen point-blank with another shadowy ray. Owen ducked. It struck the barrier. The Protect shattered. Hakk fired—

"MOM!"

And then it all stopped.

The spikes remained frozen mid-fire. Hakk's glare did not waver and his body did not move. The Void Shadow's aimless quivering had stopped mid-ripple. Owen's breathing, rapid, gradually slowed the same rate as Eon's anxious ripples.

"What," Eon whispered, "just…"

"Sometimes," Dialga said, finally on his feet, "we need a moment to pause and think."

Marshadow dispelled his Aura Sphere, hopefully for the final time, and then looked back at Dialga. "How long's that gonna last?"

"I can last a while if I focus only on the strange, black thing there…"

"Void Shadow," Marshadow explained. "And…" He looked toward Owen, then at Hakk, and then sighed. "Alright. Hang on. You, Snivy. You alright?"

"Rgh, yes." Trina nursed a large burn that covered most of her side. "Amia's quite strong, even now, isn't she?"

Owen gulped, stumbling over his words, but Marshadow kept talking. "Go on Flygon fer now, rest up." He plucked the spike that was meant for the Void Shadow and let it drift toward open air. On cue, Dialga released his temporal hold, and the spike flew across the ground. Then, Hakk was released, and he blinked several times in confusion.

"What? Marshadow? How'd you move that—don't tell me you're defending that kid's—"

"Dialga put a pause on it," Marshadow said, gesturing to the Void Shadow, the only thing still frozen in time.

Owen squeezed his claws together. "Then that means we can bring her back, r-right? And—and maybe contain her, and then find a way to cure her?"

"Cure?" Hakk scoffed. "Kid—"

"We'll bring her back," Marshadow agreed. "Figure there's somethin' we c'n get from this. An' if yer totally sure it's her…"

"I sense her Fire aura, even if it's corrupted," Trina agreed.

"I'm pickin' up Psychic somethin's," Gahi noted.

"It's her," Owen said, simultaneously firm and tearful.

Marshadow let out another irritable sigh, shaking his head. "I dunno what's gonna come from this," he said after a long silence, "but if it's gonna be the only thing that keeps yeh calm, fine. We'll bring it back."

He looked back at Dialga. "Oy, Dialga. C'n you fly?"

"I'll need to recover some strength first," Dialga said, "but I believe I should be able to."

"Then let's set up camp here and rest. Dialga, yer way too big ter hide, so if we sense another Titan, we'll have ter be on th' move."

"Of course."

Eon inched closer to Owen, but his eyes were transfixed on the frozen Void Shadow. Was Amia really reduced to nothing but that? It was unbelievable. But… that meant Owen would need more support than ever. From him, just like old times.

Owen's glare from their last rest stop flashed in his mind. How hasty Owen was to get away from him. That thought lingered for a few extra seconds, just enough for him to slide away and say, "Gahi."

"Eh?"

Gaining some distance from Owen, he said softly, "Stay near Owen for a while. He needs a lot of support."

Gahi scoffed. "What, you ain't gonna try?"

Eon suppressed a scowl, tried to say something, but the words were shrouded in a haze.

Gahi was already by Owen before Eon had realized it, and a new, cold emptiness filled where Eon' imagined his stomach should have been.


Inteleon Qitlan stepped down a hall of polished obsidian. The walls were decorated with regal, purple, gold, and red cloth, and the floor had an intricate, geometric design of varying colors of black, yellow, and red. Every several paces, Inteleon passed by tables that had a vase of a Voidlands plant, or clock, or a bowl filled with colorful berry candies in the shape of Minior. For some reason, there were a lot of yellow ones left behind compared to the much rarer greens and reds, and he only saw a single pink candy.

He was tempted to go for it—Pecha was his favorite flavor—but Aster would be upset if he found out.

Far ahead was a door large enough to fit giant Pokémon through, ornate with gold swirls that ended around a press to push the door open.

Which way should he address the King this time? Your Greatness? No, he never cared for luxurious titles. He preferred subtlety. Made the greatness shine brighter. He'd already used his simple title and name before, and repetitions felt too redundant. Ah, what did it matter, perhaps simply Your Swiftness this time. He'd been practicing his agility training recently.

The door was heavy, and only after a loud clang did it finally relent to Inteleon's attempts, though he tried to keep from huffing too loudly. Undignified, and weak, and the King would be very unhappy with that.

Beyond the door was a room large enough for Rayquaza himself to fly. Near the back was a large bed that Inteleon would be able to perform Substitute four times and sprawl all five of him on different parts comfortably in the cushions. Though, the mattress seemed quite firm. Not that he'd dare find out how it felt—not when Alexander would surely…

Ah, there he was, far to the left, looking through another one of his reports. It always filled his heart with joy to see the Hydreigon looking through those notes—all of Inteleon's hard work being put to use.

But now he had to decide whether to disturb him or not. No, he'd already opened the door; it was just irritating Alexander by stalling. "Your Swiftness," Inteleon greeted.

"Qitlan."

His voice was deep and smooth like abyssal butter, and it always dwarfed the higher, breezy vocals that Qitlan's thin frame produced. Keeping himself composed, Qitlan said, "I have another report, well, two, actually."

"Two? Is one of them Dark Matter?"

"Yes, of his movements." Qitlan produced the first one from his satchel, though it was a thin report, only a few pages long. "In summary, he is continuing south, but is drifting away from Cipher City."

"Hmph. Well, he'd be a fool to come here, so of course he'd avoid us." The Hydreigon drifted away from his desk, having never sat down, as he floated by some dark force that swirled around his wings—darker than the usual typing that came with his species. "Odd that he's moving at all…"

"Something must have changed in the living world." Qitlan smirked.

"I wonder what that could be." Alexander returned it with all three of his mouths, but then returned to a more neutral countenance. "Well, and what's the other report?"

"Of course." Qitlan approached Alexander's table and set the first report down, then pulled out the next, somewhat thicker one, this time six pages long. "Most of the report is numbers and verifications, but the summary is simple: a large spike of Infinity Energy was detected in the deep Nil Plateaus."

"Near Null Village?" Alexander said.

"Far south. At least a day's travel nonstop."

"Hrm. A spike of Infinity Energy…"

"We are going to investigate what that means soon," Qitlan added. "However, our readings suggest that the energy output was significantly higher than your average Z-Crystal."

"Could it have been a new spire?"

"Considering the location, very unlikely. There is no reason to set up any kind of sustainable settlement there." Qitlan placed the report on the table and nodded. "In any case, I will inform you if there are more findings for—"

"Where is Aster?"

Qitlan's blood ran cold. "A-Aster?" he repeated, trying to keep his composure as flashes of the artificial god blinked in his mind. "He, er, I'm not sure. He was clearly having his way with the candies in the hall some time ago, er…"

"Find him, and send him to Null Village."

"Now?" Qitlan spoke out of turn, quickly trying to compose himself. "That is to say, before further reporting?"

"I am concerned that if we hesitate, we will miss our opportunity to acquire whatever it is there. Null Village's relationship with us is… tenuous. While Marshadow is keeping them obedient, the civil unrest could lead to an irksome rebellion."

"That's true… but do you really think a run-down shanty like that would hold that sort of power?"

"No," Alexander said, "but I'm taking no chances." His six eyes closed, three heads looking contemplative. "Spirit strikes have ravaged the Voidlands lately, each one a new soul from Kilo. Any of them could be a disturbance. Any of them could be Anam. And aside from that loathsome Charizard, who is probably long dead, Anam is our best chance at finding and capturing Necrozma. Do you understand where I am going with this?"

"Of course." Qitlan nodded. "You're saying that any hint at Necrozma's power should be investigated."

"Yes."

"And that I should be adopting such a policy going forward, regardless of the resources it may cost?"

"Yes."

"Should I divulge this information to lower leadership?"

"On a need-to-know basis."

"Understood." Qitlan bowed, held it for a few seconds, and then rose when no further address came.

Alexander turned back to his table, which was gone, along with all of his reports and supplies. Qitlan stared in disbelief.

Alexander's smaller heads' jaws clenched. "Aster."

An echo from somewhere bounced off the walls.

"Aster, not now!" Alexander snapped, staring at the sky. "I'm going to give you to three. One. Two. THR—"

The table and all of its contents reappeared where it had been, along with a single, yellow candy in the middle of the desk. Alexander grimaced and turned around and, suddenly, Qitlan felt a presence behind him.

Keeping himself dignified, the Inteleon turned and said, "Aster, how much of that did you hear?"

"I just got here!"

Qitlan kept his stance neutral while he addressed the Mewtwo. "Of course, Aster. This shortens things. You are hereby assigned on a mission to investigate Null Village to the south."

Aster's wide eyes took in every word like he was speaking of some grand, short tale. Yet, when he finally processed the words, those eyes narrowed to a displeased frown. "Null Village?! But that's so faaar! And so boooring!"

"With your Teleportation, it would hardly be more than a few days' travel," Alexander cut in. "Consider yourself grateful. If I went by wing, it would take me months."

Aster crossed his arms exaggeratedly, leaned forward in a curl, and pouted. "Can I at least bring Leph?"

"Leph has to stay here in case another mission comes up," Alexander said. "But if you go to Null Village and ask the questions Qitlan gives you, you can do anything you want with them after, so long as you bring back whatever your mission statement requires."

Aster perked up at this, his purple tail flicking with interest. "Anything?"

"Anything."

"Anything?" The Mewtwo leaned even closer.

Alexander leaned forward, grinning to show his teeth. "Anything."

Aster's fists clenched in front of him, trembling as the Mewtwo's glee overtook him. The marbled floor below him cracked. He curled up a little more and whispered under his breath, "Yesss…" Then, he stood up and enthusiastically saluted Alexander. "Okay! Mewtwo Aster is on the case!"

He disappeared in a flash of white light.

Qitlan and Alexander both stared at the empty space, and the circular, intricate cracks left in the ground. Clicking his tongue, Qitlan said, "He forgot the mission statement."

"He'll remember." Alexander turned to his desk. "Write it up and wait for him to return."

"Of course." He had a lot of other duties to take care of, though, and he didn't want to wait for too long. He still had to tend to their new guests. And pray the Zoroark didn't find a new place to hide and growl at him. His shoulder still hurt from the last time. "Then I shall be going."

"Mhm."

Qitlan stepped out of Alexander's quarters, slid the door closed behind him, and took the last Pecha candy for himself.






104. Regroup


Chapter 95 – Regroup

Within the King's castle, two Pokémon, one large, one small, sat on opposite ends of a large table. Leph always felt awkward playing with the Treecko opposite to her, and she was sure she felt the same about her… but they were the only ones who could really entertain one another. Everyone else was either dull or intimidated or downright irritating.

Aster's grinning, saccharine expression flashed through Leph's mind and she shook it away.

"Leph?" the Treecko asked, fanning her five cards. "Are you holding?"

Leph blinked, then looked down. Three kings—each one a different depiction of Alexander—a two, and a five.

"One card," Leph said, sliding the two forward, face-down. She did not move her hoof, and lacking a mouth made for a good poker face, but she had always been told that her green eyes were very expressive. And apparently, a mouthless Pokémon wearing sunglasses was cheating. Sharing the same species as the God of Creation? Just fine. Some eyewear? Unbecoming of an Arceus, apparently.

Beside Leph was a small pile of candies they used in place of chips. They didn't need money, after all, only the pride of winning. Her opponent had far fewer.

"And you, Mhynt?" Leph said.

The Treecko's fingers twitched, and Leph knew that simply dropping one card was intimidating her. Good. And she already had a trio.

"Three," Mhynt said, sliding them forward. With a flick of her fingers, a dark power danced around them and pushed the three cards into the pile, and that same dark power wrapped around the top of the deck. She was oddly stiff after she saw the cards, her expression even more stone-faced than before.

She was hiding her loss. "Something wrong?" Leph asked.

"No." Mhynt's eyes trailed for a split-second toward a lifeless Honedge next to her, its hilt balanced against the tableside. Common giveaway, looking toward the blade for support, even if it could not answer. It was sad, in a way, but Leph could take advantage of the insecurity.

Mhynt slid three candies into the pile. "Raise by three."

Trying to psyche her out? Fine. All she would need is to match, raise, and scare her into folding. "Five."

Leph's face contorted ever so slightly into a forced frown. Forced frown.

"All in."

No no no. This was a trap. Even if she matched it, Leph would have the upper hand in one play. If she backed out now, they'd be on even ground. Was it worth it? Three cards. Most of her hand was junk. The most she'd have is a pair. What was the point, then? To scare her? Or was it a lucky draw? A trio. But Leph had three kings. But had she seen a single ace from this deck yet?

Too risky. "Fold."

"LEPH!"

The shrill voice of Aster punctuated the sudden weight on Leph's back, and whatever sense of thrilling peace was evaporated with his shriek.

"Leph, Leph! I gotta go on a mission! Can you lend me some of your tricky spheres?"

Aster hung off of Leph's wheel, swinging his legs and tail forward and backward, gaining more height each time.

"Aster, can you please knock next time?" Mhynt said irritably; during Aster's sudden appearance, she had grabbed the hilt of her blade, but released it with an irritated huff. "Why didn't Alexander ask me to go on this mission?"

"I dunno!" Aster said.

"I haven't gone on one in a while." Mhynt stacked her five cards, set them down, and conjured a large, dark hand from her left arm. With it, she drew the candies toward her side of the table with a large, shadowy hand.

"I dunno!"

Leph grunted and said, "Just be glad you can stay here. I'm not interested in…" She shook her head. "Never mind. Aster, what's the mission?"

"Qitlan gave me a report! Null Village! There was a big spike in energy, way more than what a spire can make. I gotta investigate! Then I have to bring back the most powerful thing I see there so Alexander can talk to them."

"Recovery. Hmph." Mhynt crossed her arms, tapping her fingers. "It's better than nothing." She reached for her blade, pulled it closer, and ran her fingers along the flat of the blade. "Do you suppose this will finally be the key that gets us out of this place?"

"I would hope so," Leph said. "I don't remember what the sun looks like. Just pictures."

"What are you saying?" Mhynt said dully, twirling her wrist. "All you need to do is look at Aster's bright personality."

The Mewtwo grinned wider, staring up at Leph with open palms. "Please? Just a few!"

"Don't hurt anybody you don't need to," Leph said, tapping her hoof on the floor. Circles of light and various strange symbols appeared beneath it, and two bright, cyan spheres solidified beneath, each one filled with a white energy.

"Thanks, Leph!" He hopped high into the air and headbutted her on the face, then disappeared in a flash of light.

Leph didn't flinch, though her eyes showed signs of a sad smile.

"Why did you tell him not to hurt anyone?" Mhynt asked, cocking her head.

"Aster's trying to please Alexander. I can tell. But I don't want him to lose himself now that activity's getting hectic…"

"Mm." Mhynt returned her blade to the tableside. "Things would be a lot easier if you just followed his orders instead of giving him a hard time. He can kill you if you push too hard, you know."

"I'd love to see him try," Leph said automatically, but then her throat hitched at Mhynt's glare. "I—I mean… I am only following…"

"He makes the orders," Mhynt said. "Without him, you would be nothing but a Void Shadow. Don't forget that."

Leph's fur bristled with golden energy, and Mhynt's scales coursed with black light. At the same time, they both settled to normal. He won't let me.

"Still," Mhynt said, "I suppose he sees some value in your cautious approach. Helps even out Aster, I guess, and he's more than happy to please him."

Leph said nothing.

"Should we continue our game?"

She had forgotten. Nodding, Leph pressed a golden hoof on her folded hand. "Three kings." Now she wanted to know what Mhynt had that made her so confident as to go all-in.

The Treecko set her cards face-up. "Junk."


The southern horizon was a lot gloomier, Angelo thought. All the more reason to stay inside and relax. Was it morning or noon? Afternoon? He wasn't sure. He had passed out and spent the day inside after that. They had gone without him to Yotta Outskirts with that strange Joltik. Somehow. Was there a point in asking how?

Under his bed, something shifted and bumped. Everything seemed a little darker in his room, but Angelo attributed that to the gloomy weather outside. Not much light got in his room anyway, aside from the single open window on the opposite wall. The door into his work station and the front of the shop taunted him on his right. To his left, a wall with a few sketches to motivate him for the day. Never worked.

The bumping continued, and then he sank a little lower into his sack of cotton, like some of its contents had leaked out. Angelo curled up tighter, shivering. It wasn't one of his sleep paralysis demons, was it? Apparitions of old nightmares of his grandfather cackling in his final days. Staring through the window while he was helpless to move.

No, no. This was different. He could move. Angelo squeezed his toes to make sure, then rolled over and curled his blanket over his face again.

The door opened and Angelo's heart may as well have stopped. He didn't dare move. No breathing. Then it closed. Was he going crazy? No, he had a visitor. That was right. This was normal now. He wasn't living alone anymore, and he was too afraid of what would happen if he told it to go away.

Working up the courage to face it again, Angelo finally took a new breath and removed his soft, gray blanket. The cold morning air reminded him to regret that decision, as per usual, and then he sat at his bedside. The door opened again, and near the bottom was a strange, featureless mass of darkness with five little eyes that blinked asynchronously at him. Balanced on top of its head—was it a head?—and secured with countless tiny fingers was a plate of stir-fry noodles.

It slid closer and stopped in the middle of the room, four of its five eyes staring at Angelo. The last eye darted this way and that, focused on the sketches and drawings that littered his walls, and all the fallen papers and used supplies that covered most of the floor.

"Yes?" Angelo asked, his throat feeling dry from the night. Had that been his first word in the past full day?

The thing inched closer.

"I'm not usually hungry right when I wake up…"

To this, it shrank a little.

"Guilt tripping me, huh?" Angelo muttered, sighing. "I'll try to eat it. Thank you."

Angelo lifted it and gently worked the utensils, simple chop sticks. A lot like a brush—he was just more comfortable with that sort of tool, and he was surprised this apparition was so conscientious.

These things were also not much for conversation. He only knew that they were part of that monster that was now curled around Kilo Village's crater. But sometimes, he'd hear its voice in a whisper in his mind.

Near the middle of his meal, someone knocked at the entrance to his home. Heavy knocks this time, so it couldn't have been that insomniac Salazzle. The Lucario from before wasn't back, and the Fairy one refused to be seen in public after that one incident with the child saying he was pretty. That must have meant it was Phol.

"Come in," Angelo called out.

"Angelo, are you feeling any better today?" Phol called. The Incineroar opened the door to Angelo's room next—he had to duck to get through the frame—and frowned at what Angelo assumed he thought was a sorry sight.

The Smeargle slumped over, and the five-eyed creature slid to the corner of the room. Behind Phol was another one of those blobs, this time with three eyes and two small arms that it used for walking.

"Oh, you have one, too," Angelo remarked.

"It won't leave me alone," Phol grunted. "Still, at least it can get supplies."

"Mine can cook." Angelo gestured to his stir-fry. "…I'm not sure how, but…"

Phol waved dismissively. "Angelo, do you have time to come with us? We need your help."

"Is the hospital at capacity again?"

"They might be tomorrow. We got word that Micro Riverside's inhabitants ran into a mutant and the casualties weren't pretty. They were on their way, but then ran into another one…"

"Oh, Mew…"

"Elder sent scouts and that Joltik to check on them, but we fear the worst. But now, we're organized enough that we need to toughen up the town. The Thousand strongest are spread thin, so only the administrative Hearts can actually help bring us up."

"Thousand strongest, hm." Angelo sighed. What was the point? The whole reason there were only a Thousand was because apparently there was only enough energy to maintain a thousand Badges. But now those were useless. Did that dissolve the Hearts, too? Hopefully that didn't send things into more chaos.

Phol had been talking and he missed it. Angelo perked up, and it seemed that Phol noticed. "Did you get any of that?"

"Er—toughening up. Does that include me?"

"Yes. Do you know Protect?"

"I do."

"Can you demonstrate it?"

Angelo nodded, standing up and setting his half-eaten stir-fry on his bed. Suddenly self-conscious of the noticeable, Angelo-shaped depression in it, he moved the blanket over the mattress. Clutching his tail, he drew a circle in the air, and a sea blue barrier formed around him, fading seconds later.

"Good. Then you can help teach the others the same technique."

"Protect? Why Protect?"

"While most Pokémon here aren't the best at fighting, more focused on their own careers, there are still some invaluable skills that we can use no matter our skill level. Protect is one of them, and it only takes a little practice to get it going, and from there, it's easy to repeat and strengthen."

"Right…"

"Not to mention, nearly everyone is capable of it," Phol added. "Right now, there are people in the town square trying to enchant some discs with aura so it can be passed onto others. We found a whole store of blank ones in the Heart HQ, perhaps ready to be enchanted for other techniques. We'll be using some of those to spread Protect."

"Oh, I'm, I don't know how to enchant," Angelo said. "I thought only Anam could do that, and maybe others with, er, with a lot of practice. But Anam was the prodigy, right?"

"Well, I can, and I've already enchanted a few. If you can't, then perhaps instead you can help the townsfolk practice."

Angelo hemmed and hawed a few times, and Phol tapped his foot with the occasional halfhearted encouragement. Eventually, Angelo relented, and when he was finished with his meal, he stepped out of his bedroom and followed Phol to the town square.


Spice narrowed her eyes suspiciously at the southern horizon, standing at the very peak of Kilo Village's crater. "I don't trust those clouds," she said. "Too dark."

"Could be rain," Leo replied, though his eyes were more focused on the base of the mountain. "Spice, is that a mutant?"

Her eyes darted down. A Rampardos was wobbling around the lower edges, though there didn't seem to be anything abnormal about it from afar. "Maybe he had one too many swigs," Spice mused. "He doesn't look hostile."

"Hmm…" Leo fidgeted again. "I hate sentinel duty. I'm so helpless. I should be home making sure my parents are safe. What if another mutant attacks? Or those wraiths in the Dungeons get out somehow?"

"Yotta Outskirts is way too important to be left unguarded," Spice assured him, patting his shoulder. "And those wraiths never leave Dungeons."

"I suppose…"

Spice looked down again, but her eyes trailed to the dark clouds. They were closer than ever. Occasionally, she saw purple lightning dance along the bottom of them. "It's not normal lightning," she said.

"Well, I don't know what it is."

"I think it's coming from the other side of the world."

Leo gave her an odd look, and Spice ignored it.

"That isn't one of your sleep-deprived theories again, is it?" Leo asked. "Ever since Yotta Village, you've said that you can feel something underground."

"Well, I do. Or maybe not underground… Just far away. I feel it everywhere sometimes. Up north, where that Dark Matter storm keeps swirling… Southwest, by that Void Basin place…" Spice motioned vaguely in its direction, though all they could see was a lush, green forest, even at their height. "And then underground. Chances are it's actually on the other side of the world."

"Nothing but ocean there," Leo said with a frown. "Spice, did you get any—"

"No. Stop asking." It was a routine question by now. "Just accept it like I have. I don't sleep anymore. I've been fine."

"It's been half a moon at this point…"

"And I'm just fine." Spice shrugged, though she did admit—inside, not out loud—that it was starting to worry her. Fifteen days of no sleep, with no side effects? Something was seriously wrong with her, but she didn't want to take up the hospitals' time right now. Her performance as a Heart was more productive than ever, though, so it couldn't be all bad…

Leo shifted his weight again, playing with his robe-like fur, and then with his ears.

"If anything, you're the one acting sleep-deprived," Spice said. "What's gotten into you? Burned your bed?"

"I haven't burned my bed since I was a kit, thank you," Leo growled. "Ugh! Is our shift almost over?"

"How about I go down and check?" Spice slipped off of her rocky seat and glanced at the steep slope behind him. "Don't follow me! You'll trip and fall!"

Leo grumbled something, but the wind drowned it out, and Spice hopped from slope to slope. She was tempted to go straight to the HQ when she saw the crowd gathering at the Central Waypoint. Leo could wait a little while longer.

On her way there, she was flagged down and asked if she knew Protect, which was odd and annoying. Sure, Protect would have helped her guard against attacks, but it wasn't her style, and learning a whole technique like that was cumbersome. It wasn't as if the blessings from berries worked on her anyway. How was society today any different for her? It was just like living in the south before annexation.

Still, they were persistent. "I have a whole battle setup, you know," Spice complained.

But the Hypno that flagged her down shook his head and said, "But we need to switch to more defensive fighting styles, now. Come on. At least try to learn it."

Spice sighed. "I've got scouting to do."

"It won't be long. You can practice on your own later, Heart."

So, he knew she was a Heart. She didn't even have to flash the Badge. Must have been the lightning scars…

Oh, that was probably why the lightning made her nervous.

"Salazzle?"

"Right, coming."

She was given the fast track and cut in front of most of the others waiting. Apparently being a Heart meant they wanted her to get right back to work. Understandable, and good, because she wasn't about to stand in a line this long or this crowded. It felt even more packed than the Ceremony of Advancement.

The discs were strange, reflective materials that shined in the sun like prismatic coins. A weak aura flowed through all of them, little gifts and enchantments that had been left there. Anam was able to do this sort of work with a sneeze; it took these Pokémon, if they could do it at all, several kiloseconds to get it all done.

"There was this kid I knew who had a weirdly colored Protect," Spice remarked while she waited for the aura to resonate with hers. "Sort of a bright yellow, or gold, or something, like the sun."

"Oh, gold aura folks?" remarked a nearby Cinderace. "I have a friend who's got that! Used to show it off at parties. Really rare."

"I noticed something about that, actually. All of the Pokémon that are channeling Protect into these things… they all happen to have golden auras. I've never seen it all in one place. I thought it was just a myth!"

"Nah, that Incineroar at the hospital? The one who handles the unruly patients? He's got a gold Protect."

Spice rolled her eyes. "Well, maybe we can all get together and have a gold Protect party and show off how shiny our spirits are." She wanted to roll her eyes and look skyward, but the disk on top of her made movement risky. "Is this thing done yet? I kind of feel like an idiot with this on my head."

"Almost, almost," said a nervous-sounding Gothitelle. "It's taking a while for your aura to register it, I think… You can tell when the disc gets dull."

"Right." Spice sighed, flicking her tail impatiently. If anything, she was irritated that she would be expected to keep this on her quick-draw techniques rather than something she could draw on situationally. Defensive policy… who had the authority?!

"All done!"

"Finally." Spice sat up and inspected the disc, no longer very prismatic. "Alright, see you—"

"Can you use it once to make sure it worked?"

"Fine, fine. Give me a second to find it…"

Spice closed her eyes, drawing into herself. It definitely felt different. She remembered someone vaguely… someone who used to draw out Protect with a certain pose. It looked silly… but maybe, intuitively, it would help.

Spice crossed her arms and drew out her spirit's shield.

It suddenly got a lot darker, and at the same time, several people gasped. Spice dropped her shield and looked around. "What was—"

And it was brighter again, and Spice stepped in a small circle. "Why did it get dark? Is Dark Matter coming? Are those clouds—"

But everyone was staring at her.

"What?"

She glanced at the Gothitelle, who seemed too stunned and confused. "Oh, I'm sorry," she said. "We just, er…"

"Wow… if gold's supposed to be rare… what's black mean?"

"Black?" Spice spun around to face the Cinderace. "What do you mean?"

"Your Protect. It was black."

"Black."

Spice tried it again with some difficulty, and the world was dark like twilight again. That wasn't the sky. That was her shield, pulsing with black waves of non-light from the top to her feet. She loosened her post and stood up straight.

"Well," she said, "I've got Protect. That's all I need, right?"

"Um, yes. Yes, sorry for keeping you, Heart. Thank you for your service." Gothitelle bowed.

"Thanks." Hasty, and without another word, she crawled to the Heart HQ to ask for a scout rotation.

She should have done that in the first place.


It had been four days since Marshadow had left Null Village with Owen and the others, and Jerry was starting to get worried. Perhaps not concerned—Owen had a knack for finding ways to pull things off, like saving his own hide—but for what was taking them so long. Did he find his mother? And then what? This place was too big.

"Aerodactyl, are you feeling alright?"

Jerry stiffened and glanced left to a Breloom chaperone, standing by the wall of a great, obsidian room. "Yeah," he replied. "Just thinking."

They were in some sort of communal dining hall, from what Jerry had gathered, lined with long tables and plates of all sizes. Before Jerry was a plate of meats. He'd long since learned that it was all imitation meat—finding real meat, let alone low-level ferals in the Voidlands was next to impossible—but it was a darn good substitute. Maybe even better than what Kilo had, though considering how hungry he'd felt lately, his judgement could have been clouded.

Next to him was Zena, and then by her, Demitri and Mispy. They were all on a tour of Null Village and were on a break to enjoy lunch. They'd seen all the facilities, the residential district, even the entertainment district. The technology there had been... confusing. Jerry hadn't recognized half of it.

Next on the agenda was the town perimeter. Now that they'd all been cleared of their 'evaluation' period, they had to start searching for jobs to help contribute to Null Village, no matter how long or short they intended to stay. Fair, he supposed, but it only reminded him of that cursed Broken Heart system when he'd been arrested. Was this any different?

He had to get out. There had to be a way, right? He certainly felt alive. And after everything that had happened… to die now, and get stuck here?

There had to be more to it. He felt it in his gut.

Mispy mumbled something to Demitri, who nodded awkwardly and whispered to Jerry next, "Do you think they allow seconds?"

"Don't look at me. Feels like I'm on thin ice as it is."

"What? Did you get in trouble?"

"No."

"Then why?"

"I always feel that way."

Demitri frowned and inched away, eyes searching uselessly around the dining hall.

Aside from himself, the pair, and Zena, they were accompanied by a tired-looking Slowpoke and a shifty-eyed Scyther. Neither were much for conversation; Jerry wasn't sure they could have a conversation. They were probably C or D.

"What class did you guys wind up getting?" Jerry suddenly asked Demitri and Mispy.

"B for both of us," Demitri said. "I think it has to do with, y'know, the whole mutant memory scramble thing."

Jerry finished his plate and glanced at Zena. "You? Think I forgot to ever ask."

"C," Zena admitted, looking away.

"C, eh… you had it pretty rough out there."

"I can't remember how rough I had it, is the part that worries me," the Milotic said with a hum. "The only reason I know anything is because Owen told me."

"Yeah, you two spent a lot of time together," Jerry remarked. "Still, you barely knew each other, too."

"We didn't?" Zena asked.

"I mean, what, a moon or two at most. That's nothing."

"Maybe it was love at first sight," Demitri piped up.

Mispy frowned, and Zena mirrored it.

"I don't think I'm fond of that idea," Zena said. "That's so strange. When I saw him, I was very… happy. Like some deep part of me was happy to see him. Why, then, did I only know him for such a short time?"

"You were pretty alone before then," Jerry said. "Maybe Owen was the first person to be something like a friend."

"Mm." Zena looked down at her plate, then pushed it forward. Despite the huge portions, the Milotic had eaten it all. The chef in the back—a Typhlosion—had a wide grin.

Jerry looked back at Zena. "What, having second thoughts?" He smirked.

"A little."

Didn't expect that one. "What?"

"Sorry. Just thinking." Zena sighed.

Pots and pans gently clattered in the kitchen from the chefs cleaning up. Most of the others had finished eating and Jerry had gotten distracted. Hastily scarfing down the rest of his meal, he occasionally spared a glance at the Milotic, who was clearly still pensive.

"Jerry, was it?" Zena asked.

She had caught him while his mouth was full, so he nodded.

"Do you think I should, no, do you think it's… no…" She focused on the wall.

Mouth finally empty, he said, "If you're worried about Owen, I doubt he'd try to force anything too fast with you."

"But could we have already—two moons, Jerry. That's… that seems so unlike me."

"Didn't Owen tell you it was only that long?"

"He, I, we… Well, I think so. But it feels so much longer because it's all so vague, and—and what if the reason I felt so strongly for him was, well, what if I…"

Jerry didn't have the emotional investment to continue. He shrugged, uncommitted, and finished his meal. "Ask him yourself," he defaulted.

Just then, a siren echoed across town—they had heard that a few times, and it always indicated that scouts were returning and to be ready, just in case. But the rhythm was different, and for some reason, the chefs had stopped what they were doing. Their chaperones had suddenly left the building.

"What's going on?" Demitri asked, but Mispy was already sliding out the door. Jerry followed, Zena right behind him.

"Gahi…" Mispy sped up.

"What? You can sense him?"

"Mm."

Down the clay-tile roads and toward the large, pointed spire in the middle of town, Jerry carefully weaved past hasty guards and civilians. It was hard to tell which was which.

"Signal compliances are all clear!" someone shouted from above.

They must have followed the flashing pattern properly. A team of scouts flew away from the village next, and then came a tense silence. Jerry, not knowing what to do with himself, shifted his weight to his left foot, stretched his wings, and glanced at Zena again. She had a lost, distant look in her eyes, like she was trying to figure out how to feel.

"Just say hi to him," Jerry mumbled, jolting Zena out of her trance.

"What?"

"Even if you don't know how strongly to feel about him, you can still be friends with someone after two moons."

"Oh." Zena's ribbons folded over one another. "Am I that transparent?"

"You two have that in common."

Jerry looked up, and when he did, he was glad he wasn't holding anything. A great, looming shadow darkened the town, which had been lit only by the crystals that embedded the walls and the dim, red sky. Now the crystals seemed a little brighter, and the figure above them all the darker.

He knew this creature from the Book of Arceus. The shapes were basic, but seeing Dialga in person… that—that was Dialga, right?

"That can't possibly…" Someone to his left stepped forward.

"Dialga?" Demitri said. "From… from the Book? Dialga's here?"

"Which book?" Zena asked. "I'm sorry—I'm not very well-versed."

"Book of Arceus," Demitri said. "I mean, if Arceus is real, then Dialga must have been, too, but… here? In the Voidlands?"

A cold pit sank in Jerry's stomach. If even the gods were being imprisoned here, what hope did he have of escaping?

"Hello!" Marshadow called cheerfully from the top of Dialga's back. He hopped off of Dialga, fell at least twenty feet to the ground, and landed lightly. "Need a room in th' large-Pokémon eval building. Also need a high-security room in th' normal building fer another rescue. Lemme attend that one fer special permissions fer Charmander, too."

"Charmander? The class A?" This voice was from Steelix, who looked up at Dialga skeptically as he descended. "If this is the Timekeeper, what's the point in keeping him in evaluations? These buildings may be Protect-insulated, but I don't think they can withstand the wills of a god…"

"He's weakened," Marshadow said simply. "This is more fer temporary housing 'til we figure out what ter do."

Everyone had been riding on Dialga's back and hopped off as the great Legend descended. The slowest was Gahi, who had several parts of his body, particularly his tail, looking charred and blackened. He didn't shine like he usually did.

"What happened to him?" Jerry asked.

"Void Titan," Marshadow said.

Trina didn't look much better; her entire left half was dark and blistered with old, leafy scales, though a new set was growing in. Jerry winced, wondering if it would scar, but then turned his attention to Eon. The Ditto took the form of a Charizard, and was carrying several bags over his shoulder, and was noticeably distanced from Owen. Uncharacteristic. Maybe they got in another spat.

Owen himself, though…

Despite having no injuries, Owen looked like he was doing the worst. Dull eyes stared at a blob of darkness that looked to be frozen in place.

…They had gone off to rescue Amia, hadn't they? Where was—

A sudden weight dragged Jerry's stomach downward from the inside and he looked away. "Well, they're back," he muttered. "Don't we have a town tour to finish?"

"Can it wait?" Zena asked.

"It's gonna wait," Marshadow said, and then made eye contact with several other scouts and guards. "Everyone rest fer now. I gotta straighten out a few things."

The scouts, organized as ever, escorted Dialga to an oversized building further down the clay roads. More scouts came with a strange, glass-like container and placed the Void Shadow inside before rolling it into the main evaluation building. Owen followed them, and thanks to whatever permissions Marshadow had given him, they let him through.

Jerry's legs worked without him thinking, and he followed them in, too.






105. Stubborn Hopeful


Chapter 96 – Stubborn Hopeful

The annoying pest was still following him.

The red skies left little light for the trees to cast any shadows. Yet there was always that sixth sense of his radiant presence constantly bothering him like an itch he would never be rid of.

Dark Matter drifted along the Voidlands in silence, quelling the more defiant voices within his core. The loudest ones, of course, were of Anam's parents, the Salandit who denied his species, and the Goodra who denied her defeat.

He had tuned out their cries long ago, yet still they tugged at the back of his mind. Not that it mattered. He was used to screams.

Striking Kilo directly was no use. He did not have enough power in the physical world, and had reached a stalemate against Arceus. Gathering power in his spiritual domain came first.

Oh, it would have been easy to do so on his own, had his domain not already been split three-ways between a power-hungry Dragon and a powered-down Dragon. Neither of which was particularly cooperative. Perhaps if he killed one, he could defeat the other on his own.

"Stop right there!"

Wonderful.

One life in front of him, several more collecting around him. He could probably kill all of them quickly, but not without taking an annoying strike or two, and he wasn't in the mood for that.

"Arms up. Try anything, and…"

Dark Matter rolled his eyes and complied. Slimy fingers rose above his head, and his tail thumped behind him. "Hurry up," he demanded.

"…You're being pretty nonchalant for wandering around the forest, Goodra."

"I've been through this routine before," Dark Matter droned. "Go on, search me, do as you must. I'm very tired."

The first Pokémon revealed herself, this one a Gabite. Middle evolution, hm. That meant she likely had died at least once while here. Searching through his memories, he found her. This Gabite had lived in the Voidlands for two hundred or so years. She had fallen into a great despair and wandered too close to a Dungeon that hadn't been protected by Anam. Southern, most likely. She had been attacked within that Dungeon, and of course, succumbed to her wounds. Without Anam's blessing, her spirit belonged to him after that.

Gabite approached, looking him over. "You don't look dangerous," she said, but then pulled something from the bag around her chest. "But I'm still going to have to restrain you a little while we put you in the evaluation rooms. It's the same for any division of Null Village."

"Mm. Of course." Dark Matter could sense the other Pokémon closing in. Ten total. These scouts were competent but they didn't recognize his spirit yet. Only a matter of time. Dark Matter smirked. "You never really let up, do you?" And then he chuckled a hollow laugh. He made a motion to go for a playful nudge, but Gabite immediately backed away and snarled.

"I said don't try anything," she said.

Clever vermin. "Sorry," Dark Matter replied, and then kept his arms in the air again.

Anam was getting closer. He didn't have time for this. But an uproar would bring Anam right to him.

"Let's go," Gabite said.

Dark Matter sighed and stepped along, and several Pokémon that had been hidden in darkness revealed themselves.

This was becoming too annoying to bear. Time for a distraction.

He glanced left.

A Void Shadow shrieked, and all the scouts turned toward it in an instant. For that precious second, nobody was watching Dark Matter.

He reached toward Gabite and touched her shoulder. She looked at it in annoyed surprise, glared at Dark Matter, and suddenly her eyes were vacant. In another second, she was looking at the Void Shadow, which fled, while Dark Matter tapped his tail on a nearby Leafeon. Then, by mere luck, one of the hastier Pokémon, a Frosmoth, brushed against his arm.

Three. That would do.

"It ran off," Gabite said under Dark Matter's silent orders. "Everyone, close in. We should be more careful about this, and Goodra isn't much of a threat."

Dark Matter played along, speaking to himself. "Oh, not a threat. Bold from someone not even fully evolved."

"Watch what you say," warned a Mightyena, snarling. "Don't make me have to use these claws on—" He tapped a paw aggressively on Dark Matter's side. There was a flash of horror in his eyes, that fleeting second of control, and then he grunted. "Ugh, now I've got slime on me."

The other guards cautiously advanced forward, occasionally bumping into Dark Matter in the same way with little coincidences that he took full advantage of. But soon, he sensed a new pair from far ahead—and they were a lot stronger.

His core rumbled. Darkrai and Cresselia, the king of nightmares and the queen of dreams. Those two were not ones that he wanted to deal with right now. Even worse, he felt a few of the spirits within him revolting more strongly than usual. That could only mean the vessel was getting closer.

Two choices. Press on, attempt to kill the troublesome ones, and then flee… or flee immediately, and risk pursuit by three of them.

Patience was a virtue, and Dark Matter knew that virtue was something he was frequently short on. Perhaps he could claim one of them…

One of the scouts to his left moved oddly. Hadn't he already claimed that one? Yet there he was, trying to resist. His paw moved against Dark Matter's command, and even when Dark Matter tried to force the guard down, he did not listen. The other, unclaimed scouts looked at him oddly.

Something prickled at Dark Matter's core, like a desert sun's heat. That purifying light was no doubt from Madeline, the feeble soul he'd defeated long ago, yet could not totally claim thanks to that annoying light dragon.

And then came the Legends, first with the bigger threat. Those lunar, pink wings and that strange, crescent head mocked him. And behind her, the hazy, skittish ghost who feared his own power. Even after all this time, they were still together? Quaint.

"Hello," Dark Matter greeted. "I am here to visit your vil—"

Cresselia wordlessly fired a sphere of pink energy, and Dark Matter retaliated with a blast of darkness that neutralized the strike. That blast ate away at his shadows—that was no normal Moonblast, because of course it wasn't, coming from Cresselia—and struck a tree behind him, carving a perfect hole through its large trunk.

Why is she so strong?!

Change of plans. Running it was.

Dark Matter grabbed Gabite by the neck—she did not resist—and hurled her at Cresselia and Darkrai. The latter swooped down and tried to catch her with a startled yelp, but the former fired another Moonblast toward Dark Matter. Instead, he silently commanded two more of the guards to get in the way.

But instead of obliterating them, the Moonblast washed over their bodies, and suddenly they collapsed, gasping for air like they'd been plunged into a deep lake. They were trembling—but more importantly, Dark Matter couldn't send commands to them any longer.

She has Necrozma's light?! That isn't— Dark Matter seethed even more, so distracted with rage that he didn't notice the Dragon Pulse to his right. It blew him off course and through a tree, which collapsed over him. He roared and slammed his fist into the darkened wood, disintegrating it within seconds.

"Sorry!" Anam cried. "I didn't mean to hit you that hard!"

Dark Matter flung an explosive wad of shadows at Anam; the Goodra made no effort to dodge. Instead, he caught it, and the ball didn't detonate.

"I hate you."

"Stop running!" Anam begged. "What are you even trying to do?!"

"You know precisely what. I will gather my power. I will reclaim the Voidlands. And then I will claim everything."

"But that wasn't what you wanted!"

"Now it is."

Cresselia was getting closer and Dark Matter didn't know what more he could do. The guards were all fighting for control again. They had only recently been converted; they could bounce back if disturbed enough.

Still, they were useful for other things.

Dark Matter grasped the Leafeon by the paw and dug his other hand into its side. He whimpered, but that was all as his body dissolved into a shapeless Void Shadow.

Anam was faster. Even from afar, he felt something tug at the inside of his chest, and from within, something was trying to beat its way out of him. The two combined forces—

Dark Matter roared in pain and fell back. Two spirits left him, leaving a deep gash in his chest that rapidly closed before any more could escape. He could feel that tug again, but the spirits that remained were too weak and dormant to fight back.

The two that left—he had a good guess. He could no longer hear that stern, nagging voice of Anam's mother, for one…

"That won't be enough," Dark Matter grunted, tossing the Void Shadow he had left at Anam. Just like before, the hero foolishly spread out his arms to catch it, as if he had a chance to save the creature, but that was the trap. Without him to advise Anam about deception, he was as naïve and trusting as ever when he had to think fast.

Cresselia tried to regroup with Darkrai, but the Void Shadow exploded, sending a massive, black shockwave out in all directions. Anam yelped; Cresselia and Darkrai floated back; Dark Matter rolled to his front and shifted his form into a Luxray.

Sprinting through the forest, Dark Matter felt his stamina waning. Just being near one of the trio of light was enough to fatigue him. Where was Celebi, then? Guarding Necrozma still, surely… Just his luck to run into the other purifying force.

He would get them later.

Anam wasn't giving chase; in fact, it felt like he was going in the direction the spirits called southeast. Where would—

Yes, another city. Null Village was a collective; it had key strongholds in the cardinal directions away from Cipher City. Then that meant Anam was going toward East Null Village.

Alerting them?

Perhaps he was more clever than Dark Matter had given him credit for. Running ahead instead of fighting a futile battle now that he got his parents back? Or was that just a happy coincidence for him? He did not sense any malice from Anam, so there was no telling.

Fine, then, Dark Matter thought, growling as he stopped his run. Get your head start and warn the village. See what good it does you… 

He tapped his paw on a tree and annihilated it. Settling in the hole where the roots had once been, he curled up and focused on the red core within his chest, siphoning energy from the dust nearby.

You are still in my domain. I'll reclaim it all in time…


Amia's room was filled with constellations and wave-like decorations over the walls, most of them pink and violet. Though, most of it wasn't in use, as Amia's cage, where she was contained, occupied the far corner of the room, furthest from the exit. It was a clear, element-resistant box with a firm lock and a strange, digital interface on one side.

Owen sat in front of this cage, staring at the Void Shadow within as it jiggled and angrily blasted in Owen's direction. The shadows struck the clear wall and dissipated uselessly, and eventually, it got tired and huddled in the furthest corner of her cage. It wasn't very far—it was only ten or so of Owen's paces on the long end, and perhaps seven on the short side.

Hakk had mentioned that Void Shadows didn't really need a whole lot of space, but it was too cruel to Owen. They had bigger boxes, right? And why not just let her explore the room on her own? There wasn't any way out of there once the door was locked anyway.

"They should really let you out," Owen said, smiling. "But, I can't really do that. I mean, I could try, but the lock…" He gestured to the digital interface, which Owen didn't know the first thing about. Buttons and numbers and letters. "And they'd probably be mad at me, y'know?"

The Void Shadow didn't respond to Owen. He didn't even know if it was looking at him—it had no eyes, or a face for that matter.

"S-so, are you hungry?" Owen asked.

No reply, of course, but maybe she was just grumpy, or the glass seal made things hard to hear. That was fine. Amia would tell him if she needed anything, after all.

The Void Shadow slid a little closer to the wall separating them and Owen eagerly leaned forward.

"Hey, Mom," he said, laughing a little. "I, uh, can you hear me?"

No reply, but it kept sliding closer.

"So," Owen went on, "do you want—"

It slammed hard against the wall, spattering, but then recoiled and tried again. Owen flinched and fell back on reflex, wincing when his tail bent oddly, and righted himself.

He laughed awkwardly, desperately, and tried to wave off the successive blasts that the Void Shadow volleyed. When it finally settled down and retreated into the other corner, Owen shakily repositioned himself to face the wall again.

"Y-you're still in there, right?" Owen asked. No reply. "I know it's you—I feel it, it's you. It's still you, Mom. E-even if maybe you don't totally remember right now, you will one day, s-so that's why I'm still treating you no-normally."

Why did his chest feel so tight? His eyes were hot. He couldn't keep himself composed, why was that? Amia was the one who was scared and confused, he was the one who was supposed to keep it together! He wasn't helping things!

"A-and Dad, he'll be happy to see you're alright and back wi-with me, too," Owen said, hands clenching over his knees. "Dad… that's right, huh? I ne-never asked you how you two met, or anything like that. The real story, I m-mean. I guess maybe one day you can tell me. After this is all… all over."

Once again, the Void Shadow did not respond, though it also didn't attack. She was probably recognizing him. Memories always came back that way. Or maybe she was tired and didn't want to express herself and extend even more energy. If she didn't need to eat, maybe she had to generate her own energy slowly. That was probably it…

Talons on tile echoed in the room. Owen didn't recognize the pace's pattern at first and had to look back, finally breaking his stare at the cage.

Jerry?

"Hey," the Aerodactyl said.

Owen grimaced, but tried to hide it. He went back to staring at the cage, but now with company that was surely going to tell him to do something useful. Jerry never cared about how he was feeling, only survival. Well, he survived; he had the right to feel, didn't he?

Jerry didn't even care that he'd accidentally poisoned his own mother. Shrugged it off like everything else and told him to get moving.

His tail crackled again, but Owen had no intention of hiding it, even as Jerry stepped toward him. Footsteps got louder.

If he had been faster, if Jerry hadn't tried to fly them away. They would have been rescued a few minutes earlier. And those extra minutes could have gotten to Amia. And then none of this would have happened. Amia would have been a frightened, disoriented Ralts being taken care of in this very room, and they would have been chatting, and laughing, and maybe even hugging because of course they would, she was scared, and he was probably stronger than her now.

But none of that could happen now.

All because of—

"Whatever you want," Jerry said. "I'll get it. Just say the word."

It was so startlingly unexpected that Owen had to look back on reflex.

Jerry's eyes were locked on the ground like he was in pain, but it wasn't his pride like Owen would have expected. There was something more…

"What?" Owen asked.

"You're staying here, right?"

"I am." Owen's words were firm.

"Then I'll get what you want. I'll bring it here."

"…Why?" The word fell from his mouth like water.

The Aerodactyl's wing-claws squeezed into their palms. He folded them over his chest, and Owen had never seen him look so vulnerable, even if it had been for an instant. And then he was back to standing straight.

"While you were away, we went on a tour around town. You haven't eaten yet, right? I'll buy you something."

"I don't need anything from—"

"Pick something."

"Maybe I don't want to," Owen snarled.

"…Then I'm gonna get something light for you," Jerry said, turning back. "Fish, or veggies? Both? Starch?"

Owen's tail crackled again, and Jerry didn't move. And he still didn't move, and why didn't he? Was he really going to impose he eat, again?

Owen did his best to stare down Jerry, even though he had to look up to do it. He was several paces away, and Jerry looked annoyed. Gritted teeth, tense posture… Yet he didn't say anything back.

Anything to get him away. "Mostly veggies," Owen growled.

"Alright."

And without another word, Jerry turned and left.

That hollow feeling was back, cold in a way a Fire should never have to feel. Jerry was steps away from leaving the room.

"And—and thank you," Owen stuttered out. "Sorry."

Jerry didn't stop, but he did reply with a dismissive, "Mm," as he left.

A dull thunk from behind reminded Owen that the Void Shadow was still there. He wondered if he should go after Jerry and help pick something out… but he still felt stuck in place.

Turning around, Owen sat down and watched the Void Shadow again, wondering why Jerry, of all people, had offered him anything.


With how quiet it had been, the subtle, grinding noise of scales on tile echoed over the smooth walls. He recognized that sound, so he wasn't surprised when he glanced back to see Zena.

"Is this a bad time?" Zena asked.

"No," Owen said, but it was suddenly a lot harder to keep himself composed. Even worse when she got closer; he locked his gaze onto Amia instead.

"I'm sorry if you wanted to be left alone," Zena added. "It's really okay if you'd prefer if…"

Owen wasn't really sure what he wanted, so he shook his head.

"Oh, then I'll go," Zena said apologetically.

"No, I—" Well, that answered that. "It's okay."

So, she stayed. She wasn't as close as usual, and that perplexed Owen a little, but he wasn't in the mindset to ask why. Maybe she thought distance would have helped… A small part of him wanted to be closer, but another part feared that it would be the last thing keeping him from bawling. Was that bad? Was that good? What was he supposed to be feeling?

It all felt so numb. He didn't remember how he had gotten into this room in the first place.

"I'm glad you're safe," Zena said gently. "And…"

She didn't finish, and Owen wasn't sure where she would have gone. Perhaps that everyone had come back in one piece, and that they had found Dialga. And that they found Amia, even if… Yes, that's probably why she didn't finish.

"Thank you," Owen said, relieving her from the silence. "Sorry if I'm not that talkative."

"No, it's okay. Really."

Owen was glued to his spot, but he wanted nothing more than to inch closer. Yet he couldn't. He looked down again. Even without his Perceive, he had a vague sense that something else was bothering Zena. He couldn't build up the energy to ask, and she was probably afraid to bring it up. Not like this.

What would Amia have told him to do?

His gaze trailed to the Void Shadow, which was now trying to dig through the glass on the opposite corner to no effect.

Amia would have told him to communicate, to talk it out. Owen vaguely remembered other fleeting friendships that he'd had with other Pokémon, some closer than others. All those lives, forgotten and erased. He wondered if Nevren had anything to do with his erasure from their minds, too, or if he was simply some mysterious Charmander of Kilo Village. He wouldn't be the only one, considering 'Deca' had wandered there, too…

Communicate. That's what she would have said to do. Mispy would have, too. And his father, he would have said to be thoughtful. Amber would have said to be strong. Daichi would have said to be sure of himself.

And sitting around doing nothing wasn't helping. "Are you okay?" Owen asked, breaking his stare from the cage to look at Zena's tail feathers.

"Me? You're asking me?" Zena asked.

"Yeah, you, um, sorry. You seemed a little off. Sorry. Maybe I'm projecting."

The way her feathery fan flexed suggested otherwise, but he didn't comment.

She coiled around herself for one extra revolution, resting her chin on her belly, and she still towered over him.

"No, you're right," Zena said.

"What's wrong?"

"Oh, Owen, this isn't about me right now."

"It's okay. Please, tell me."

And then more silence, and he knew it was something uncomfortable. Considering what little Zena knew of everything right now, still recovering her memories, it didn't take much to deduce what she would be thinking about. It was probably about the Voidlands, about getting out. And he was thinking the same. They had to find a way back out. It was all so much, but there had to be some way to stop Dark Matter, right? Maybe if they found Anam, or regrouped with Rhys…

Finally, Zena spoke, "We only knew each other for a few moons?"

Okay, so he wasn't quite expecting that. "Er—yeah."

"Mm. I've, well, I've just been thinking about that," she said. "So little time yet I felt so attached to you."

"Yeah."

"I was wondering why. Not to you, to myself. It seems so unlike me, yet I felt it. And I'm—I know I was never a believer in love at first sight, and yet…"

Maybe this was why Zena didn't want to talk about it. Still, now that the topic came up…

"Oh, I'm sorry," Zena said, and Owen realized that he'd slackened his shoulders, or maybe his tail had dimmed. Curse his expressiveness.

"No, it's fine," Owen lied.

"It isn't. I should have waited to throw this at you, I—"

"It's fine," Owen hissed, and then suddenly he stopped himself. Eyes wide, his tail had crackled, and he quickly shook his head. "No, I didn't mean to… I'm sorry."

Zena flinched, but she settled down.

They fell into silence. The Void Shadow was trying the other corner, but the containment procedure was foolproof from the inside. Owen's tail was crackling horribly, and he had to focus on his breathing to calm it down. He could only imagine how Zena would interpret it.

"…I can't imagine how awful this must be for you," Zena said.

Owen blinked, stealing a glance at her prismatic scales. He couldn't look at her face.

"If there's anything you need, please, ask me." Her coils made an odd, rhythmic undulation, and she was a foot closer.

Owen's eyes felt hot. Relief squeezed his chest.

"I was lonely and desperate. Getting so attached to you, so suddenly, was a mistake. But… what I've seen in you now, Owen, I want to try again anyway. Properly. Because even with how I'd been, I think I might have gotten… lucky."

None of it made sense to Owen, so he just listened.

"If you feel the same," Zena added, barely a whisper.

Breathe, he had to breathe. To stay calm. Having an outburst now would confuse Zena. Forget that, it would confuse himself.

Slow, steady. Breathe.

"Right," Owen said, nodding. "I, yeah, that's right. That makes sense. Never… I never thought of it that way before."

"I wish I could have brought it up at a better time," Zena admitted.

And to that, Owen laughed, which was a mistake. Suddenly, he couldn't stop laughing, though most of it came out in chokes and sobs. His cheeks were wet and his tail blazed, and had he eaten anything recently—he hadn't—that might have been in danger of returning. Even Zena laughed, though hers was a nervous chuckle.

"It's never a good time with me anymore," Owen finally said, wiping his face with both hands. "Now you have me thinking about why I wound up with you back then. Maybe we were both desperate." He sniffled. "Guess that's one for the therapist. I bet they get a lot of demand here."

Zena giggled, shaking her head back. "I can't imagine."

The Void Shadow seemed to be glaring at them on the nearest wall, pressed firmly against it.

"Desperate… That's probably it," Owen admitted. "You were one of the first people to tell me everything, or everything they knew. You defended me when everyone else kept me in the dark. I know you don't remember that, but… I think that's why I cared so much about you. Or… or maybe I just felt that way when you told me the same. I wasn't really sure myself, in a way…" He scratched the back of his head, tittering. "I was still mostly mutant back then. I didn't really have a mind for love." And he had been incredibly dense, but he decided to omit that detail.

"From the start," Owen finally concluded, taking a sharp breath through his nostrils. He finally had the courage to face her. Red eyes stared back, hopeful, sincere, but calm. She wasn't worried about herself, only him, and what he'd gone through. In hindsight… that was so different from how they'd met. "As friends. My name's Charmander Owen… and I'm a Heart." He held out a tiny hand.

Zena's puzzled frown morphed into an amused smile. "And I'm Milotic Zena, er… Water Guardian, I suppose." She brought a ribbon forward, wrapping around his arm, and they shook.


The gloomy atmosphere of Null Village confused Jerry because of how familiar it felt. No, the technology was completely foreign to him, as was most of the architecture, yet something about the mannerisms of the Pokémon and the crystals in the wall…

Jerry sighed, shaking it off. It wasn't really important anyway; Pyrock Village was so far in the past. And even after so many days there, he didn't know how to process or reconcile it all. Maybe later, he'd be able to put it all to words…

Jerry had stopped by a restaurant that had a long line the last time he was there, and when he'd returned, it was even longer. Still, he had already promised Owen to get something with veggies, and this was the only restaurant that he knew of that did it well. And if there was any time that he wasn't going to skip out on something good for the idiot, it would be now.

During the agonizing wait, he had seen Hakk passing by, and Xypher had inquired—with a few caws—how Owen was doing. A little half-lie that he was resting had been enough to shoo him away. Hakk had been carrying a lot of berries on him, and it was odd to see him without Xypher, but Jerry hadn't paid it further mind.

Finally, he returned to the facility, where he passed by the Jynx at the front, who smiled at him. Jerry tried to find the energy to smile back, but he was so preoccupied with himself that it came out more like a twitch of his jaw. "How is he doing?" Jynx asked.

"Dunno. Got him food."

That was enough of an answer, and Jerry continued through with the bag clutched in his wing's claws.

At some point, Amia had become more like a centerpiece to idle chatter than the person they had been watching. A strange mixture of relief and cold envy filled Jerry's chest when he heard Owen laugh weakly at something Zena said.

Jerry stopped and listened for a little while, realizing that he hadn't gotten anything for Zena. Sure, she hadn't been there when he had asked, but she better not complain. They were talking about Voidland berries and edible bark, and Owen wondered if Demitri would try to cook the bark for any dishes.

Jerry sighed, making himself known, and stepped into the room.

"Oh, Jerry," Zena greeted, nodding at him.

"Didn't get you anything," Jerry said, his wing-claws grasping at the paper bag that had two packages inside, one much larger than the other.

"That's alright," Zena said. "I'd eaten before I—oh, Owen! Did you… have you eaten at all?"

"Er, no." Owen shrank down, and Jerry placed a paper box in front of Owen, along with two small, wooden sticks. "Was distracted."

Owen was staring at the bag, and then up at Jerry, and he knew why. The Charmander's eyes said it all. Why was Jerry being so nice? Because of course Owen would try to pry into things that he had no right to know. As much as Owen hated people telling him to do things, he still folded and followed; and as much as Owen didn't like everyone getting in his head, he was still open and it was like he expected everyone else to be the same. Brat.

"Um," Owen started, "are you feeling alright, by the way?"

Jerry flinched and looked left.

At the same time, he didn't understand why he had gone out of his way to help Owen, either. But seeing that Void Shadow there—so weak and a shell of what she used to be… Jerry's spiteful thoughts were just a little whisper. All he could remember seeing was how broken Owen had appeared, and…

Well, look at him now. He was perfectly fine. All he needed was a little support, and suddenly everything was better.

"I get it," Jerry said, like it was an answer.

"You… get it?" Zena repeated.

Jerry looked at the Void Shadow in the clear cage, which was now back to butting against the back-left corner.

"Yeah," he said. "But… whatever." He spun around with his package of food. "Take it easy, alright?" He didn't want to be there.

And without another word, Jerry left the two alone with the Void Shadow. Beneath the savory flavor of the fried vegetables and noodles, there was a hint of warm bitterness.


Author's note: Hey all, thanks for reading as always! I will be taking four weeks rather than two weeks to get the next part out. Incoming: the next Special Episode! This one is a doozy and I'm trying to get it just right, and it has a chance of being my longest one yet. I'm trying to keep these chapters in check in terms of length, but there was simply a lot to cover and a lot of heavy subject matter that I want to handle just right without getting too deep into it.
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106. Special Ep 7: The Last Southern King


Special Episode 7 – The Last Southern King

It was a typical day in the outskirts of Pyrock Village, where the trees were full and green and the forest air was thick with moisture. The wet season brought daily rains, either in the morning, noon, or night, though usually two of the three. The blanketing heat made basking in the sun or in the shade, depending on one's species, the best way to spend the afternoon.

Everyone had their favorite rock, their favorite tree, though they would share if asked nicely. The occasional sparring match for those a little more wild-blooded would also suffice.

This afternoon, under the mist of a drizzle whose water just barely missed the ground before evaporating, the floaty raindrops glistened in the rays of sunlight. Gusts of wind made for entrancing, natural, frantic patterns from the treetops toward the ground.

An Aerodactyl, still only half-grown, fell out from the treetops with a scream. On the branches, a mother Noctowl angrily beat her wings and looked as large as possible, but that wasn't enough for such an insolent trespasser.

She screeched and swooped down, pecking the young Aerodactyl's snout and bludgeoning him with her wings. He landed with a loud grunt and decided that getting up wasn't worth it, particularly since the Noctowl had flown back to tend to her hatchling.

"I said sorry," he muttered. "Dumb feral." He spat a halfhearted Rock Blast only a few feet in the air; it landed on his snout, earning an exasperated groan as he rolled over.

Enough was enough. "Spice!" he called. "I give up! You win!"

"Darn right I win!"

A Salandit poked her head out from beneath the Hoothoot's feathers.

"Thanks for the hiding spot," Spice whispered to Noctowl, handing off a small Pecha to the Hoothoot for the trouble. The Noctowl scowled and returned to the nest.

With a graceful fall, Spice landed on the Aerodactyl's back and whipped her tail against his left wing. "So, how'd I do this time, Jerry? You came close!"

"Hmph." That was all the reply she'd get.

"Fair's fair. I didn't go more than ten trees away!"

"Yeah, but you used a wild Pokémon to hide."

"But was that against the rules?" Spice crawled up to his neck, her eyes forever impish and giddy.

"Get off me!" Jerry harrumphed and bucked Spice off; she giggled and landed on her feet. "Just you wait, I'm gonna find you one of these days."

"You're ten years too early to say stuff like that," Spice taunted. Then, she looked at the sky, a brief flash of concern on her face, but then relief. "And look, you gave up a lot faster, so I'm not late to help Mom at work!"

"I didn't give up faster, I got beat up!" Jerry brought a wing to his nose and pulled back; only a little blood. "That's not fair! That's, uh, that's an assist!"

Spice giggled and scampered away.

"Hey, I'm not through with you!" Jerry marched after her, but eventually rolled his eyes and let her go. She did have to help out at work soon. Her mother worked at the potion shop, though their effectiveness ranged from tried-and-true to… dubiously experimental. Jerry remembered one of them had to be scrapped entirely because it was too similar to a weird medicine. Something about using Salazzle toxins a certain way…

Before he turned to head home as well, the odd shuffling of a trio caught his attention. The foot patterns reminded him of kingdom guards, but the speed suggested it was something urgent. They were heading right for Dad's work… Did something happen?

He glanced back for Spice, but she was already far down the path. Calling would alert the guards to his presence, and they always told him not to follow. Too bad.

With all of his stealth, he trailed behind the guards and into Pyrock Village proper.

"You."

Jerry froze. Caught already!

Above, he spotted a surprisingly lithe Obstagoon. She narrowed her eyes and, with one swing, threw herself beside Jerry and picked him up with a sweeping motion from her other arm.

"Hey, hey, I wasn't doing anything!" Jerry shouted.

"It's not safe. Come with us to your father's work."

"I wasn't following this time, I—wait, you're taking me there?"


Northern invaders had breached the border. That was the extent of what Jerry knew from Obstagoon, whose eyes were trained ahead with her two companions, a Grimmsnarl and a Volcarona on the back of his head.

"And you couldn't stop them?"

"They have some strange Northern magic," Obstagoon explained. "But your father might know what to do about them. They asked to see our leader."

"But the northern border is a whole day away on foot," Jerry said.

"And we got an alert dated a day ago."

"W-well, maybe they were stopped."

"Doubt it. This is the North's leader, and his power was…" Obstagoon ruffled through a satchel under her neck, pulling out a note. "Well, I can't repeat some of the words to you until you're older, but, let's say it was 'very terrifying' and leave it at that."

"Dad'll beat him away," Jerry said. "Like, the Northern leader and what army, y'know?"

"That's true," Obstagoon said. "They came alone. Just the two of them."

"Two? And you still think they got through? What do we pay you for?!"

Obstagoon shuffled nervously. "Well, maybe your father will understand a little better."

They passed by two guards, a Rhyperior and a Druddigon, between two peculiar trees. Just past the guards and then to the right, a tunnel leading underground greeted them. The tunnel started narrow, only large enough to let through the bulkiest species, before widening out into an entire complex of dark orange rock. It was much warmer underground, but Jerry was used to this kind of heat; it welcomed him.

They descended for quite a while, and the ceiling seemed to become higher and higher as they did. They passed the underground lake, which sparkled orange from a hole in the caverns above, and took the short way around.

After the underground lake, Jerry passed by another set of guards that seemed confused by his arrival.

"Look, you aren't trying to get past here again, are you?" asked an Infernape. "Your father is very busy, kid."

"Let him through," Obstagoon said, flashing a metal emblem on her bag. "We're escorting him to his father's right now, and maybe he can be put somewhere safe."

They didn't question it further and Jerry passed through. It was surreal to be allowed in; he usually had to use a secret, small passage or two. Unfortunately, he was also getting too big for those passageways nowadays…

Pyrock Village's interior was etched into the stony underground. While the surface had soft dirt and lush trees, solid rock wasn't too far underneath, and hidden there was a labyrinthine complex of tunnels and gigantic chambers large enough to allow an entire fleet of winged Pokémon to practice aerial combat.

While dim inside, Jerry's eyes were well adjusted to this kind of darkness, though the ceiling was lit by strange, glass tubes that punctured the rocks and led all the way to the surface. There, light fed into the crystals and transferred themselves all the way into the caverns; they seemed brighter than the sunlight that normally came in, and sometimes retained their brightness well into the night.

He never really knew why that was. The myth was that their ancestors lived in those crystals and were watching over them, making sure the good kids went to sleep, and the bad kids would be punished. That could be true, Jerry thought, so he often avoided passageways that had those crystals so his ancestors wouldn't be disappointed.

After a narrow road, Obstagoon escorted Jerry down a wider path, overlooking the top of the central Pyrock Village chamber. Ahead and below Jerry was the city, at least a hundred feet down and five hundred ahead. Light crystals speckled the ceiling and the walls, and several fires in the center of town lit the bottom floor of the village.

Fire Pokémon were playing in the flames—most of the town by a vast majority were Fire types—and that kept them well-lit. There were two central bonfires that were too hot for Jerry to ever hope to approach, and it seemed that the kids were setting up some kind of game of flaming dodgeball, using each flaming spire as a home base.

"Go fly to your father's palace," Obstagoon said firmly. "No detours. Give him this message." She handed him the same note she'd read from before, and Jerry nodded. For once, he felt this was important enough to follow without any sass.

Obstagoon walked down the path to a contraption near the top of the hill meant to slide down to the bottom floor quickly. After hopping onto the platform and giving it a firm kick, the contraption jiggled, groaned, and finally slid down the rocky slopes. Jerry, hanging onto the message, flew with practiced ease, curving his path only to avoid the ongoing fireball battle.

The King's Palace was at the western end of Pyrock Village. From the southern entrance that they'd taken, Jerry was able to only slightly detour his path around the bonfires to avoid it. After flying over other political buildings—most of them he didn't know the purposes of—he landed by the front where several guards stepped forward.

"Jerry," said an exasperated Emboar. "Are we just skipping the sneaking in part, now?"

"Got a message from one of the guards," Jerry said, showing the paper. "It's really important this time."

Apparently, they believed him enough to look it over. Emboar's eyes focused on the signature first, a flash of recognition crossing his expression. To the others, he said, "Let him through."

The palace's entrance was large enough to accommodate three Emboar stacked on top of one another by the shoulders. Jerry flew through, took a few flights of stairs—by wing—and hastily apologized to a Simisear who had been carrying several stacks of papers, which were now scattered on the stairs.

The red-colored, rocky walls led him to a narrow hall with a stone door. "Dad!" Jerry shouted, pushing the door open—always heavy, like it was some test of strength—and then slipped inside.

"Junior, I'm busy. Go away."

"It's important!"

"More important than—"

"Probably!"

Finally, he had the door open. Inside were Pokémon he didn't recognize nor cared about, and at the back of the office, lined with off-white scrolls and maps, was an Archeops. His eyes narrowed, and Jerry felt, briefly, like coming was a mistake—but he still had to deliver the message.

"It's from a scout," Jerry said, walking past six Pokémon, all of them Fire. "The Northern ruler is coming."

"Excuse me?" His father snatched the paper and looked it over, eyes narrowed. His feathery body puffed up on reflex.

"N-Northern ruler? Here? Now? When?" A flighty-looking Talonflame shifted to his left side. "I thought we had a treaty."

"Hmph, might makes right as far as they're concerned," Jerry's father said. "Junior. If he's on the way, he might only be a few kilos from here. Go home for now."

"Home?"

"Yes. Check on your mother, or something." Archeops stood up.

"Jeremy," a Flareon said next. "What do we do if he tries to enter town? And attacks?"

"We attack back. I don't care if he's Arceus himself; you don't trespass on my kingdom like you own it."

"Er, wouldn't Arceus technically—"

"You know what I mean," Jeremy hissed. "This meeting's over. Frankly I don't care what sort of farmland you want, hash out the deal with yourselves. Putting political weight on this isn't worth my time." He shooed Flareon away despite stomping out of his office first. "I'm going to see the scouts for the whole story."

Jerry, still standing there, shrank at the many sets of eyes that were now locked on him. He stumbled out himself.

Outside, the bonfires were blazing as usual, and Jeremy was flying, unguarded, over them and toward the southern entrance. Jerry saw something purple going down the slopes, too, which was an odd color around here. And green, which was even stranger, since it reminded him of leaves. Generally, something that didn't last long in Pyrock.

The purple thing glistened under the crystal lights, and Jerry realized—

"Oh, Mew. That's—DAD!" Jerry shouted.

But accompanying the purple and green Pokémon were Obstagoon and her partners. Did they somehow intercept him? Capture him? There was no way!

He flew closer to find out, heart racing all the while. The seconds it took to get closer felt like an eternity, especially since Jeremy was a much faster flier.

It was a Goodra and Decidueye. The Decidueye looked like the leader, the way he carried himself with a serious countenance, practically a glare, but he was bound by the wings. They were tightly strapped against his sides; he had no hope of flying, and his wobble was slow and awkward. Therefore, Obstagoon was helping him along. Despite her imposing stature, she looked like she was taking great care that Decidueye wouldn't trip and fall.

The Goodra was similarly bound. His horns were tied up in a strong cloth and wound together so it was impossible to move them for attacks. His arms, while small, were similarly bound in front of him; his tail was pinned to his back; and lastly, his mouth was muzzled to prevent any Dragon blasts.

Obstagoon was speaking. ". . . let him here if we bound them completely. We also confiscated this from them." She raised a bag. "Just has their rations and some supplies for exploration, but they also had a really thick looking legal document. No idea what it says. Should we burn it?"

"I'll make those calls," Jeremy said, but then looked Goodra and Decidueye over. When he smiled, Jerry shared it; it was a grin that was filled with triumph, like their greatest enemy's head had just been delivered right to their doorstep. And, frankly, it may as well have been.

"Take them between the bonfires," Jeremy said. "Spread the news to everyone. Jerry."

Jerry had forgotten he wasn't supposed to be here. "I was just—"

"Get your mother. I'm sure she would want to see this, too. Today is the day we solidify our independence from the tyrant's kingdom forever!"


It wasn't often that Jerry brought his mother out in public. For one, it was tiring for her—she had hatched in an odd way, or something had gone wrong somewhere, and it made moving difficult. Her muscles didn't grow properly, and she was never worthy of flight. But Void Basin's blessings had given Jerry vitality that his mother would never have—at least, that was how his father attributed such a successful egg to come from his mate.

Jeremy was a little rude about that at times. He had once said that he would never have had Jerry with his mother if she hadn't had Mew's Blessing. Still, she rolled her eyes at the comment and told Jerry, privately, that he should be nicer to whatever Pokémon he decided to pair with. Jerry was puzzled by that, because he thought that was just how couples interacted. Still, he took her advice to heart, just in case some girls were more sensitive than she was.

She also had a strong spirit. And as Jerry left their expansive home of deep orange stone, with his mother carefully shambling out of the doorway, several Pokémon were already swarming over her to help her along.

"Brigid," said Obstagoon, the lead guard sent with Jerry, "please, allow me to carry you."

"Not for long, I hope," Brigid replied.

For a full-grown Aerodactyl, she was much smaller than average, only a head or two taller than Jerry. Her head occasionally wobbled to the left with the rest of her body, and her wings were constantly shaking, though she wasn't cold. Being cold was impossible in Pyrock.

Despite her shaky stature, her eyes were firm, and she gave a very political, balanced compromise to Obstagoon. She would be too slow to walk the whole way to the bonfire, but she refused to be carried any longer than would be practical. The rest of the way, she'd go on her own, and that was why Brigid was the strongest Pokémon in Pyrock. Nothing could convince Jerry otherwise.

Jeremy had Goodra and Decidueye on a large platform with the fires roaring on either side of him. They were huge and hot, but they were far enough away that the heat was bearable and soft that they could still hear his shouts.

A crowd gathered around the platform, going as close as they could to hear what everyone was saying. Those at the front eagerly passed along the developments to Pokémon in the back who couldn't hear as easily. In no time, practically a quarter of the town had gathered, resulting in a sea of mostly Fire and Rock Pokémon. The sea of Pokémon parted ways for Jerry and Brigid, some of them offering to help Brigid along, but she once again rolled her eyes and claimed she could handle herself.

"Not much more, now," Brigid said to Jerry as the last of the crowd parted for them, giving respectful nods to the feeble Aerodactyl. "Hmph, and that's the North's ruler? Captured so easily… How did he take over the world?"

"Must've gotten careless," Jerry theorized.

"Mm." Brigid seemed less sure, narrowing her eyes. "Let's not get too close, Jerry."

"I can hear them at least," Jerry said, leaning as much as he could. The crowd around him was silent, listening to his father.

He was in the middle of a speech, but Jerry knew the general beats to tell that he wasn't missing anything important yet. Greatness of Pyrock, prosperity for all, yadda yadda…

" . . . and finally, before you today, the leaders of Kilo have been captured by our hard-working Pyrock forces!" Jeremy said, motioning first to Obstagoon, and then at Goodra and Decidueye.

Jerry had never seen two Pokémon more thoroughly tied up. Anything that they could have used to attack was either bound or wrapped shut. The ropes were enchanted to seal off elemental techniques, which Jerry could tell from the dark glow they gave off. The most they would do was probably slime or feather someone, and that wouldn't last very long…

Jeremy continued on his speech, occasionally addressing the crowd and pausing strategically to allow them to cheer or growl.

The realization dawned on them all. Kilo, the rest of the world, their ruler was right in front of them, bound and at their mercy. It was unreal! They had been encroaching upon their territory with shaky peace for so long, and now their leaders got so reckless that they'd enter their territory unguarded? Idiots!

Brigid's wobbling suddenly stopped and she held her breath. She wasn't the only one; several members of the crowd had stopped watching Jeremy, and the buzzing itself had gone quiet.

Jerry tore his gaze away from his father to look at Goodra and Decidueye. The latter was standing still like before, head bowed as if listening intently. But the Goodra looked bored, wiping his eye with a free hand and trying to cover his mouth with the other to hide a yawn.

Something about that didn't seem right.

Jerry's jaw dropped and he pointed a wing at Goodra. "He broke out!" he shouted.

Goodra jolted. "Huh?!" He looked at his hand, then at the rope that was supposed to have bound them together. It was embedded into his torso. "Oh! I'm sorry!" He reached down and slipped his hands back into the binds, and Jerry was positive he'd seen them melt through the rope.

Goodra were solid dragons. They were slimy like a Gastrodon, but they still had flesh and bones and blood.

Now that he had a closer look, he noticed that the fires of Pyrock were not just reflecting off of his body. Some of it shined through like he was made of cloudy water.

He was a monster… A monster feigning the shape of a Goodra.

"I'm sorry, I'll pay attention," Goodra pleaded. "Um, the greatness of Pyrock!" He raised a fist, which once again broke through the rope. And this time Jerry was certain of it: Goodra's wrist had gone through the rope.

Decidueye's head lowered a little more. "Anam," he grunted, "I think we can drop the helpless act now. They aren't going to be convinced."

Something about Decidueye's body flickered, like he wasn't really there. A black haze replaced him, and then all of his bindings fell to the ground, like he had gone immaterial. But the elemental bindings should have stopped that!

"Oh." Anam slipped out of his bindings and nobody dared launch the first strike in retaliation. This was why they had come unguarded—they didn't need guards. Was that it? To boast and taunt them? Well, his father was still stronger. They didn't understand what Void Basin had granted him. He was invincible. Just like how he would be, one day.

And Jeremy showed no fear. Instead, he scowled at them and said, "So you come without any guards or soldiers to our territory, fake getting captured, and be taken to the center of Pyrock for what reason? To take us all on at once? I assure you, these caverns will be your unmarked graves if that was your intent. Speak now to save your lives."

And already, the crowd's fears were quelled. Shock and terror of Anam so effortlessly escaping his binds had been replaced by confidence, and even some laughter.

But Brigid wasn't laughing. Instead, she wobbled a little and said, "Jerry, you should go home."

"What? No, I want to see this."

Brigid was going to object, Jerry could tell, so he put on a steely gaze.

That, it seemed, was enough, but she still said, "Then be careful. If something bad happens… You need to go somewhere safe. I'll be fine."

He relented, then looked to Decidueye, who had requested their bags be returned, as that was the reason for their arrival. After some tense back-and-forth of asking what was in it, and Decidueye simply stating they were gifts and documents, Jeremy finally allowed them to be recovered. However, they kept the gifts, and only returned to Decidueye the documents. The 'gifts,' after all, could have been weapons that they would use. Kilo's technology was mysterious and cursed, after all.

"I suppose I can begin with proper introductions," Decidueye said. "My name is Decidueye James, and Kilo's Heart of Hearts is beside me, Goodra Anam."

"Hi!"

James flashed a glare.

"Um—hello," Anam corrected, and then bowed deeply toward Jeremy. "It's an honor to meet Pyrock's leader and the Southern King. Did I get your title correct?"

"You did." Jeremy's glare did not soften. "Let's start with these gifts you brought us." He untied the bag and pulled open the cloth, his wing's claws briefly scratching at the material to test its quality.

It was dyed cotton and silk, woven carefully and colored a royal purple. Jerry imagined wearing it like a hat, or a scarf, or perhaps even a cape if he had enough of it… No, but that would interfere with his flying. A scarf would do. Only if Jeremy approved, though. And given that glare…

"What is this?" Jeremy said. "Food? Cloth?" He pulled out an Oran Berry. What, one of those things? What was the point?

"That is a blessed Oran Berry," James explained. "Has anybody in town been recently injured?"

"Why? Oran Berries restore vitality. Even a child knows this. A tired Pokémon will have a little more energy if they eat one." Jeremy held the berry forward. "There is no point in trying to trick us with something as simple as that."

"I assure you, this one will do much more than that," James said. "Has anybody been injured? Anyone at all?"

James glanced into the crowd. Some hesitant murmurs rippled over them. Finally, a tiny voice called out, "That stupid Charmeleon threw a rock at me!"

"Nu-uh!" shouted a high, feminine voice. "You jumped in the way of my rock! I was aiming for Slugma!"

"That was for ME?!"

A Fennekin stepped forward with one eye shut, a thin trail of blood, dried by now, going down his cheek. "She threw it really hard…"

"Where are your parents?" Jeremy said, keeping his tone even. "I'm not going to condone you eating something like this from a stranger, especially if they're from Kilo."

"You may kill me if she is harmed from this," James said evenly. "Go on, Fennekin. And you may watch, King."

Jeremy growled in response, but reluctantly offered the berry.

The Fennekin sniffed at the berry, curious, and bit down. No reaction to the taste; it seemed like a normal Oran in every way. Yet, only a few bites in, a golden light washed over him, starting from his mouth and ending at his tail. With just that wave, his eye was back to normal, though the blood remained stained on his fur.

Gasps of wonder and surprise started at the front row and eased its way through the rest of the crowd as news spread like wildfire.

"As I said," James started, "these are blessed berries. A drop of Anam's power was imbued into its seed, planted in the ground, and now there is an entire species of Oran that is so much more potent than what you have now. And Anam is not the only one capable of such blessings. This art can be taught, though only the talented can replicate it in any capacity."

"And the cloth? What are these for?"

"Imbued with the same sort of energy. I have given to you a Pecha Scarf—the poison-healing properties of one have been imbued into this scarf, making the wearer immune to most types of poison. While it can't protect against powerful attacks, it can ward off the lingering effects."

"And I named it!" Anam added.

"Yes… he named it."

Jerry wondered how he dealt with this strange Goodra, who was supposedly the Decidueye's superior.

The crowd was buzzing again, but Jeremy held up a wing and they quieted down. "

The bonfire's orange light reflected off of and went through Anam's body and bounced from the eyes of the Archeops and Decidueye.

"Why all this?" Jeremy asked.

"Proof of our proposal," James replied, bringing forward the stack of papers that was thicker than a Furret's coat. "We wish to form a partnership with your great kingdom. In exchange for a reasonable payment, as outlined in the document, we will offer to your medical divisions these berries, your rescue divisions these scarves, and to your rulership, Anam's services to bless the Dungeons within your territory."

"Payment," said Jeremy, snarling. "You mean a tax. Do you intend to annex us like the rest of the world? I will hear none of it."

Anam shifted his weight nervously. James, however, was undeterred. "An alliance is what we came for, and nothing beyond that. Anam is a compassionate person with great power, and he feels that his first and only objective is to make the world a better place."

"Oh!" Anam perked up. "That's right! It's our motto, in fact!"

James' puffed out, as if holding in a sigh.

"A thousand hands

A single heart

Working and beating as one.

Unite the lands

From worlds apart

Until our battles are done.

We serve kilo and all its parts

Under one name: The Thousand Hearts!"

Anam bowed at a light angle and opened his eyes. "It means that even if we live in different parts of the world, our hearts and our spirits all beat the same. I want to bring everyone together, even if it feels like we're a world away!"

Jerry had no idea how this Goodra became the imperial leader. This was the dauntless force that swept across the land after the war tore it apart?

That was this Goodra?!

"We left more of our supplies near the border for your guards to confiscate. Those, too, should be considered part of our gifts, as we could not carry it all inside." James looked to Anam, who calmed down enough to nod.

"Is this how you took over the rest of the world?" Jeremy asked. "With temptations to lure us all into submission? Is that your method, demon?"

Anam flinched, biting his cheek. "Um, that's not how I wanted to come off…"

"It is as I said," James replied, and then looked to the rest of the crowd. "We only come to form an alliance that will better both of our nations. Trade. Commerce. There is no need to isolate ourselves from one another."

"You saved our land for last," Jeremy said, "solely because we are the ones who would resist wholeheartedly."

Anam brightened. "Well, I want to accept you wholeheartedly, too!"

"Anam." James brought his wings together with patience. "I do not think they are as receptive."

"W-well, maybe," Anam said, "but the crowd is very quiet. Do you think they're listening? You don't have to do anything for too long. You can refuse anything we're offering! Um, but maybe just give it a try? Heal your most hurt Pokémon, and equip your guards with this, and see how they feel!"

"I will not," Jeremy said, "let you manipulate my people any longer. You will leave, and you will take your offers with you. This is what I think about your offerings."

And then, with a deep breath, hot embers danced in the back of his throat. A cloud of fire warped the air and enveloped the documents on the ground, and Jeremy kept the flame going, enough that James gracefully stepped aside to avoid the ongoing inferno.

Finally, he stopped, but the documents remained. Jeremy blinked, looking bewildered, and James cleared his throat.

"We knew we would be entering Pyrock and did not want to accidentally burn the supplies," he said. "The paper was made from blessed Rawst leaves and Occa powder."

Now, the crowd was murmuring, and even Jerry had to admit that particular property interested him. Paper that didn't burn? What other kinds of technologies did they have over there? But his father… He was still stern, but Jerry could see it in the way he carried himself that he was seething.

Brigid wobbled again, but then sighed. "Jeremy isn't going to let this one go," she said to Jerry. "There's not a doubt in my mind that he will humiliate Anam before he can go. Such a shame… An alliance would have been nice, but they have disgraced my mate." With a gaze like steel, Brigid stared at Jeremy.

And Jeremy stared back, scowling, and addressed the trespassers. Yet, before he could say a single word, Anam stepped forward with a pleading look in his eyes.

"We just want to help!" Anam cried. "Please! I don't want this part of the world to go isolated from the rest of it! Can't we be friends?"

"Friends." Jeremy repeated, half-perplexed, half disgusted. But then there was a glint—a dark glint that filled Jerry with confidence. The tables had suddenly turned. "Anam, if you truly believe that we can be friends… then we should understand each other in the way Pokémon traditionally learn about one another."

"Oh? How is that?"

He had him. He had him!

"Tomorrow at noon, at the sun's apex, we will have a friendly battle at Void Basin's edge."


That night, Jeremy had gone to bed early, intending to get as much sleep as he could. He ordered Brigid and Jerry both to not bother him. Brigid's tremors kept Jeremy awake, so it wasn't as if they shared a nest. Still, since it was an important day, Brigid migrated to Jerry's room for the night so not even her shuffling noises would wake him. Jerry didn't mind; he liked when Brigid was in his room. He wasn't sure why, but she seemed more at ease, too, when that happened.

Jerry was less at ease. He could barely get to bed himself, excitedly staring at the ceiling of their cave instead, until Brigid stepped into his room with the last of her nest. She looked tired, and she must have fallen again from the bruise on her side, but she still smiled and said that Jeremy was very excited for tomorrow, too, but that he should get some rest.

Somehow, he'd obeyed, soothed to sleep by the rustling his mother made.

Jerry was up before the sun and told his father that he would be skipping school in favor of watching the fight. Jeremy couldn't care less, as Jerry had to attend quite a few public events in the past. This would perhaps be the greatest one yet.

Jerry raced the sunrise to Void Basin. There was already a crowd gathering near the edges of the forest where the trees stopped growing and the desolate landscape of the crater began. Southwest of Kilo Mountain, Void Basin mirrored the Chasm to the southeast, but unlike its inky blackness, the Basin's bottom was clearly visible. Just rock, largely uninteresting, but it was sacred.

Only those chosen by the Basin were allowed to go close. Those who were not worthy went mad if they stayed for too long. But Jerry was among the chosen, because his father was chosen, and therefore his entire bloodline was under the Basin's protection. Brigid wasn't part of that bloodline, but she possessed Mew's blessing… That was Jeremy's goal for his offspring, after all. Big footprints to fill, but Jerry knew he could do it.

The Basin's dark rocks took up half of the horizon and Jerry descended closer to the ground. He saw someone sitting near the crater's edge—a Salandit.

"Spice?" Jerry called.

She jumped, then looked back. "Oh, Jerry." Spice sighed. "You scared me."

"You're up early, too?"

"Mm."

"Heard the news, huh?"

"Yeah." Spice flicked her tail. "And I wanted to come here anyway."

It was always strange that Spice could come here on her own. Neither of her parents were under its protection, and her sister, too, couldn't come close. Yet to Spice, she behaved like it was her second home.

"I can't believe your dad's about to beat up Kilo's ruler," Spice said.

"I can't believe that Goodra agreed to it. The Basin'll make him go mad before the fight can even begin!"

Spice giggled, though she frowned afterward. "He did seem kinda nice, though."

"Eh?" Jerry faltered. "Goodra? He's a warlord, though."

"Yeah, which is why it's so surprising that he was so nice." Spice crawled to the edge, looking into the steep rocks. Her paws wrapped around a sharp boulder. "I do wonder, if they fight and your dad wins, if they might make another offer later. All of those blessed things look really nice. Do you think we could replicate that on our own?"

"Pff. Who cares?" Jerry shrugged. "Life here's fine without all that junk."

Spice didn't seem as enthused. "I guess so."

They passed some time together, occasionally looking at the Basin's shadows. When the shadows disappeared, that meant it would be time for the fight to begin, and neither Jeremy nor Anam had arrived yet. At first, Jerry wondered if that meant they had all done it for some political stunt, and the fight wouldn't truly happen… but then, as the sun was moments away from its highest point, Jeremy came flying over the forest's trees.

A whole crowd had gathered at the forest's edge, now, and their voices carried faintly over the wind. Anam wasn't far behind. This time, the Goodra came alone, which was odd. Where did the Decidueye go?

Whatever. One on one was fair anyway so they didn't try anything funny. Not that it would matter—if they did, the whole south would be against them at once.

Jeremy was faster, traveling by wing.

And soon, they were facing one another. Neither King nor Heart smiled. Anam had a sad, pensive frown, occasionally glancing at Void Basin. Jeremy wore an intense glare, occasionally gesturing for Jerry to get further away for when the battle began, but he didn't go too far. He was allowed to be close, and he wanted to see Anam lose.

"Go get 'im, Dad," Jerry whispered, though Jeremy probably didn't hear.

Spice tapped Jerry on the wing and asked to climb up to his head for a better view. After some shifting around, she rested between his horns and wrapped her legs around his neck.

And then everything was still. Eyes locked to shadows. Soon, at the sun's apex, it was as if Void Basin had nothing but light, and yet somehow it seemed darker all the same, like the sun itself avoided its lifeless crater.

Jeremy made the first move, but Jerry could tell he was holding back to toy and grapple with the Goodra. What bothered both of them was the fact that Anam didn't move. The Goodra stood there, silent and staring, as the Archeops went for a twisting slash.

Suddenly, Jeremy beat his wings and misdirected his strike, missing Anam by inches. The breeze let loose a few drops of slime, and Anam still didn't move, still sporting that pensive frown.

"What are you doing?" Jeremy snarled, landing on his feet again.

"Why did you want to fight here?" Anam asked.

"What? This is a traditional battleground if you ever want to fight the King. It is to show that you are worthy of standing up to me. Or has the Void Basin's presence already eaten away at your mind, deeming you unworthy of even lifting a claw toward me?"

Anam's frown deepened. "Is this true?" he mumbled, yet for some reason it didn't seem to be directed toward Jeremy. The Goodra had glanced down toward his own chest.

"Of course it's true," Jeremy said. "And if you're going to disrespect the Basin… then perhaps I should show you the power it's truly capable of."

Jerry perked up. He was going to see his father's true power in action? He watched intently. Jerry remembered this sort of power before; it wasn't as if a King was without his threats. He remembered when he was very young, a team of assassins had tried to strike Jeremy down in broad daylight. The boldness of their attacks had impressed Jeremy so much that he had fought back using the Basin's power.

Jerry didn't remember what happened to them after that. There was a shadowy blast, and then Jeremy said that they ran away. He had never seen them again. Now that Jerry thought about it… was that a lie?

Dark sparks crackled along Jeremy's wings, collecting in his shoulders, and finally trailed up to his neck. Anam still watched, looking troubled, as he shifted his weight. Finally, he moved.

"Your spirit has been twisted by the Void," Anam said gently. "I'm sorry. It might hurt a little, but I need to purify that before it claims you."

"I would love to see you try," Jeremy taunted.

"Okay."

Before Anam could move, Jeremy retaliated with a technique that he had called Shadow Blast. The very air twisted around a dark aura like the fastest fish through water. The spinning beam drilled toward Anam, and Jerry couldn't help but avert his eyes. He was about to take the hit point-blank, too slow to react or move in any way.

All that'd be left was a broken husk of a Goodra. Shadow Blast didn't attack the body as much as it did the very energy that sustained them. Yes, the air would whip his body, but the darkness that Jeremy unleashed was corrosive to the aura itself. And then, after the blast was done corroding the aura, the body had no energy to guard against the force that backed up the blast. Nothing would be left.

Jerry couldn't hope to perform such a technique. He'd need another decade of training, at least. He only had a phantom of it within him, and Jeremy was very strict about never using it.

So, to use it now? Jeremy was serious.

Finally, Jerry looked at the battlefield. Spice, next to him, had been watching the whole time, and her expression was one of complete disbelief.

Anam stood there, looking a little misshapen. The cutting winds had twisted his body so his arm had bent in an odd way, and his other arm was completely missing. Yet Anam wasn't crying out in pain. Was his body already empty? Did he no longer have the thought to react?

But Jeremy looked lost, too. And Jerry knew that the Goodra hadn't been defeated.

"I'm sorry," Anam said. His arm regrew, and his body twisted back into shape like he was made of taffy. And then, a small beam of darkness, faster than Jerry could blink, lodged itself in Jeremy's chest. He squawked in surprise and pain and fell to the ground; the audience was in a sudden uproar of terror. Jerry couldn't find his voice, but Spice gasped and yelled something.

Anam tugged on that black string, and something was emerging from Jeremy's chest. Thick plumes of black mist billowed out, and more inky darkness dripped onto the floor like blood, and Anam pulled again. Jeremy screamed—he actually screamed—and suddenly, he was silent.

That black cloud pulled from Jeremy evaporated away, most of it siphoning toward Anam, who looked a lot darker than before. Jeremy was limp, and Jerry was too far away to tell if he was breathing. Or if…

And then something hot stabbed into Jerry's chest next. He opened his mouth to scream but nothing came out, and then, from his very core, something pulled away. It was like someone had removed his lungs through his ribs—and then, just as quickly, the pain left him. Or was it pain at all? Jerry clutched at where he felt the entry wound, but felt nothing but his chest, unwounded. A black haze remained like he'd been struck by a Flamethrower and the smoke was still there…

He felt lighter, somehow. He didn't know how to describe it. Like some part of his breathing, which had always been missing, had returned to him… but he also felt weaker and fatigued. Something was missing.

Spice was staring at something above them and Jerry finally had enough sense to look up.

It was Anam. Right there. Two steps away.

Jerry immediately entered a battle stance and blasted a three-rock volley from his mouth, and Anam took each one. The rocks sank into his body and dissolved.

"Are you okay?" Anam asked Jerry. "Your dad is okay. He's going to need to rest for a few days, though."

The bewilderment dissolved into seething hatred, directed without any mental words toward Anam. He opened his mouth to blast again, but then he caught a glimpse of Anam's glowing, green eyes. Those sad eyes, his massive form whose shadows were emphasized under the sun's apex.

Jerry couldn't move. His legs were numb. His attempt at a defiant cry came out as a whimpering exhale.

Spice was similarly frozen in place, eyes darting for an easy way to run, but in the open area, it was pointless, wasn't it? Jerry felt the same way. He knew that was what she was thinking.

"What's your name?" Anam asked, breaking the silence that Jerry didn't realize had settled.

But Anam wasn't looking at Jerry. Instead, Spice suddenly looked more trapped than ever.

"S-Spice," she finally said, and Jerry wondered if this was the beginning of some kind of curse.

Anam wasn't even blinking. Those green eyes just kept… staring. Did Goodra eyes naturally glow? And his body still seemed a little darker than usual.

"How are you feeling?" Anam asked.

"Not good after what I just s-saw," Spice said automatically, and then gasped at her own words. She stared at the ground, screwing her eyes shut.

"Oh, I'm sorry." Anam nodded. "But, how about in general?"

"I—I guess I'm fine."

"How about your parents?"

"Don't—don't hurt them. Please."

Anam tilted his head. "I'm not hurting anybody."

There were so many expletives that Jerry wasn't allowed to say.

"But you want to protect your family?" Anam asked.

"I just want them to be safe." Spice tried to keep her breathing steady. It seemed to be working.

"That's good." Anam nodded. "Thank you, Spice. You seem like a really good person." He grinned, and what scared Jerry the most was that it looked genuine. "Anyway, that's all. I'm sorry that I had to take away your power, but it's tainted. You shouldn't go near the Basin anymore. Tell your dad about that, okay?"

Jerry said nothing.

Anam turned away. "I'm gonna go home now. Um, I'm going to donate more supplies to your kingdom, if that's okay. No charge or anything. I saw a lot of injured Pokémon that could use it. Um, can you tell your dad that, too?"

Once again, Jerry answered with cold, confused silence.

And Anam said nothing more. He walked, like he was supposed to be some normal Pokémon, toward the forest, while the rest of the crowd slowly inched their way toward their fallen leader and his son.

The rest of the day, and so many days to moons that followed, passed in a hazy blur.


The decline was simultaneously rapid yet imperceptible. It started with the donations, free of charge. Despite mentions of money initially, such requests never came. It wasn't brought up again until later, during a routine regulatory meeting; a concerned noble mentioned the possibility that their supply would one day be cut if they didn't start paying.

It was never said, nor implied in any political capacity, that Kilo would do this. Yet it was something they feared, as the Quartz Kingdom still paid no taxes or any sort of trade for those donations.

Attempts to replicate such magic were a struggle and yielded paltry results. Certain talented Pokémon were able to perform such blessings, and only a few at a time. It was nothing compared to the apparent industry of enchanted items that Kilo was capable of.

It did not help that Jeremy's position as King had also fallen into question. Ever since that battle against Anam, he stopped fighting and hired guards under the guise of preventing Anam or any possible assassins from getting close to him. The feeble claim was Anam had used an underhanded technique to fight.

But Jerry knew the truth, because he felt it, too. The Basin's power was completely gone from their spirits. It had been so long that Jerry didn't remember what it felt like anymore.

And one day, Jeremy returned to the Basin against Anam's advice, alone. Brigid had warned Jeremy not to go, that it was dangerous if he did not have the Basin's power any longer. But Jeremy said that it was just a trap: to return to the Basin meant a return of his power. He screamed and shouted at Brigid when she tried to stand in the way and knocked her over, rushing to get out.

For some reason, this had instilled some kind of deep terror in Jerry, and he didn't know why, and he quietly told himself that Jeremy must have been very determined to get his power back. Brigid just sighed and urged Jerry not to follow his father. There was an odd heaviness to her words that Jerry didn't understand. Jerry was tempted to go, too, but Brigid's firm words kept him from leaving. Someone had to guard her anyway.

Jeremy had left for a lot longer than he should have. When he returned, he had a grave expression and said nothing, only that he had nearly been driven mad by the Basin. It had rejected him.

The Basin became a forbidden land overnight. Even Spice was not allowed to go, even though she still called it her second home, treating it the same way one would regard a pristine beach shoreline, was not allowed to go there anymore.

Jeremy wasn't the same after that day. Quieter, weaker, a shell of his old self who only growled bitter nothings toward Jerry or Brigid, no matter what they tried to do. Occasionally they saw flashes of his old, proud self, but any reminder of his lost strength returned him to that despondent countenance.

Years passed and cries for Quartz to remain powerful and relevant as its own independent kingdom became less and less of a roar of pride and more a whimper of defiance. Without a proper figurehead to lead them, rebellions both peaceful and violent were only quashed because the Pyrock guard was still loyal to Jeremy.

There were others who claimed to still have the Basin's blessing, but none could prove their powers. Therefore, Jeremy was still their ruler, as there was no other savior. And who else would the Pyrock guards battle for? Certainly not Anam… Right?

Jerry saw that doubt in their eyes, sometimes. And Jeremy saw the same.

It drove the father mad. His pride ate away at his psyche, and Jerry remembered several nights where he woke up to him screaming at the air, at his reflection, at the sky, about how he was the King, how Quartz Kingdom was strong, and how no simple-minded Goodra would ever take that away from him.

Then came the Waypoints. It had started off at the Dungeon entrances, which Anam had used a mysterious power to get rid of the demons within. Now, they were all 'safe' Dungeons—blessed, as Anam called them. The Waypoints were part of Kilo's means of travel, and were, in disguise, the final strike to destroy what was left of the once proud Quartz Kingdom.

When a Waypoint was installed at the front of Pyrock Village, that was the same day Jeremy abruptly had them move out. Move somewhere remote and away from Waypoints, away from Kilo, away from the traitors.

And with a defiant growl, the last kingdom was gone, and Anam took over the world.


Jerry landed flat on his back, covered in thin, toxic venom that stung his scales. He snarled and tried to stand up, but the Salazzle was already on top of him, with her foot firmly on his chest.

"Ah, ah," she said, holding up a finger with a smirk. "I'm gonna relish this win."

"G-get off me!" Jerry grunted. "What are you, five?!"

"You're the one who keeps asking to get up close and personal," Spice said, leaning down until her muzzle was inches from his.

"Enough!" Jerry said, stammering and trying to hide the blush of his scales. Wild Aerodactyl didn't blush like this, so why did the civilized subspecies have to?!

By some miracle, Spice got off of him. "You better wash that poison off you soon," she said, spinning around. "I need to head to work, though. Be seeing you."

"Be careful," Jerry said routinely. Spice's family was lucky, able to adjust their jobs ever since the potion shop Spice's mother used to work at closed down. Still, seeing her leave for work always left him with a bitter aftertaste.

Quickly Jerry returned home and cleaned himself of the Toxic with practiced ease, downing a Pecha Berry to dull the poisoning so his body could fight off the rest. He stored the Toxic fluids for later.

It was much smaller than their home in Pyrock, but it was cozy in a way. That was what Jerry told himself, at least. It was a clever little hut made from clay, stones, vines, and branches carefully and skillfully woven together. It required replacement every year or so, but it wasn't very hard to do between himself and Jeremy, and Brigid could help with the clay portions. She insisted, really.

Now that he thought about it, that time was coming soon, wasn't it? He hoped so. Jeremy was being a lot more irritable than usual, but he was always like his old self when he had an important task to take care of. Rebuilding the house always, and without fail, put Jeremy in a good mood, and sometimes Jerry saw that old Archeops resurface.

The opening was disguised as a large bush of Orans, but pushing through was easy. On the other side was a small, cramped hallway that arched over him in a large cylinder. Vines wove themselves together like a net, but there were holes along the ceiling to let in the light, with larger leaves off to the side that could be used to cover them if it rained.

No special crystals, no Kiloan magic, nothing that they could associate with their usurpers. It made for a difficult lifestyle at times, but they'd handled worse. Supposedly.

Further down the hall, Jerry passed by Jeremy's office, which was no different than any of the other alcoves and rooms of their permanently makeshift home: A few stumps of wood; large, carved, flat stones; a basket for fruits and other snacks; and a jug of water. Jeremy didn't have paperwork anymore, so he made some with paper that he'd also made himself. The quality wasn't very good, but he'd pressed the wood into something that was at least cloth-like.

Jerry was a little curious what Jeremy was writing about now. Maybe their inventory again, or a declaration of ownership of a nearby tree. Jeremy worked tirelessly for his new kingdom, after all. And Jerry was going to inherit it one day.

Jeremy always said that, and as silly as it was, he did appreciate the gesture. It was one of the few moments of generosity Jeremy had left in him, even if it stemmed from pride and spite. Though, that same pride and spite led Jeremy to believing Jerry wouldn't want that throne. He was right, but the way Jeremy reacted to it baffled Jerry. Still, his father was always like that, so it wasn't a big deal. It was a big deal when he decided to get a new heir, though…

He supposed his to-be sibling, then, would inherit the throne.

Jerry passed by the egg room. It was kept at just the right temperature and layered with soft nesting, and in the middle of the thick layers of brown grass was a small, Aerodactyl-gray egg. It had been there for a while, tended to by the whole family, though it hadn't shown any signs of movement. Slow grower, Jerry figured.

He was about to head into the bedroom when Brigid came hobbling out.

"Oh, Mom," Jerry greeted. He resisted the urge to help her walk.

She was a lot older, now. She'd aged faster than she should have, and her shaking had gotten to the point where she could hardly eat on her own. Despite this, she still maintained almost complete independence. Jeremy wouldn't have been fond of helping when he had a kingdom to run, and Brigid said she didn't mind—that in fact, she preferred it that way.

She gestured for Jerry to enter her room and then wobbled back inside. She wore a serious, yet mischievous smirk, and Jerry couldn't help but mirror it—even though he had no idea what it was for.

"Mom?" Jerry asked, this time in a lower voice. He quickly checked his bag again, hoping he could keep the vials of toxins safe for later. Brigid wouldn't be happy if she found out about that.

Brigid had a bag of her own, which she pulled out from under her nest. Simple, brown, a little tattered, and it jingled lightly with Kiloan coins.

"For tomorrow," Brigid said.

Jerry stifled a gasp and glanced behind him. Jeremy was still writing. "What do you mean?"

"I want you to buy something nice for your exam," she went on, pushing the bag forward. Her shaking wings made the bag jingle loudly, and Jerry hastily took the coins and shoved them in his bag where he could move more quietly.

"We get standard supplies for the practical," Jerry said.

"But you need a good meal today and tomorrow morning," Brigid urged. "None of these fruits and Jeremy's cooking. You know he isn't any good at it."

True. "But I just got back from working," Jerry said.

Brigid thought Jerry worked in construction in town, but kept it a secret from Jeremy so he didn't get upset about working for the rival kingdom. His cover story for Jeremy was that he gathered berries to trade. For some reason that was convincing enough.

The truth was, Jerry did neither.

"Go out again. Get something good," Brigid urged like the old lady she'd become. It warmed his heart, and he couldn't refuse.


The plan was to get something light for breakfast, which meant dinnertime now would be something heavy. He knew just where to go. It was a small building, but Spice had shown him the way some time ago as one of her favorite dining spots.

It was run by a Roselia and several other cooks. Apparently, she managed the quality control rather than the cooking, but based on the results, she was good at it.

There was only enough room for a few Pokémon of his size to slip in, and Roselia herself stood on a stool at least three times her height to get to speaking levels with most customers. Jerry was used to the arrangements by now. The cramped quarters made the ceiling only a hop away from his head, and he couldn't even spread his wings without hitting the wall or another diner. There were no seats; he was meant to take the food and find someplace else to eat, which was fine by him.

"Jerry?"

"Eh?"

Behind him was Spice, looking pleasantly surprised. "Thought you were heading home," she said.

Jerry grinned and held up his bag. "Mom was saving up in secret," he said. "Wanted to give me a boost."

Spice shared his expression, and after he placed and received his order—a thick chop with a savory, whitish and herb-filled sauce with generously buttered potatoes and grilled vegetables—they made some idle small talk at a small sitting area down the road.

"So, you're finally applying, huh?" Spice said. "You're gonna pass the basic exams no problem." She sank her teeth into her own slab of meat, which dripped with a thin, brown sauce that smelled of garlic and sugar. "Surprised your Dad finally let go of it all, though."

"He doesn't know," Jerry said, and that stopped the Salazzle from eating.

"What?"

"I'm gonna say that I'm still foraging around and doing clever trades or whatever, like before," he explained. "Unpredictable time slots, sometimes you get hurt, it's not so different, you know? Besides." Jerry gestured to Spice. "Those blessed whatever items don't even work on you, and you're still standing."

Spice scoffed. "That's because I'm careful and I made my own potions thanks to Mom helping out with the apothecary work." Still, she leaned forward with a more serious frown. "But can you seriously keep up that secret for the rest of your career?"

"Won't have to." Jerry looked down. "If I become a Heart, I'm going to save every Poké I get for a few years and then turn it into a little nest-egg. My folks don't need to spend much since we just forage, but being able to buy a few things here and there helps."

"Where do you get money from?" Spice asked.

"We sell stuff we find in the Wooden Wilds," Jerry half-lied. "Dropped by idiot explorers, or we just gather the berries that grow there and sell it back. But I'll make a lot more as a Heart, and then… we'll be set."

Spice didn't look satisfied, but whatever she wanted to say, she never did. Jerry was fine with that; he'd done the math himself, and he wasn't in the mood to justify being in it for the money when he barely cared about this place to begin with. But it was all he could do to make a better life for his family and not have his father lose sleep over his son working for the enemy. What he didn't know wouldn't hurt him, after all.

"Well," Spice said, breaking the silence, "as long as the time you spend is to help others out. Maybe you can take on missions that're in the south."

"Rescue missions sound fine by me," Jerry agreed. "At least if I'm there, I'll be able to know for sure if the Hearts treat people down there well."

"I've already made sure of that," Spice assured. "Leo and I, we teamed up with another pair to go on missions together. Aim for southern missions but sometimes we get others, y'know. Mostly into hotter climates, or to stop fires. Maybe you can go on a scouting team, with the wings and all."

"Eh, maybe." Jerry didn't really care a s long as it wasn't too intensive and paid well. Even if Anam stole his Basin blessings, he still had a lot of strength from training with that power all his childhood. And while Jeremy had gotten on in the years, he was no slouch, either.

"Well, good luck," Spice said. "I'm gonna be cheering you on from the side. I gotta go for a mission, though." She stood up, her plate of food empty, and carried it to a nearby disposal basket.

"See you," Jerry said casually, then went back to finishing his meal. He wanted to savor it and unlike Spice, he intended to clean the bowl of any remnants that would have otherwise been left behind. Every drop of flavor was energy and he wasn't going to waste it.

Around when he only had a quarter of his plate left, mostly the veggies that he was reluctant to eat, a Clefable strode by his table and sat across from him, giving a sweet smile. That much was normal enough. In communal areas like this, picking the same table by coincidence wasn't that strange.

What was strange was all the free seats around him at this quiet time of day.

Clefable had a modest tart for a meal, half eaten with all of the strawberries missing and a few too many blueberries. No Orans or other medicinal berries here. In fact, they seemed to almost be deliberately missing.

Jerry's eyes flicked to Clefable, and their eyes met.

"How's the tart?" Jerry asked, his tone businesslike.

"Missing some of my favorites," Clefable replied.

"Eh." Jerry dug through his bag. "Here, hun"—he didn't know this Clefable for more than these meetings—"Pechas, like you like 'em to cut the sour. Helps against poison. Heard that even Salazzle poison can't stand up to it."

Jerry brought out a bag that contained a handful of small seeds. The satchel rumbled heavily. There were no berries in the bag. Jerry kept it on his side of the table.

"Oh, you're making me blush," she said, holding her cheeks. "I actually was going to give you a gift, too, dear. But maybe later. I'm too shy."

Jerry narrowed his eyes, but then glanced to his left. He didn't see anybody. Still, he nodded. "Fine, fine, after I'm done. I'll walk you home."

They ate quickly. Clefable finished her tart in just a few bites, and Jerry dumped the vegetables down his throat and licked his plate clean. They didn't settle well, but it was still food.

Then, they walked out of Kilo Village, through the eastern exit. It was rare to take the physical path out and not use a Waypoint, but it was just common enough to not be treated as abnormal, especially for short trips or exercising routes. There were a lot of makeshift training areas and other game fields speckled around Kilo Mountain, after all.

Once they were far enough down, Clefable dug through a bag wrapped around her shoulder and checked something inside. While Jerry couldn't see it, he knew it was a locator, maybe one of those odd orbs. Radar Orb, perhaps?

And then Clefable stopped walking and pulled out a jingling bag of coins.

"Someone's cautious," Jerry commented.

"The Hearts are getting more careful about it," Clefable replied, tossing the bag to Jerry, who caught it with ease.

"You're saying we were being watched?" Jerry asked.

"You were just with one of them."

"She's nobody to worry about," Jerry dismissed with a casual wave. He looked through the bag of coins, narrowed his eyes, and then pulled out a bag of seeds. This one was smaller than the last one, and Clefable noticed.

"Hey, what're you doing?" she said.

"You paid me half, I'm giving you half."

"'Scuse me?" Clefable snarled.

Jerry smoothly pulled out two of the coins, running his claw around the rhombus symbol on one of them, and then on the other. They were slightly different in color, but only sharp eyes would have spotted it. Even then, Jerry turned one coin over. "Too light," he said. "I bet if I put this through their energy scanners, it'd come up fake, too. Nice of you to still give me some real coin, though."

Clefable said nothing, but her stare was fierce.

"You don't need to bother with your backup, by the way," Jerry added. "Two behind me, three up ahead."

"And despite that," Clefable said lowly, "you're still gonna act like you have control?"

Jerry tossed the half-filled bag to Clefable and wordlessly smirked.

Clefable matched his silence, raised an arm, and snapped her fingers. The five hidden Pokémon sprang into view.


Jerry walked back home in his usual way, humming quietly to himself. The sun was approaching evening, though the sky was still a bright blue. He'd washed up by the river, but there wasn't much he had to clean. The Clefable herself had grazed him with a steely Meteor Mash, and that was going to leave a bruise, but he could chalk it up to construction for his mother, and an annoying feral with his father.

The little bits of blood were an inconvenience, though. Stained his bag. He'd have to hide that from Brigid until he could give it a thorough washing.

He pressed through the opening and immediately locked eyes with his father. The green top of the Archeops' head blended with the leafy ceiling, but the red of his lower jaw seemed so much darker than the evening light that hesitantly peeked into their home.

"Why did you go out again?" His voice was low as always and had a hint of a cold whisper with every word. Jerry couldn't look him in the eyes. They didn't reflect light the same way that they should have. Dull, like a statue's. It unnerved him too much.

"Forgot to get some extra stuff," Jerry said. "But I ran into trouble, couldn't get it anyway. Territorial ferals. Didn't want to bother." Routine explanation, always worked.

For some reason, Jeremy narrowed his dark eyes this time. "You're lying."

Jerry kept it cool. "Where else would I've gone?" He had a few curses he could've said, too, but he was already a little roughed up.

"Did you go to Kilo?"

"No," Jerry replied, rolling his eyes. "I didn't leave the forest." Lying came easily, automatically. Perhaps even a Psychic wouldn't suspect to read his mind. Besides, he knew how to falsify thoughts for those meddlesome Pokémon. It was an easy trick thanks to his experience when they were actually ruling a kingdom.

But that also meant Jeremy was just as sharp at reading them. Yet, not as sharp as he used to be. He huffed and said, "I don't trust them, those Kiloans. Steal my kingdom and then claim they want to help us. It doesn't matter what they say, Jerry."

"I know, I know." And, in a way, he believed him, truly. But mooching off of Kilo and taking advantage of their apparent generosity was better than spitefully ignoring them.

Finally, Jeremy let Jerry back into his home.

Jerry had his own bedroom, but he always checked on the egg with Brigid every night while Jeremy settled in his nest, which was separate from Brigid's, mostly because her tremors made it hard to sleep. Jerry checked the egg, which once again had no movement, and it, too, seemed very dark. Brigid, next to him, shifted uncomfortably and directed Jerry to adjust the nesting and check that it wasn't cold. Jerry couldn't really tell, but his egg had been treated the same way and he clearly turned out fit and fine.

"Must be a late hatcher," Jerry said, grinning at Brigid.

She smiled, too, but it didn't reach her eyes. To avoid noticing it, Jerry looked down and spotted a darkened portion of Brigid's side.

"Oh, I fell again," Brigid said, sighing.

"We really need to get you a softer chair," Jerry said with concern, noticing that this bruise was a lot bigger than usual, practically a welt under her scales than anything. Even a few cuts, probably from the sharper parts of the stone. "I'm going to clean your side a little bit," he elected.

"Oh, you don't have to," Brigid said. "I already did. And you need to sleep early." She kept her voice low.

Jerry relented again, nodding. "Well… alright. But—" He glanced out. Nothing. "But Dad is suspicious. If I stay out for too long…"

Brigid smiled, sly. "I'll distract him," she said. "I know just the thing."

There was a mischievous glint in her eyes that amused Jerry, though it wasn't until he'd gone to bed that he realized that some of it was shame.


Jerry spent the last of Brigid's money on breakfast, as she wished. Light, sugary, and a pick-me-up drink. First came the academic portion of the tests, which Jerry had studied for in secret for many nights. Those were easy. Then came the physical tests, the battle against James—which he didn't let intimidate him, as not only did he know they were mere Substitutes, but he also would never let a lowlife like him get the upper hand again.

So, it came as no surprise that Jerry got top marks in both. He didn't even need to wait for the results to be announced; instead, he waited at the very front of the stairs to the Heart HQ, glancing back with an air of smugness as the rest of the applicants shuffled in. He'd heard about this ceremony and had observed a few of them quietly from the sidelines—especially when Spice had been accepted after her third try applying, failing on the physical tests for the first two—but to be in the very front was something else.

It was his first try, but only because he'd been holding off for so long. Surely, he would pass for the practical Dungeon exploration to prove himself completely. He just had to act agreeable, right? Then he'd be in, he'd be a Heart, and he'd earn more than enough money to get his parents a wonderful place. Jeremy could complain all he wanted, but he was certain that it would be enough if he worked the wordplay enough.

Several James substitutes walked among the crowd, passing out pieces of paper. The ones who qualified, no doubt. Jerry shifted from left to right again, practically a dance, and then something purple caught his attention at the top of the stairs.

There he was. Goodra Anam. The demon. The one who ruined his father, took away his kingdom, and then ruled the whole world with a slimy fist. The hatred only flashed in his eyes for a second before it was pushed down in favor of a smile, which he displayed in full force toward Anam.

He was spotted. The Goodra waved back, but there was a hint of awkwardness with the way he did. That was the first omen.

The second was when James gave a paper to Jerry next, formal and short, and said nothing. Normally James would simply say, better luck next time, or congratulations, depending on how hopeful they looked, if only to cut the tension. But James said nothing to Jerry.

That could have meant a lot of things. Grudging respect that he'd qualified for his amazing performance. Or…

His name wasn't on the qualifying list. No Aerodactyl Jerry, let alone Aerodactyl, and Jerry wondered if that was on purpose, too. Sure, there were many species in the world, and only a few who had a chance of qualifying, so not every species would be represented, and yet Jerry wondered anyway.

He also wondered if it was a mistake. He, for sure, passed. The questions were easy and he was the only one to actually destroy a Substitute by James out of all the qualifying fighters—he'd checked! And the exams, maybe he got a question or two wrong, but who hadn't?

"This can't be right," Jerry muttered, but before he could think further, someone tapped him on the shoulder.

"Hey," Spice said, and she was the last one he wanted to see.

Jerry couldn't find his words.

"What's wrong?" But she already knew. He saw it in her eyes.

"I—the exam, I—James, Substitute…"

Without thinking, Jerry had followed Spice's gestures to sit to the side while so many other Pokémon celebrated or lamented. The crowd was a multicolored buzz and he ignored all of it in favor of whatever Spice had to say. She'd rationalize it. Clerical error. Suspicion of cheating. He'd understand that one. They could test him again under careful supervision, proof of his perfect record.

"Did you forget about the third test?" Spice asked.

"Third—what? They never told me about a third test."

Spice looked more troubled than usual, but all Jerry cared about was this third test so he could start complaining about never being given one.

"Anam can override any passing tests if the person taking them is… well, for any reason," Spice said. "It's a strange rule and he rarely enforces it, but every time he has, it's because they're… well, I don't really know. It's always found out later that something they did was… morally questionable."

"Morally—what right does he have?!" Every right if he was absolute ruler, but Jerry didn't think that was valid enough. Just because Jeremy sometimes pardoned criminals that were innocent didn't mean Anam could deem someone guilty with no evidence.

"I know what you're thinking," Spice said gently. "I'm a Heart. I'm going to have a talk with Anam after the ceremonies and see what can be done, alright? Just because you used to be, you know, with your dad and all, that shouldn't matter now. I know you want to do good for the world, alright?"

Most of what Spice said was lost to Jerry. Mixtures of numb fury and hopeless despair fought for dominance in his mind, and the crowd's excited buzzing, now quieting down, pounded against his head.

"I'm going home," Jerry said, tearing himself away from Spice.

"Wait, Jerry—"

"Don't follow me," Jerry spat.


The Wooden Wilds' trees jeered at him in the wind. The afternoon sun annoyed him further, like the sun was mocking him, but that didn't really matter. He deserved it, in a way. He'd failed, somehow. No, didn't fail the tests or his own strength, but failed in putting his trust in that Goodra to let him in to begin with. What was he thinking? The son of the very Pokémon who tried to kill him, who then fled the kingdom he'd once ruled just to live a sad life in the woods.

Ten years. Ten years of this and all that resentment was bubbling all over again.

He had to clear his head. It was all over now, so maybe he could start somewhere else, or live as he had been before, making some money on the side with those modified seeds. The extra money would save up into a little nest-egg and then he could convince his father that way to live a better life. It'd take longer, sure, but it was better than hoping to apply to be a Heart again. Not after that. No amount of skill would get past that stubborn slimeball's prejudice.

Jerry pressed through the entrance to his home and pushed the leaves aside. He swished his tail with practiced ease and sealed it behind him, but mid-swing, he was assaulted with a horrible, rotten smell.

Seconds passed slowly. Disgust hit first, then confusion. Something was shuffling around in the egg room, crunching leaves. His father grunted annoyedly, muttering a curse.

Jerry didn't realize he had walked to the door until he was rounding the corner. The smell was getting stronger. He saw feathers of his father scattered on the ground near the entryway, and then, up ahead…

Brigid was on the ground, eyes closed in a pained grimace. Jerry didn't know if she was breathing, but she was trembling and shaking weakly. Turned on its side was the egg with a crack along its shell, but the crack wasn't sharp, it was more like a tear, and what seeped out was something that never had a chance of hatching.

Then there was Jeremy, standing over Brigid and facing the entrance. His eyes had an annoyed, yet distant look to them, like he hadn't expected Jerry to come home so early, and that it was an inconvenience that he did. His right claw had flecks of crimson on them. That bruise on Brigid's side had gashes.

"…She fell," Jeremy said.

Jerry didn't remember what happened next.


Early evening.

Orange sky. Light winds. It was cool on Jerry's chest. How did he get there?

Something stung somewhere on his left wing. He couldn't move it properly.

Someone was holding him by the shoulders. A familiar voice was repeating his name. There was a Salazzle in front of him, and just behind was a Delphox, wearing a horrified expression.

Salazzle pulled away and her hands were covered in blood. She looked at them in surprise, then said something to Jerry again, but Jerry didn't realize she was talking to him. He somehow didn't even know he was there.

Then Spice looked back at Delphox and said something, and he nodded and ran ahead. Then Spice guided him forward, somewhere, and he followed blindly.

His breathing was steady and while he didn't remember when it happened, he had been walking for what felt like no time at all. His legs ached horribly, though, but not in the same way that his wings did. It was dark outside, but somehow the room he was in—a sterile white, painted stone—was lit up like daytime. The nest he sat on was a bag filled with soft cotton, and his body stained the outer, slick covers red.

A warm feeling started in his chest and spread throughout his body, concentrated mostly on his left wing like scalding water. He winced and stared at it, then watched as the wounds closed up beneath the caked blood. A Blissey, nearby, sighed with relief and asked him something.

While Jerry didn't know what she said, he nodded back and said, "Thanks." It was strained, but it finally cleared out his throat a little.

And then she was gone, passing through one of the halls. An Incineroar who had been in the room without Jerry realizing left shortly after, only for Spice to enter next. Incineroar said something cross to her, but Spice replied calmly, and then they parted ways.

"Jerry," Spice said, holding his shoulder again. "Can you hear me?"

Jerry remembered he was himself. "I can," he replied, like waking from a dream.

"Are you okay?" Spice said, and for some reason that felt like a dumb question, so Jerry didn't answer.

He only stared, his expression giving nothing for Spice to work with. His gaze was still distant.

"What happened?" Spice pressed.

Jerry realized that the Hearts' celebrations were ongoing. Loud hollers and whoops and cheers and roars shook the walls of Kilo Village.

"Jerry, you…" Spice looked like she had so many questions to ask, but Jerry was sorry to say that he didn't think he could answer them right now.

"Spice," someone called. That Delphox again. "Spice, we need to talk."

"Can it wait?" Spice looked back; Delphox let himself in anyway. "What is it?"

"They found some seeds in there," Delphox said, keeping his voice low.

Jerry tensed. Automatically, his eyes darted around for a window or some sort of escape route, and found none but the passageway Delphox had entered from.

"And?" Spice said.

"Modified seeds," he went on. "They had Toxic in them."

Spice looked taken aback, and now she joined in keeping her voice down. "What?"

"Not just any Toxic. Salazzle toxins. Corrosive."

Jerry's heart dropped and suddenly the well-lit room seemed a whole lot darker. Spice dared to glance at him only once, and even if it was for a split-second, Jerry felt like he'd been staring her down for the whole day. He would never forget that look.

"Spice… they were hidden in—"

"His father," Spice said shortly, but her voice was even. She seemed like a completely different person. A pain twisted in Jerry's stomach and his heart felt like someone was dragging it into Void Basin itself. "His father would hang around our battlefield after our sparring matches. I thought it was weird, but I guess now I know why."

It was a complete lie. His father never watched. He barely left his home at all. And now he never would.

Spice was leaving. "I'm going to submit that as testimony." She didn't look back.

"Spice?" Delphox ran after her.

Jerry watched. He mentally called, begged, for her to look back, to see anything more than the back of her head or her straightened muzzle when she turned. But even when he could see her by the side, her eyes were locked forward.

And then he was alone. Somehow, Jerry knew that Spice wouldn't come back.

He continued to sit, neither standing nor lying on his bed. Where was he going to go now? What was he supposed to do—were they going to question him? He couldn't even remember how he got there in the first place. And his wounds were already gone, so he couldn't use those to remember what had happened. Scars were more common before annexation, and healers had also been rare. Scars told stories, and now would he have one for this? Perhaps he'd forget it all happened. Maybe he never had a father.

The crowd cheered again outside. Kids ran across the streets, laughing and claiming that they would become the next Hearts. Several others countered and wagered they'd win. Then, the adults came and told them to find a proper place to fight, instead of acting like wilds who could fight like it was some savage pastime.

He wasn't supposed to be here.

But then, one last person stepped into Jerry's room, but for some reason he couldn't believe it. She was the same shape as him, but she wobbled with each step. She moved slowly but with practiced ease, and her eyes were determined and fiery.

He didn't know what to think about her anymore. Something about the image he once held in her mind was… cracked. A mask was falling away. The reality of her life that she lived in secret from her own son, what she had endured for him…

Jerry didn't move, but she continued. Then, her wings wrapped around him. Warmth. Jerry hadn't realized how cold he was until just then, and he leaned forward. Whether it was her or him, someone was shaking.

Her heart sounded so much softer.

But there she stood, embracing him, taking him under her wings. No matter what cracks had formed in that image in his mind of her… She was all he had left. After everything, Brigid remained. She was the strongest Pokémon he'd ever known.






107. Reaching Out


Chapter 97 – Reaching Out

A great Titan towered over the forest, charging a Shadow Blast. Anam was all too familiar with the attack; it was a signature, powerful technique that all basic Titans shared.

It fired; Anam countered with a sigh, which unleashed a halfhearted, indigo, yet radiant blast of his own. The light of his attack cut through the strike and split the blast across the empty fields of purple grass behind him. When the attack faded, Anam fired again and blasted the Titan directly, knocking its front half into pieces. He closed his eyes and clasped his hands together. Please, have a moment of peace.

The rest of the body went limp, countless Void Shadows scattering in all directions.

Anam watched them go, a few of them firing parting shots of darkness toward him, but a barrier of light dissipated all but the strongest ones, which lightly stung his amorphous body.

The Goodra then advanced, his horns drooping, with slow steps.

Anam, you should hurry, a voice called within him.

"I'm sorry, Jam-Jam" Anam said, taking a breath. "I don't like hurting them."

I understand. But please, before Dark Matter gets to the town. You can feel him getting closer, can't you?

"Mhm. Okay."

And talk to us mentally when you go in there, James chided. You want to convince them to evacuate, not that you're crazy.

"Okay."

Perhaps, a new voice said, this time of his mother, you should start practicing that now.

Okay.

It was a miracle that he had company at all. Dark Matter had claimed so many spirits within his core, but James and Madeline, his parents, he was able to wrest back. But so many of the others were still somewhere in the Voidlands, either as Void Shadows, or frightened spirits trying to live their sad lives.

Anam shook his head—bad thoughts. He shouldn't focus on that. He had to save them. He could save them! He just… needed to find the others. Defeating Dark Matter wasn't something he alone could do, after all. It was too bad he couldn't get to Necrozma immediately, not with the power he had now.

"Just a little more," Anam said, leaping into the air and flying forward. Even in the Voidlands, under Dark Matter's domain, he still had some of his Mystic power manifesting. Just ahead, Anam saw a great spire jutting out of the dead forest, as well as several Pokémon flying overhead. Good, they spotted him.

Less good, they were firing at him.

Twirling to the left, Anam easily dodged a Hyper Beam, and then another barrel roll left him only grazed by an Ice Beam. Then came the great charge from the spire itself, energy concentrating at the tip in a fine, bright point. Anam held his hand forward.

A beam of energy, another high-powered Hyper Beam, cut across the trees, incinerating the tips off the branches it touched, but Anam knew how to manipulate crystal energy. He deflected it to the left, where it sliced through the forest and left a messy, smoldering gash in the trees. That left the scouts panicking; they must have expected it to be a direct hit.

"Wait!" Anam shouted, but his voice didn't carry far. He flew faster, but then wobbled in the air—he was using his power too much. It was so strange to not have Dark Matter powering him anymore.

Be careful, Anam, Madeline said.

Sorry.

He landed a few paces from what he thought was the town's entrance. Within seconds, scouts surrounded him, using the gnarled trees as cover.

"Wait!" he shouted again. "I need to speak to your leaders! Quickly!"

Anam's breaths were quick and shallow, and he tried to keep calm. The reckless act of going straight into town was already catching up to him—he couldn't feel their negativity anymore. He had no idea what any of them were thinking. Dark Matter wasn't there to tell him. What if they were thinking of how to dispose of him?

"Who are you?" came a deep, demanding voice from the left.

"I'm Goodra Anam, and Dark Matter is coming here! Please, I need to see your leader!"

More silence followed, and it ate away at Anam. Losing his patience and composure, Anam took another step toward the town, but a sudden blast of ice struck the ground a few feet ahead.

"Stay right where you are, Dragon," came a feminine voice to the right.

"Please," Anam said. "Can't you detect him or something? I need to—"

"You're going to have to wait until we can make sure you're not a Void Shadow."

"But—but I—I just deflected that Z-Crystal beam thing! Void Shadows can't do that!"

To this, there was not only silence in words, but the subtle movements of Pokémon moving around, perhaps communicating to the scout leader, or sending other nonverbal signals throughout the ring that had Anam surrounded. Every second wasted, Anam felt Dark Matter drift closer. He was perhaps only half a day away. That wasn't nearly enough time.

I'm sorry, Anam thought, though he wasn't sure who it was directed toward.

Anam, wait—

Not yet, Anam—

Anam rushed for the entrance and, instantly, a flurry of action overtook his senses. Lights of all colors, but mostly cyan, came from the left and right, and a cold, sharp pain shot through his body. His advance was halted in an instant because his legs refused to respond, completely frozen in ice. He shook his body and freed one leg and decided the other one wasn't worth keeping. His left horn extended and shattered the ice where it met his right leg. The excess of his body fashioned itself into another one.

More beams of energy came next, this time striking him in the chest. This was ideal, because he could keep running—

A heavy fist slammed into Anam's back in a downward strike, sinking into his body.

"Ugh! What is this guy?!"

Anam jerked forward, caught on his fist, and tried to wiggle free, but his assailant was grasping onto the ice that had formed in his chest like a glacier. He pushed harder and fell forward, ignoring the hole in his chest where the ice block had been.

"He really is a Void Shadow! Kill it!"

"No, please!" Anam rolled out of the way. These scouts were strong—hardened by the Voidlands and potentially centuries of training, for all he knew. He simply wouldn't be able to stand up to that kind of skill and get away unscathed.

But he could afford a little damage.

Guys, can you help make a distraction? Anam begged.

But he didn't have time to hash out a plan, so he tried it on his own. He slammed his hands on the ground and channeled Ghostly energy into the floor. He hated that cold power, but it didn't feel as foul anymore—his portion of the Ghost Orb was not tainted by Dark Matter's presence.

The guards felt differently, suddenly shouting as hands rose from the ground. The dead hands dragged them downward. They struggled and broke free, but more rose and dragged them deeper. That would keep them stuck for a while—

More ice coated Anam's body and suddenly his whole lower half was solid. He squeaked in surprise and then wailed in pain when that persistent Machamp's fist slammed into the ice, shattering it. Machamp shouted in horror, which Anam understood. Shattering a Pokémon was probably not his intent.

Anam went flying forward, but this was good! In a sudden burst of inspiration, Anam's body softened, and his horns hardened. Then, with a firm jab downward, Anam could no longer feel his chest.

It had been a long while since Anam had been headless—well, bodiless—but he still had some of the motions return to him in seconds. It was like a Charizard discovering how to fly. He ignored his parents' warnings about being so vulnerable. At this point, any single hit would freeze him completely. He knew that. He also knew that if he got held up at all, he'd run out of time.

A little faster. His horns dug into the ground and he galloped forward, and he briefly recalled an old, old game he'd played with his parents. Hearing them talk to him like parents must have jogged the memory. Another game of Blaster.

With a childish grin, Anam slammed his face into the ground and channeled what energy he could in the back of his throat. There was less space than usual to work with, but it would do; as just a head, this wasn't too different from a Goomy with abnormally large horns, right? Then, he fired, and just in time; the cold chill of an Ice Beam coated the ground he'd just stood, and he was propelled upward and through the sky. A second Dragon Pulse to the left and he dodged several more stray blasts, and then he was out of their range and—

He slammed into a wall with a wet SLAP. Dazed, Anam curled his horns around whatever he could, miraculously finding some leverage around a curve. He had landed on a rooftop, his company being some purplish scum and slightly tilted tiles.

Ignoring the looming sense of dread that was Dark Matter's approach, Anam focused on the powerful auras nearby. Two in particular—Dragons, like him? They weren't quite Guardians, but it was something similar, like Hunters. They might be the leaders.

You should hurry, Anam, Madeline warned. Remember, one hit and—

Okay, okay, Anam said. Um, okay. Two more blasts, one to get away, and another to… oh, this roof is strong, right?

You don't have a choice, Madeline said.

Anam hummed nervously and positioned his face downward. Then, with another blast, he was in the sky—thankfully, the roof held. Must have been like the buildings in Kilo. A second blast diverted him away from the initial volleys of Ice Beams from the scouts below.

From above, the town was beautiful. In the dark, jagged sea of Void Forest, this town was a speckled beacon of light, dotted with so many different colors in the walls and along the rooftops. It scared away the Titans; while they were drawn to crystals, they were warded away by high concentrations of it… It was no different than the warmth of a campfire and the terror of an inferno.

He was falling, the colorful buildings looking less like squares and more like proper structures again. But this time it was fine; the scouts, while still pursuing him from the sky and the ground, were far behind, and he only needed to see the leaders.

"Help!" Anam shouted at the two guards that stared, dumbfounded, at the Goodra head that had just rolled across the ground. "I need to talk to your leaders! Quickly!"

The first guard, a bewildered Inkay, wrapped a tendril around a crystal in the satchel under her beak. "What—what happened to you?"

The second guard, a wary Beartic, snarled down and said, "Careful. It looks like scouts are chasing it."

"No, no, wait! I'm not a Void Shadow, I'm just a little funny!"

"A little funny? Where'd the rest of you go?!"

"Frozen by the entrance." Anam landed on his cheek and used one horn to point vaguely north.

"How are you talking?!" Inkay shouted. "Don't Goodra need lungs for that?"

"Well, I don't usually use my lungs," Anam said.

Beartic squinted. "That just gives me even more questions!"

A rough, quick voice shouted from within the building. "Okay, what's going on?"

"Latios, stay back!" Beartic said, not breaking his gaze away from Anam. The Goodra hoped that he wouldn't get frozen as a precaution.

"Oh, get over it."

Out came a blue-white creature covered in fine feathers and rigid, angular wings jutting out from either side of his back. His eyes were fixed in a perpetual, serious stare, and his arms were in a defensive position beneath his chest despite his casual tone.

Latios floated higher to get a look at Anam. "It's just a weird-looking Goomy."

"Um, I'm actually a Goodra. My name's Anam!" He waved with his horn, but when he did, he accidentally rolled over and spent the next few seconds trying to right himself.

"Then where's the rest of—" Latios stopped. "Wait, Anam? Kilo's ruler?"

"Well, I'm actually called the Heart of Hearts, not ruler."

"Anam," Beartic repeated. "You mean Dark Matter's seal?"

"If our intelligence is anything to go by," Latios murmured. "Let him in. I'll get Latias."

"He's—he's safe?"

"You can't feel his aura? No way that's a Void Shadow."

"No, I can't," Beartic deadpanned, crossing his massive arms. "Unlike you, I happen to not be an immortal fallen god."

"Oh, right." Latios didn't even look back. "Come on in, Anam."

"Thank you!" Anam stiffened his horns and crawled inside. "Oh! Um, and can you ask for them to carry my body here? It's a lot easier than regenerating it…"

"Oh, sure," Latios said. "Beartic, do that."

Beartic sputtered over his words, then grunted and lumbered away. Inkay floated in the air, drifting toward Latios, then at Beartic, and then finally decided on settling on the latter's head.

Anam followed Latios through the building, which seemed even larger thanks to his Goomy-sized perspective of it all. Supersized doors led to overwhelming halls that were well-lit and colorful but gentle mixtures of light blues and reds. After a few turns, Latios floated in front of a metal, sliding door that sank inward and slid into the wall.

"Latias—"

"Meep!"

Something clattered to the ground and a red creature, similar to Latios, flew around a central table and hid underneath it.

Latios, sighing, drooped his head and said, "Latias… just me."

"O-oh, oh, I'm sorry," Latias said, peeking out from the side of the table. "It was so loud out there, I thought something had gone wrong. Um, why is there a weird Goomy with you?"

"Goodra head. It's Anam." Latios floated inside and gestured for Anam to take a seat—which he struggled to climb—and settled on the other side of the table.

"Oh! Anam!" Latias peeked up. "Wait—Anam? What're you doing here? That's… that's really bad!"

Anam climbed further to get a better look at what was displayed on the center of this chamber, which resembled some kind of small conference room. Countless papers riddled the walls, all kinds of notes that Anam couldn't discern. The back of the room had a map of the Voidlands with a gold pin in the eastern portion of the forest area—depicted in a dark green, despite the actual colors—which must have been their location.

The center table was alight with a screen of buttons, not unlike one of Nevren's strange inventions. However, it looked like this one was displaying another, more interactive map of the Voidlands, with several dots either blinking or remaining stationary on the map. One dot was a black color with a white outline, which was blinking and slowly moving toward their current location.

"I know it seems bad," Anam said to Latias. "But, um, I'm here to warn you guys that Dark Matter is coming. But… it looks like you guys already know." He looked at the black dot on the map.

"We do. We're already preparing to evacuate," Latios said.

"Oh." Anam should have known that they'd be more competent, even with such an unexpected event. They probably had countless 'doomsday' scenarios and action plans in their systems…

"But you should tell us everything anyway," Latios said. "Why are you here? I thought you were Dark Matter's seal."

"I, um… I lost my grip a little," Anam admitted, shame gripping at where his heart should have been. "A-and now I can't get it back without weakening him, but he's too strong… I need to find some of my friends that are trapped here, too. Others who are like me! Please, did you see anything like that?"

"Hmm… No." Latios floated toward Latias and asked, "Any reports about others like Anam?"

"Um, what would that even mean?" Latias asked. "Like you how? Just a head?"

"No, um, as in, more powerful than usual? Maybe they react—oh! They react to Z-Crystals more!"

"Well, we have a lot of those. People who inherited Necrozma's blessing."

"No, even more than that," Anam said. "They should have an even stronger reaction because they, um, ohh, it's too long to explain! They just do! They have a piece of Necrozma's power!"

"A piece?"

"Mhm! Some more than others. Like me!"

Ask them about Owen, Madeline said. He's here, too.

"Oh! And a Charizard! He'd probably have the strongest reaction of them all."

"No new Charizard has showed up here lately," Latios said. "But y'know, I'll try to send word to the other cities and ask, but… That's a risk on its own, you know. Alexander might be spying on any messages we send.

No, Owen. Ask about Owen specifically.

"Um, not just any Charizard—Owen."

Latios and Latias both looked at one another, then at Anam. "Owen?" Latias asked. "He should be long dead. Wasn't he mortal?"

"I thought he was killed," Latios added.

"He's alive, oh, um, he's here, so I guess not alive," Anam said. "But he worked under me for a little while. I was taking care of him! Kind of."

"Owen…" Latias levitated a little higher, her expression brightening. Then, it suddenly twisted into horror. "Wait… Owen! Alexander would try to imprison him immediately—at best!"

"We need to spread the news without our lovely King finding out," Latios agreed. "Anam, I don't think it's a good idea for us to send something over the network. Did you visit any other towns? We've got the North, West, and South strongholds to visit next. If Owen's anywhere, it'd be one of those places. Or he's already in Cipher City, but we'd probably know about that by now…"

"I passed by the North one," Anam said. "I didn't feel anything there, though, not like Owen."

"Good. That narrows things down." Latios looked at Latias, nodding. "I have a plan. We're some of the fastest fliers in the Voidlands, but I'm a little faster. I'm going to head to West Null Village and probably try to avoid the Cipher City scouts. I'll have to fly wide around the city. Latias, take the easier route for South Null Village. Anam, you've got leadership experience up there, right? We're gonna give you a good word so you can help protect this place while we're gone."

"A-are you sure?"

"They can handle themselves without us," Latios assured. "Okay. It's sudden but we also don't have a lot of time. Latias, if you run into any trouble, just head back, alright?"

"Mhm. And you too." Latias floated a little higher, nervously fidgeting. "I, um, if you get hurt, fly back. And if you think the scouts are following you, fly back, too. Nobody can outrun you, and we'll be safer together…"

"I'll prepare some letters to deliver to them to say we needed to send an alert about Dark Matter," Latios said. "Maybe say Dark Matter messed up our communications."

Anam wasn't following most of their planning and instead looked back at the doorway, wondering where the rest of his body was, or if they were still thawing it out.

Eventually, Anam realized Latias was addressing him directly: "It's, um, good to meet you in person, Anam. I knew your mother for a while, and, um, also Giratina. I hope, um, oh, I shouldn't have mentioned, she's probably…"

…Giratina? What about Giratina? Madeline said, and her perplexed tone bled through Anam.

"What?" Anam asked. "Um, Mom is okay, but what about Giratina?"

"Eh? I always associated those two together. Oh, it's been so long, but they were always together, you know?"

…What in the world is she talking about?

"Sorry, I don't think Mom ever mentioned Giratina to me," Anam said. "Are you sure it was Giratina?"

"No, I remember, too," Latios said, tilting his head. "I suppose it has been a thousand years or so…"

Anam and Madeline both fell silent, and James hummed on the left side of Anam's mind. Strange, he said. Not once did Giratina cross Madeline's mind, at least, she never mentioned them to me.

Could I have lost a memory of an entire person somehow? I don't understand…

Anam frowned. He was no longer bound by the Promise he had made to Dark Matter now that the conditional—Dark Matter never attacking—had been broken. But even then, he had no knowledge of Giratina's association with his mother. How thoroughly had they been erased? How? Perhaps it was like Dialga and Palkia. Nevren remembered Dialga, and Rhys remembered Palkia. Yet neither remembered the other.

"Anyway," Latios said, breaking the pensive silence, "we don't have time to think about that. I need to fly. West Null Village is a lot farther away than South, so I'm taking a head start. Latias, once you have everything prepped here, go South."

"Mm!" Latias nodded, fidgeting again. "They, um, I'll do my best! And, er, um…"

"Don't worry, Sis." Latios grinned and nuzzled her side. "They trust you. You're the nice one, remember?"

Latias nodded, her feathers fluffing up. "N-nice, right. But maybe they need a commander…"

"Well, then imagine you're blue," Latios said. "Okay, I need to get going. No time left." He glanced at the map; Dark Matter was accelerating. "Definitely no time. Anam, you're sure you can hold him off?"

Anam hesitated. "I can stall."

"Good enough. I'm counting on you. Latias, you too. You can do it."

"Right. I will!"

He flew out of the planning room and Latias poked at a few buttons on the wall. "I'm going to make a backup of all the data we need and pass it to the scouts," Latias said. "I'll make a few copies. I'll give some to you."

"Data? Of what?"

"Stuff we know about Alexander and tracking Necrozma. But if this place gets destroyed by Dark Matter, or the scouts come with another random inspection, we need a way to hide it." She looked back at Anam. "So, um, if you're here, and Dark Matter's moving, and Necrozma's light spiked a few months ago… does that mean we're escaping the Voidlands soon?"

Anam blinked, thinking. Now that it was all coming to a head, it was odd that all the Guardians were glowing more than usual just before Owen became the Grass Guardian… Was that a coincidence?

"There's a way out, right?" Latias asked. "We—that's what we've been fighting for all this time. There has to be, right?"

"Yes, there is," Anam assured. "I'm… I'm sorry that you've all been sealed for so long, but it was to keep the wraiths from escaping, and…"

A cold, sinking feeling came from his phantom chest again, and probably not because his body was still thawing. That was right. His blessings had been undone. The seal between the Voidlands and Kilo was broken… All of the Dungeons were gateways into the Voidlands once more.

Latias jammed a strange rectangle in Anam's head. "There you go," she said. "um, sorry, that didn't hurt, did it?"

Anam crossed his eyes, even if the gesture was meaningless. "What is it?"

"The data. Hang onto it! And… thank you, Anam, again. To see light again!" She raised a tiny fist.

"Y-yeah. To see light again!"


"Owen, that's enough!" Tim cried.

But it wasn't. Owen clawed his way through yet another training dummy that Tim had set up—or rather, the one that Owen had put together just to slice through again. They had brought them at the strange human shop, ten of them for cheap since they were on something the humans called 'clearance.' He didn't know what it meant, but they got more when it happened.

The evening sun left an orange glow on the pale green hillsides and long shadows extended across the fields before it. Tim's shadow was a few paces away from Owen's, yet the young trainer did not move closer.

His claws bled and his red scales had a tinge of darker crimson. He had occasionally wiped them on his chest, leaving little flecks along his cream underbelly, but he didn't care. He wasn't going to be satisfied until he could cleave these training dummies in two with one swipe. So far, he was down to three slashes, which was much better than the seven he'd started out with. Pokémon were more durable, and they moved and fought back, but training was training.

And it wouldn't be enough until he knew he could defend Tim properly.

Tim was behind him, perhaps too afraid to get in the way, so Owen ignored him and went for another horizontal slice, his claws wreathed in fire.

 "You need rest, too, Owen," Tim begged.

"Not until I know it won't happen again," Owen said between breaths. "I don't… I won't be taken away from you."

"I know you want to get stronger," Tim said, "but you'll only get… get vulnerable if…"

"I won't lose again!" Owen spun around to glare fiery daggers at Tim. "I c-can't… Not when there are humans out there that could… could just steal me! I n-never felt so… useless before. I'm…"

His legs wobbled but he refused to kneel. He hid his tail from Tim's view, too, because he knew it was dim and wavering.

Owen was all Tim had left. The rest of their team was gone. The police wouldn't find them. Ayame had said they were some kind of crime syndicate. There was no way…

Tim held Owen's shoulders firmly, and Owen had forgotten how weak his touch had become. That poison was potent. But Tim's strength was returning rapidly, even though it had been a few days. Humans were a lot stronger than Owen gave them credit for—or maybe it was just Tim who was strong like that.

"Please," Tim said. "Let's rest for tonight."

The wind blew, sending a few stray blades of grass into Tim's hair. Another blade burned in his tail, and that's how he knew he was too worked up. Normally that flame only burned hot when he was agitated or in battle. If it was just training, it would have only been a gentle warmth.

But how could he train with a clear mind anymore?

He didn't have Duos to spar with. With the whole team gone he had to pick up the slack.

But now that he was out of the battle for a while, his claws ached and stung, and his chest was tight and his throat dry. Maybe taking a break would be a good idea…

Rustling grass that didn't match the wind patterns caught their attention. Ascending the lower hills was Ayame; beside her, a Dragonair. They both wore somber expressions, though there was still that pompous air about her.

"Hey," Tim greeted, trying to keep a steady voice.

"I got something for you," Ayame said, and then tossed a small package to Tim. With a bit of fumbling, he caught it and looked down, inquisitive.

"What is it?" he asked as Ayame sat down by the top of the hill. Tim sat with her.

Ire curled around Owen assertively. Owen growled and tried to wiggle away, but Ire growled back and bumped his cheek against Owen's side.

"You fight too much," Ire lectured. "Relax!" There was cheer in his tone, but his eyes were stern. He must have inherited them from Ayame.

"I can't relax when I'm weak," Owen said.

"You'll be weaker if you fight too much."

They all said the same thing, but at this point, Owen was in no position to fight back—mostly because Ire had rendered him immobile.

Ayame placed something in front of Ire, and Tim placed another package for Owen to look through. Smelled like food—and the moment that registered, the Charmeleon's stomach growled. Ire relaxed and let Owen go.

"A TM?" Tim asked, the other package now open.

"Owen's been training hard, but I don't think strength alone is going to cut it," Ayame said. "With everything we know, I think learning about new techniques might help Owen more than anything. Knowledge might speed up his training, make him stronger than a Charmeleon at the same strength, in a way. And besides, I know he's smart. He helps you with your math homework, doesn't he?"

"N-no, he just looks at the pictures."

"Mmhm. Anyway, try it out on him."

"Which one is it?"

"Pretty strange move, but one that'll help him learn exactly how it feels to use other moves. What better way to learn about what enemies can do than use their techniques yourself, right?"

Tim flipped the disc a few times over, frowning.

"It's called Mimic," Ayame said. "If Owen sees a move, he can capture that energy for a short time and store it inside himself. Then, he can call upon it and use that same energy again."

"What?" Tim scratched his head. "Is that even something he's compatible with?"

"Mimic is compatible with almost all Pokémon," Ayame said, "but it's also a huge strain, so be really careful. I heard rumors that they're going to discontinue this TM, or they're planning to, because it's not really that popular. But I was just thinking about everything, and maybe it's just what Owen needs."

"How much did you spend on…"

Ayame smiled dismissively. "Forget it."


Owen awoke to a Void Shadow staring at him with nothing but a clear screen keeping him safe.

"Hi, Mom," Owen said blearily, rubbing his eyes. Something about Mimic…that felt useful, but he couldn't piece together why.

The Void Shadow said nothing in reply.

"Did you sleep at all? Was my fire bothering you? It's technically light or something, right? And that's supposed to… wait, how did I know that?" Owen scratched at his scalp, humming. Right, those crystals were imbued with light, or something like light, or called light, and…

"Oh, good, you're awake," Jerry said from the entrance.

Owen stiffened, but then looked back. Only then did he realize that there was a blanket over him, soft like silk.

"I don't remember falling asleep," Owen admitted.

"Yeah, you kinda conked out next to Zena. We grabbed a blanket, cleaned up the food, and left you to rest." Jerry held up another package of food which smelled like a light, sweet breakfast.

A confused warmth spread through Owen's chest at that, and he still wondered where this more tender side of Jerry was coming from after everything else that happened. And despite this, what Jerry had told him before, and his general attitude prior, was now at the forefront of his mind.

Jerry scowled. "What? Still hate me?"

Owen hadn't realized the glare he'd given. "No, I—" The reality was he didn't, and the glare wasn't meant for him. "I was just thinking back, sorry. You happened to be where I was looking."

"…Bah, like you can lie." Jerry set the food down. "We're going to be having a meeting in Dialga's room pretty soon, but you don't need to come if you—"

"I'll be coming," Owen automatically said.

"You sure?" Jerry replied just as quickly. "Like, we get it. If you need to spend more time with Amia…"

"That isn't it." As much as Owen wanted to. "I need to be stronger right now. For her, too, even if she might… not completely recognize me right now." He smiled sadly, but then stood up, taking a sharp breath. "Alright! Enough moping. Nothing's gonna help her if I do!"

Jerry flinched, and for a second, there was a hint of some foul emotion on his face that Owen couldn't quite place. But then he wiped it away and looked forward. "Right. Then follow me."


Everyone gathered in Dialga's room, a larger-than-life chamber with illustrations of tall, rugged mountains and artificial wind from fans in camouflaged walls. The ground was intentionally uneven and rocky to better support the feel of a Dragon's ideal habitat, though Dialga didn't seem impressed.

Trina, Eon, and Gahi had to be taken away—along with Xypher—to be inspected and patched up for their injuries. Hakk had chosen to stay with Xypher to keep him company. Marshadow, however, was fine enough to attend.

That only left Zena, Jerry, Owen, Demitri, and Mispy to gather together with Marshadow and Dialga.

"Alright, guess we'll catch up the others if their checkups run long," Marshadow said. "I got a few things ter say."

Owen was glad that he already knew Manny so well, because without that, Marshadow would have been very hard to understand.

"First," Marshadow said, pointing at Dialga, "how come yer not Voided?"

"Voided… As in, what happened to—er." Dialga glanced awkwardly at Owen, and the Charmander shook his head in response

"What happened to Amia," Owen said.

Dialga stared awkwardly, then continued. "I don't know. Perhaps I'm too strong for them to kill, so they had to instead try to take me over some other way. As a defense, I had gone into dormancy for… what I imagine is quite a while. I recall fighting back very recently to something… Like I was emerging from a vat of slime. Very unpleasant. I think Palkia was there, too…"

"Palkia, right…" Marshadow looked down. "Not sure what caused that. There were energy spikes in the Nil Plateaus a while ago, couldn't find anything after. Then suddenly this all happens, tons o' newcomers ter th' Voidlands."

"Wait, what was that?" Demitri said. "Slime? Climbing out? Anam had ties to Dark Matter, right?"

"Slimy," Mispy confirmed, nodding.

Marshadow waved his arms. "I wanted ter gather everyone here so we c'n try to sort everything we know out," he said. "In order. As far back as we can."

"I don't even know where to begin!" Demitri breathed, then looked to Mispy, who shrugged.

"Owen's… the oldest," Mispy explained.

Owen shrank. That was true. He was older than a lot of—who was he younger than here? "Dialga, um, sir," Owen said, looking up at the massive Timekeeper.

The metallic Dragon dwarfed everyone else, even Zena. The building, which was geared toward large Pokémon, had still forced Dialga to crouch between the doorway.

"You're older than me, right?" Owen asked.

"I… believe I am roughly as old as this world," Dialga deadpanned. "Perhaps a little younger. So, yes. I believe I'm older."

Owen slumped over, sighing. "Right," he said. "Sorry, kind of stupid of me to say something like that. I don't know why I—but I don't think Dialga talking about Creation or whatever would matter anyway. I think the beginning for me is… when I was born in a place called Kanto."

"Never heard o' it," Marshadow said.

Owen figured as much. "It's a world where humans and Pokémon live together," he said. "Humans can't do a lot on their own, but they can strengthen Pokémon. I had what's called a trainer—but in practice, they're more like partners. Not—not important." Owen waved his hand, but before he could go on, Marshadow interrupted.

"Now, hold on," he said. "Not important? Sounds real important ter me. Why'd you mention that? Was Eon yer partner? Yer father?"

"At some point, he was my trainer, but then, he… something happened. I don't remember yet. And it led to him… I…" He bit his tongue lightly, unable to find the words.

"Take a breath," Zena suggested.

He didn't even know he was holding it, but that explained the dizziness. Slowly, his breath returned, but not his thoughts.

"Thanks," Owen finally said. "Let me try to explain what I know. Maybe the blanks will come back later…"

Owen started with the general dynamics between humans and Pokémon as he understood them. Most important was how humans could understand Pokémon vaguely if untrained, but almost perfectly if tuned with them. Then he went on about how Pokémon of that world enjoyed battling, and it came to them the same way walking or eating did.

"So, that's why you liked battling?" Demitri asked. "Does that mean we're from the same world, too?"

"I don't remember any of you from Kanto," Owen said. "And I have a feeling that you never were there. I think you two and Gahi are native to Kilo. But… beyond that, I don't know. If I wasn't born a mutant, maybe you two weren't, either. We never really asked where those new spirits came from for new mutants. I thought Eon just created them."

"Guess we'll ask," Jerry said. "He wasn't all that hurt, was he?"

"He'll be fine," Owen said dismissively. "He's still my old trainer. He's"—An image flashed in Owen's mind, one of a human who had been struck with poisonous spikes—"too strong to let a few little attacks take him down." Despite the pride in his tone, his smile didn't reach his eyes.

"Alright, humans and Pokémon have a strong bond. Cool. Dunno if that'll be useful, but I'll keep it in mind." Marshadow leaned forward. "What's next? How'd yeh get here?"

"Still don't know," Owen said. "Every time I fall asleep, I get a few new memories. Maybe if I focus on that in the coming days, I'll get them all back. Or maybe I can meditate."

"Y'know, I always thought that was weird," Jerry said. "All that meditating, and those memories. Seems real convenient that you're getting 'em all back now…"

"There was a Divine Decree keeping most of them sealed until I got here, I think," Owen said. "Maybe when Star possessed me, it broke that…"

"Still," Jerry said. "Feels planned."

Owen sighed. "Maybe it is," he said. "Almost everything about what I do and who I talk to has been planned by someone that isn't me for centuries." He rolled his eyes. "If someone else is dictating when I get my memories back, too, I wouldn't be surprised. I—"

Owen paused.

Maybe it was planned. He didn't know why, but his feelings sometimes outlasted his conscious memories, and that idea, that mere idea that something was planned, tugged at him. Planned by who? Certainly not him. Certainly not Arceus or Star.

Then it had to be Necrozma. Someone at that level. Could all of this be happening because of some plan by him?

What caused all of this to begin now, of all times?

He made a mental note to revisit this later.

"Anyway," Owen said, realizing they were all staring at him, "I don't know how I went from Kanto to Kilo, and I don't know about much of my time with Necrozma. It's all a huge blur until I became a mutant under Eon again."

"That's a freakin' huge gap," Marshadow commented. "I'm gonna close a little bit of that, and maybe it'll jog yer memory."

Attention turned to Marshadow, who cleared his throat, and everyone waited in respectful silence. "Oh, eh, you c'n fill in, too, Didi."

Dialga blinked, frowning. "Dialga, please."

"Worth a shot." Marshadow winked. "Alright. So, I dunno the whole deal about how the world formed er anything like that. Wasn't around when that happened. I do know, though, that we lived a pretty good life managin' the place. Basically, if something ever went wrong, we'd step in. Fix things from a higher level, y'know? World of little gods like Pokémon would take bigger gods ter fix things if they mess it all up."

"We seemed to get along fine without you guys, though," Owen commented. "I mean—no offense or anything, just, our world barely has any gods now, and it's been fine."

Marshadow smiled wryly. "Well, yeah. Now yeh just had the one, Anam. He sorta filled the divine vacuum. And befer that, lots o' people were droppin' into the Voidlands through Dungeons. Befer Anam fixed them, dying in a Dungeon meant your spirit fell… here."

Owen felt a little colder.

"Yeah, it ain't pretty," Marshadow said, glancing at Owen's dimming tail. "Dunno how Dungeons formed ter begin with, either. Showed up one day, around the same time that blights happen. Assumption is that it has ter do with Dark Matter, so—"

"Hold on, blights?" Demitri interjected.

"Yes, I'm not familiar with that term," Zena said. "What are blights?"

"No clue what you guys call it now," Marshadow said. "It's the energy associated with Void Shadows. It's corrosive ter aura, rots yeh from the inside but gives yeh a lot of power in return."

"Void…" Jerry trailed off.

"What was that?" Zena asked, glancing to Jerry.

"Eh—nothing," Jerry said.

"Not nothing," Mispy said, frowning. "You know."

"Lay off, will ya?" Jerry snapped, but by now everyone was staring at him. "Look, we called it the Basin's Protection. Blessing. Whatever. It's been, like, decades since I was only a kid when I dealt with that kind of power, and—"

"You were blighted?" Marshadow said, his head suddenly flashing with green fire.

"I dunno what that means, but whatever it is, you—back off!" Jerry stood up, realizing that the stinging feeling in the air was because Marshadow's aura was flaring.

"Guys, come on," Owen groaned.

Mispy slid between Jerry and Marshadow, turning her back to Jerry to glare at the small Legend.

Jerry used Mispy's size to stay hidden, though he still said, "If I was some threat, wouldn't you guys have seen it by now?"

Marshadow glared through Mispy, but then relaxed. "…Right. Sorry fer gettin' all hot 'n bothered." His head returned to its normal, black wisps. "That ain't like me."

Mispy relaxed next, though now she very clearly decided that it would be appropriate to stay closer to Jerry in case something like that happened again. Demitri relocated on Jerry's other side, following Mispy's direction, and decided to be his left guard.

"Um, so is the blight… really that bad?" Demitri asked.

Marshadow sighed, rubbing his forehead. After the initial adrenaline, he did look genuinely ashamed.

"I wouldn't call it bad," Jerry downplayed. "It ran in my family. Void's Blessing. Sure, it sounds ominous, but it was a symbol of power, and it was what helped the Quartz Kingdom flourish before Anam took over. We had advantages against the Dungeons and could repel wraiths, even control them if we had to so they didn't cause trouble."

"Inherited, eh?" Marshadow said. "Blessings run across blood, yeah. Has ter to with the way spiritual history passes along the Infinity Energy signatures. Thing is, only person who has this 'Void Blessing' er whatever… is Alexander."

"Alexander… the Hydreigon in Cipher City," Owen clarified.

"Yeah. From what I gathered, you also know a Hydreigon Alexander." Marshadow eyed Owen curiously, coaxing him to elaborate.

"My dad's real species is Hydreigon, and his name is Alex," Owen said. "He changed because I was scared of his Hydreigon form when I was younger, or something."

"Ain't no way that's a coincidence," Marshadow said. "Sounds ter me like that event erased from history is bubblbin' up in yer subconscious mind. Y'were Jirachi's assistant. Chances are, yeh fought Alexander."

"Okay, but that doesn't explain anything about my dad," Owen said. "He's not—"

"Maybe if we run inter him again," Marshadow said, "we'll ask."

"It's a southern tradition for some families to pass a name down the bloodline," Jerry said. "Mine, for one. Pretty sure there's a Smeargle in town that's got that going on. Maybe your dad was southern?"

"But then…" Owen sighed. "I don't get what that has to do with any of this. But it sounds to me like, Jerry, somewhere in your ancestry was… my step-grandpa, or something?"

Jerry grimaced like he was looking at a moldy plate of food.

Owen tried to envision his father being related to someone like Cipher City's ruler. Perhaps the reason Alex hid that was by intentional omission. Was he ashamed of his species bloodline, and wanted to change it?

Did Alex know about his father? If he was in the Voidlands, then Alex must have assumed he was dead and not worth talking about.

Owen had to find him and ask—hopefully Alex was still alive and not Voided. Amia was, unfortunately, no longer able to answer this question… As enigmatic as it seemed, Owen had a feeling that the blights, Alexander, Dark Matter, and himself all had something to do with each other. Perhaps Marshadow was right; Owen could have fought Alexander in the past. And then forgot, with the rest of that gap in history…

"About blights," Owen said, breaking everyone's contemplative silence. "I remember a little about it. When the Legends were around, they were practically invincible. No mortal Pokémon could defeat a Legend… except if the mortal was under the effects of a blight. For some reason, that let them cut through that invulnerability."

Marshadow settled in his seat. "Even Arceus wasn't sure where it was coming from. Figure Necrozma had no idea, either."

"How about Mew?"

"We don't really rely on Mew fer intelligence," Marshadow admitted.

Owen frowned, glancing at Dialga, but he, too, shook his head. It was unlikely that Star would have any idea about the blights, or she would have said as much.

"Then it's all unknown even to Legends? How is that possible? Dialga, weren't you around when the world was created?"

"I was," Dialga said. "When everything was nothing but a swarm of Unown, a testing ground to plan this new, little world… At least… I think I was around back then." Briefly troubled, Dialga shifted his weight until he was at a sort of half-kneel. "It's very blurry. I only remember watching, floating there… Did I have a body? I remember Arceus arguing with Mew. I can't remember the conversation, so long ago… And then… it's all blank. Like so many years passed in an instant, and suddenly I was standing before Arceus, ready to serve."

"No offense or anything," Owen said, "but hazy memories and just remembering serving Arceus doesn't sound that good to me."

"Oh?" Dialga asked.

"Arceus… lost his way a little."

"Lost his way, how could he lose his way?" Dialga said defensively, and Owen realized that this would be a losing battle.

"Er, nothing. Maybe he was a little stressed."

"Hmph. Maybe you just didn't understand the sheer magnitude of what he was saying. If you get an order from Arceus, you listen, simple as that. Next time you see him, I expect you to apologize for any insolence and defiance you threw at him."

It took every ounce of willpower and control for Owen to not roll his eyes.

"Alright," Owen moved on. "So you guys lived as Legends and helped manage the world. What happened after? How come I became a mutant and you guys ended up here?"

"…The blight decided it was high time ter rise up, one way er another," Marshadow said. "It happened real quick. Pokémon were gettin' corrupted more and more, mostly down south, and suddenly we had a whole army of Pokémon that had the blight in 'em. They were being led by the Dragon Guardian, last I checked…"

Owen blinked. "What? The Dragon Guardian? Aramé, right?"

"Eh? No, Lugia," Marshadow said. "The blight got ter her somehow, and…" He hummed, concerned. "Well, the attacks practically carved out the country."

Carved out echoed in Owen's mind, and he briefly thought back to where they had discovered Valle. That fissure, called the War's End, yet the reason behind its name had been lost to time…

Or had its history been erased?

"I dunno the full scope o' that battle," Marshadow said. "I was a small part. Me and my team—they're all dead, probably Void Shadows by now—we all fought near the front lines, too. So, I know fer sure Lugia was what ol' Dark Matter was usin' as the centerpiece. Made her invincible."

"Invincible…" Owen trailed off. "But that's… I don't understand. I met Lugia, and she's one of the nicest Pokémon I ever met! Yeah, a little weird, but…"

"You met Lugia?" Marshadow said. "How far back?"

"It hasn't been all that long before I came here," Owen said. "Like, only a few weeks ago."

Dialga and Marshadow exchanged a grave look. "Then she's been dormant this whole time. And if Dark Matter's making moves now… what's to say he isn't trying to regain control?"

"What was the nature of Lugia?" Dialga asked.

"What do you mean?" Owen didn't know how to nicely explain Emily's nature.

"How powerful was she?"

"Well…" Owen frowned. "She was a very strong healer. And, er… well, she… I don't think it's possible to actually hurt her in a way that matters. If you're inside her, practically anything you try is nullified."

Marshadow blinked. "Wait, repeat that last part?"

"And she's supposed to be a healer?" Dialga asked.

"She… heals you if you're in close contact. Very close contact." Owen fidgeted. "I don't want to talk about it."

"She eats people," Jerry said flatly. "And inside, they heal. Then she pulls them out. It's disgusting."

But despite Jerry's words, Marshadow's expression became even darker.

"It's a long shot," Marshadow said, "but… is she bigger on the inside?"

"She's big enough!" Jerry shouted, but then lowered his wings, thoughtful. "Then again… I feel like it should've been harder to fly around the way I did…"

"It was bigger on the inside," Demitri noted. "I thought that was just some Mystic property of her, but the only one who can change around sizes like that is Willow."

"And Willow's the Fairy Guardian," Owen added. "That power came from her personality and desires, the same way everyone's powers manifest, right? Emily didn't seem like someone who'd develop a power that shrinks people down or something."

"She was big because she was one of Necrozma's elite students, just like you," Marshadow said. "But ter be even bigger inside, like a distortion is balled up in her gut?" He sighed, rubbing his forehead. "…Call it a hunch, but I'm pretty sure I'm right. Lugia—Emily, y'called her? She ain't a Lugia anymore. Ain't been one fer a long, long time."

"Then… what is she?"

"Same thing Anam became." Everyone was silent, all eyes focused on Marshadow. "Dark Matter turned her inter a gateway inter the Voidlands. A living Dungeon."






108. Overwhelming Forces


Chapter 98 – Overwhelming Forces

"Gahi, slow down!" Eon shouted, wobbling along in a Charizard form.

"Dunno what that means," Gahi replied, his feet not even touching the ground as he glided over the floor of the large-Pokémon evaluation building.

"It means," Eon said, panting between breaths, "that you need to let me keep up with you."

"Why do you not transform into Gahi and keep up that way?" Trina asked. "After all, do you not typically turn into whatever is on the forefront of your mind?"

"Yes, and right now, all I can think about is taking care of Owen, and therefore—"

"Well, consider yourself glad you don't become a Charmander." Trina smiled wryly.

"What—"

And just then, Eon started to shrink. "No, no, no, don't say that! You'll make it happen!"

"Eh?" Gahi glanced back. "Charmander Charmander Charmander Cha—"

"STOP!"

Too late. Eon suddenly fell forward and toppled over, rolling over the ground. Before he could right himself, Gahi swept his tail under Eon and flicked him onto his shoulder.

"What—how did you do that?" Eon muttered, wobbling with his new, small form.

"Dunno. I think I did some Psychic pushes ter keep yeh on th' right path." Gahi rounded the corner, going past several larger-than-life potted Void plants. These ones looked more like miniature trees and bushes of dark red leaves, in a perpetual, violet autumn.

"This the one?" Gahi said.

"What?"

"Receptionist lady said two doors from th' right, right."

"I didn't hear that! You were throwing me around!"

"What, you think I'm good at listenin'?"

"But you just—"

The door slid open slowly, with hollow grinding as several gears and pullies within the wall slid the heavy door aside. It was probably meant to be secure enough to keep others from breaking in as well as whatever was inside from breaking out…

"Yer here," Marshadow greeted, taking up barely a tenth of the width of the doorway. "C'mon, we were in th' middle o' talkin' about stuff."

Owen looked back, and he and Eon made eye contact for an instant. Charmander to Charmander. But in another instant, Owen tore his gaze away, taking some of Eon's heart with it.

"We had a breakthrough," Marshadow said once he took a seat. "Y'know Emily?"

"Former Dragon Guardian?" Eon asked.

"How much d'you know 'bout that?"

"Wait, that's the thing she is?!" Gahi said.

"Yes," Eon said. "A Decree was disguising it because apparently, she'd once rebelled against Arceus. But after her power was stripped from her and given to the new Dragon Guardian, she was given a second chance. Her past transgressions and her past role would be forgotten, but she could still use her power to save Pokémon lost at sea. Why?"

"Mostly because all yeh just said was a false story," Marshadow stated.

"Arceus lied about that?" Owen said.

"Preposterous," Dialga interjected immediately, his booming voice overwhelming all other speakers even if it was his normal speaking tone. "Why would Arceus lie about something like that? Every god has dissenters and opposition, and the fact that Arceus was so merciful as to give her a second chance would be a story he'd happily tell."

Eon glanced at Owen, who seemed to be frowning with disapproval, and Eon agreed. Though, at the same time, it did add up. Barky had quite the ego, after all; anything to make him look good, he'd take it, wouldn't he? Then why hide it at all?

"This is good," Marshadow said, getting up from his seat. "Real, real good… I think this discussion is givin' us real insight on what actually happened here. I don't think anybody in this room is intentionally lyin'. In fact, I think all you guys think what you just said was the truth."

"How's that possible?" Demitri asked. "Everything that was said… And Marshadow, you said Emily was Dark Matter's vessel or something, right?"

"…What?" Eon looked between the crowd, realizing that so many of them were following along—aside from him, Trina, and Gahi.

Marshadow paced, then pointed at Dialga. "You say Arceus would never hide somethin' like that from history."

"Yes, absolutely. And in fact, I have no recollection of Lugia being anything short of kindhearted and benevolent."

"And you say that Lugia rebelled against Arceus and was defeated." Marshadow pointed to Eon. "And then made to ferget it ever happened, along with the rest o' th' world."

"Yes, that's how I… think I remember it…"

"An' you," Marshadow said, looking now at Owen, "say she's got Dungeon properties about 'er. A vessel o' Dark Matter."

"I'm still not completely sure about that," Owen said. "But she is bigger on the inside, and she doesn't… have—I guess, now that I think about it, she's a lot like Anam. She's just some thing in the shape of a Lugia."

"Oh." Mispy suddenly said, and hearing her speak after all that was so surprising that all heads turned to her. Everyone had been so quiet during this theorizing that her voice actually carried across the room.

"Mispy?" Demitri asked.

Mispy tried to speak again, but all the eyes on her made her freeze up.

"It's okay, Mispy," Trina said. "Everyone, stop staring at her. Let her gather herself."

Demitri held her side and whispered something, and Mispy whispered back.

The Haxorus widened his eyes. "…Marshadow," he said slowly, "do you know how Divine Decrees work?"

"They're like wishes," Marshadow said. "World runs on wishes. Little wishes, big wishes, specific wishes, broad wishes… I dunno, ask Jirachi, he's the expert on that. An' befer yeh ask, no, he's in West Null Village, and we're in South Null Village."

"Get to the point," Jerry said impatiently.

"Right, yeh." Marshadow cleared his throat. "One way to conceptualize Pokémon power is with wishes."

"You mean like how we use aura to perform our techniques and attacks?" Owen asked.

"Aura? Heh, sure. Another term is Infinity Energy, but sure, aura. What, yer technique science run by a Lucario er somethin'?"

"Well, Rhys developed most theories behind how Pokémon techniques work, and he's a Lucario."

Marshadow looked genuinely surprised that he was correct.

"Rhys…" Dialga murmured. Eon heard it, but nobody else did, and the conversation moved on.

"We know the lesson already," Jerry muttered. "Heard it enough in school. Use your power to tap into those techniques you were born with, right? Exercising your aura is no different than exercising your muscles or any other part of your body. What's this got to do with Decrees?"

"Well, a Decree isn't just a wish," Marshadow said. "It's a wish that c'n restrict wishes."

"I read a book about that once," Demitri said, tilting his head. "It was about Jirachi being unsealed from sacred stone, and he was going to grant three wishes. But one rule was that they couldn't wish for more wishes, and there were other restrictions, like they couldn't wish for love, or death of someone, or—"

"A Decree is what made those rules," Marshadow explained simply. "Decrees are rules fer rules. They permeate all reality when they're made. Originally, a Decree was made ter limit what Pokémon do at all, so you don't got a Charmander shootin' Hydro Pumps, er a Haxorus runnin' Play Rough.

"A Decree is the law of reality. Yeh can't break it unless yer strong enough ter rewrite the Decree itself, or yeh got an override. To challenge reality itself."

"Like Mystic power," Owen said. "If I have something that gives me the techniques…"

"Yep." Marshadow nodded. "Workarounds, yeh could say. But we're gettin' off topic. Meganium, eh… Mispy, was it? How come yer askin' about those?"

"Dark… Matter," Mispy replied after a lot of pausing. When she got those first words out, her eyes hardened. "He made a Decree."

"Good," Marshadow said, nodding. "Th' fact you came ter the same conclusion makes me think I'm right."

"But—you can't make Decrees unless you have divine power, right?" Owen said. "And a lot! I'm a Mystic and not even I can do those! Star and Barky have most of the power, and the rest is all scattered around the Orbs."

"Two Orbs isn't enough for a Decree, either," Eon pointed out, gesturing to himself. "I have two, and I'm nowhere near that level of power."

"…Hm." Marshadow looked at Owen. "You mentioned a while back that a Decree sealed your memory, and it broke. What was sealed?"

"My memory of Kanto," Owen said. "I even forgot my native language. There's this feral Zoroark on our team—I started understanding her perfectly after it broke."

"How strong were you when that broke?" Marshadow asked.

"Star possessed me. I think that was enough power in the heat of the moment that it snapped."

"Just Mew?"

"And a little of an Orb."

"Then whatever Decree sealed those memories were at least slightly weaker than that amount of power. One god and one Orb. That's our minimum," Marshadow said. "We can math this out. What's the minimum power needed ter make a Decree that can erase Lugia's true nature from history? If we figure that out, we might have a shot at figuring out the truth. We c'n also say that there's a maximum befer any o' this wouldn't have mattered. If Dark Matter gets enough Hands, he'd've won already."

"What's the point of figuring that out?" Jerry asked.

"Getting info," Marshadow said simply. "If Dark Matter really did make this Decree he had a reason. He hid info. If we wanna beat him, we gotta get that info back. First thing we gotta do is retrace our steps, and maybe, jus' maybe, figure out how much power we gotta gather ter break it. It'll all cascade from there."

Mispy was staring pensively downward, and Demitri nudged her gently. Eon didn't know them as well, but he knew them enough to guess how she was feeling. Mispy wrapped a few vines around his arm and squeezed, still deep in concentration, but needing something tactile to feel and fiddle with. Mispy was very physical like that.

"Well, he couldn't have gotten a majority," Owen said. "More than half of all Hands and Dark Matter would have just beaten us all, right? So he probably had around two-fifths!"

"No," Mispy said simply.

"Eh?"

"Too hasty."

Owen frowned, but Marshadow nodded.

"Think carefully. Don't rule that out just yet," Marshadow hummed.

Eon frowned; he didn't understand. If Dark Matter gained over half of all Hands, wouldn't that have been enough? Sure, there was raw power beyond that, too, like that whole willpower explanation from Manny, but did that apply here? And who would have a greater will than a literal… whatever Dark Matter was?

That silence hung over the group before they could continue with their theorizing. They trailed along for a little while longer, mostly focused on Owen's time as a Heart, the sudden resurgence of Guardian sightings and its odd timing, and then Trina mentioning that she doubted it was a coincidence. To this, Marshadow and the others agreed, but just precisely what mechanisms were at play was still hard to puzzle out.

Owen figured aloud that if they had enough time to sit together and think, they might have found more, or perhaps that was all they could have found. But that didn't matter; their conference was interrupted by five rapid knocks at the entrance to Dialga's room.

"M-Marshadow! Quickly!" called a guard, deep yet cracking with panic.

"Eh? What?"

"Aster!"

That one word made Marshadow's wispy head turn to green flames. "How long do we got?"

"Five minutes, at most!"

Marshadow muttered a quick curse and stared at Owen, then Dialga, then the rest. "Owen, with me. Dialga, do not leave this room. The rest o' you, scatter. Do whatever in town. Blend in, don't get noticed. Got it?"

"What?" Eon asked, but Marshadow did not repeat himself. He instead reached for Owen, held his hand firmly, and pulled him along and out of Dialga's room. Eon yelled for him to get back, but the confusion and sudden urgency left him standing with everyone else.


Marshadow ran Owen along the roads of Null Village's residential district. Pokémon of varying sizes and evolution levels, most of them at their lower or middle forms, watched Marshadow with worried curiosity. The intensity of his flames made them quicken their pace to find a place to take shelter. Rumors of Aster arriving spread faster than Marshadow's pacing through town.

Down one of the paved clay roads, Marshadow stopped when he saw a familiar and trustworthy face.

"Oi! Xypher!"

The Corviknight chirped, having just exited a small building with an entrance just the right size for him. The crystals that embedded the walls were all a bright silver.

"I need yeh ter keep Owen safe, y'hear? Safe and inside yer place."

"Safe? Safe, safe?"

"Aster's coming and we gotta make sure he doesn't get a look. You and Hakk have a place ter hide yer stuff, right?"

Xypher shifted nervously, like he wasn't supposed to answer.

"What's going on?" Hakk called from inside. The icy Sandslash stepped beside Xypher and closed the door behind him.

"Ain't any time," Marshadow said. "Hide Owen in yer place. Aster won't think ter look there, fer one, since this is just some random home out in the residential district."

"What do you—"

"Hide!" Marshadow conjured a large, shadowy hand from the ground that tossed Owen into Hakk's claws, who had cradled him on reflex. Owen blushed under his scales and Hakk dropped him.

After some quick movements, Hakk and Xypher headed back inside to leave Owen, saying for him to stay put for the time being and not go outside. Apparently, they had errands to run, and the best way to keep Owen safe for now was to keep him someplace indiscriminate. While Owen was nervous about being on his own in this home, he also figured that, at least statistically, the chances of this 'Aster' finding him in the residential district among the many other buildings was astronomically small.

"We'll be back after we get some groceries," Hakk said. "Don't go outside. The walls should keep Aster from looking inside for mind reading or anything."

"What? How?"

"Insulated walls. Privacy, y'know?"

"You guys have that here too?"

"Something tells me Null Village is more advanced than Kilo." Hakk dismissed Owen with a shooing wave and stepped out with Xypher.


Marshadow stopped near the center of Null Village, where the great anti-Titan spire loomed above all the other buildings. It was a dark obsidian color, embedded with several crystals in a lattice pattern in a rainbow gradient of colors. Near the top, the crystals stopped, replaced instead by thin lines that glowed dimly with its radiant power. The bottom of the spire was the width of a great oak tree, with several control modules on the southern side, though it didn't activate nor even reveal itself without the right person in front of it. It was mostly for overrides anyway; the spire was controlled remotely from the lookout towers instead.

The spire sat in the central plaza, behind a gate that Pokémon were not allowed to tread unless they had authorization. Even Marshadow did not enter if he didn't have to, if only for safety; the spire's energy was extraordinary. So, Marshadow stood about ten feet away from the spire, eyes skyward as he waited for Aster's arrival. Any second, now.

"Marshadow, is he there yet?"

Marshadow pulled out his badge and spoke into it. "Nope. How many seconds?"

"Are you sure? He's right there!"

Marshadow stared at the badge, then sighed, eyes closed. "Aster," he said aloud. "No tricks, c'mon."

Someone giggled from the other side of the spire.

He was not in the mood to be playing one of Aster's games. A hyper Aster was an unpredictable Aster. Though, he supposed it was better than an Aster who was afraid of getting in trouble with Alexander; then they wouldn't be able to distract him. Perhaps he should count his blessings.

"An' to what do I owe yer visit this time? If yer waitin' on Null Village taxes, we sent 'em a few days ago." Marshadow sank into the ground and swiftly dashed around the spire, where he saw a flicker of light and a bit of the Mewtwo's tail before it disappeared.

"No, no, we got those!" Aster replied, now on the original side of the spire Marshadow had been. "Where'd you go?"

Marshadow hopped out of the ground and casually walked around. "Was lookin' fer yeh. Alright, so not taxes. What fer?"

"You need to give me whoever did that really powerful Infinity Energy explosion!"

"Eh?" Marshadow mentally cursed; Alexander had noticed. Still, Aster wasn't a good mind reader. Marshadow knew how to defend against even the subtlest mental invasions. Type advantage or not, Aster wouldn't find out if he tried to peek.

"Yeah, Down south in the Nil Plateaus! Big, big explosion of energy, way more than what a Z-Spire can do! So what is it, huh? Who did it? Is it someone really cool? Or a new weapon?! It'd be really great to use when Alexander's too busy to take down Titans on his own!"

"Dunno what yeh mean by all that," Marshadow said. "Been sending scouts around down there ter gather up spirits that fell from th' sky. Maybe something happened."

"Scouts, huh?" Aster flicked his tail, his eyes gleaming with curiosity. "How long does it take for all your scouts to come back?"

"Their trips can go from days to weeks," Marshadow said.

"Oh. Well, how about the strong ones? I dunno if Alexander can wait that long…"

Cornered. But it would buy them time. Aster was looking for someone powerful. Alexander knew. If they had a decoy, or an excuse, maybe that would work, but right now they needed time, and if he could at least keep Aster from looking around town…

"Maybe a week," Marshadow said. And this was true, even if the premise was a lie. "Send Alexander a message saying that. A week. If he wants ter be mad, he c'n be mad at me."

And at this, Aster's happy gleam had dulled a little. Good, that vulnerability was still there.

"What, was he cross with yeh?" Marshadow prodded.

"No," Aster replied immediately. "Alexander's always friendly. He's just a little strict because he cares a lot for Cipher City and the Void Kingdom! So, I have to work extra-hard to make sure he's happy, because he works extra hard!"

Marshadow gave a disapproving frown, making sure he exaggerated his features. Aster understood those easier. "I really wish he wasn't so hard on yeh. Yer doin' yer best."

"No, he's fine!" Aster said desperately, and then he laughed wildly. "Alexander's funny! I stole his desk and he said he'd count to three, and it was fun because then he gave me a mission where I could do anything I wanted as long as I brought back the source of that power!"

"Anything?" Marshadow repeated.

"Mhm! And then he leaned all close and smiled and said, aaaanything!"

Marshadow let the silence sink in.

"So," Aster said, immediately trying to fill it, "that's why I have to."

"Have to," Marshadow replied, nodding. "Yeah, I guess that's how it is. Don't wanna have Alexander punish you."

While he probably didn't mean it, Aster had let out a squeak anyway, and that happy façade melted like butter in a desert. He hastily slathered it back on. "I'm gonna get to do anything I want!" He smiled wider than ever, but his eyes reminded Marshadow of Class Ds trying to fake recollections to fool themselves.

"You want a place to stay until then?" Marshadow offered. "Yeh c'n stay at my place."

"No," Aster said, spinning around rapidly as he leaned back. "I'm gonna look for, uhhh… a cool place where I can strike cool poses!"

"Well, alright," Marshadow said. "you know where I live if yeh wanna relax a li'l. Don't ferget ter tell Alexander."

And again, Marshadow saw that hesitant look in Aster's eyes. Now he knew that Aster was hoping to get in and out. He was going to get desperate if things weren't careful, but…

"How about you tell him?" Aster asked with that same, cheerful tone. "You're way more articulate than I am and stuff!"

"Would he approve that?" Marshadow asked. "Dunno if he's real happy with my, eh, articulate way o' talkin' an' all that."

"It's okay!" And before Marshadow could object further, something landed in Marshadow's free hand—Aster's badge. Still good with Teleporting, it seemed.

With a suppressed groan, Marshadow navigated the badge's interface, knowing that if he did anything suspicious, Aster would panic. Without any shenanigans, he went to the contacts menu and—

"Okay." Marshadow didn't know what he expected. "Which one is Alexander?"

Grumpybutt. Pewpew. Hackerslasher. These nicknames were absurd.

"Oh, you need to pick Darkeyes!"

Wordlessly, Marshadow initiated the conversation and waited for an answer. It showed what appeared to be a doodle of a Haxorus for the profile picture, which pulsed with a little white ring as it waited for a response.

"Aster," called a voice that gripped Marshadow's chest with ice.

He refused to let it show in his voice. "Aster wanted me ter call. He's right by me."

"Hi, King!"

"Why?"

"Yer really gonna ask?" Marshadow said.

Alexander growled lowly. "Speak with respect. Why did you call me?"

"From what Aster told me, he's here ter get the source o' some great power detected way down south, right?"

"He is to get the most powerful entity he can find there, which is going to be the source of that unprecedented spike of energy."

"Yeh, figured." Marshadow looked to Aster, who smiled, though he looked very relieved. The Mewtwo's eyes looked tired, and Marshadow couldn't help but feel pity.

"And how long will you be stalling?" Alexander said.

"Ain't like that. They're still out on a scouting mission, and it ain't gonna be an easy call back that far out. They're scheduled ter return in a week. What's the plan?"

"Then they will return in a week?"

"Yeh. Well, around a week. If yeh wanna be safe, ten days."

"Aster."

"Yes!" Aster straightened and saluted nothing.

"For each day wasted, kill one resident."

"Oi, hold on," Marshadow said, masking his panic with anger. "It ain't their fault they're on a scouting mission. They're doin' their thing as fast as they can!"

"I know you are lying."

It was a bluff. It had to be a bluff. So Marshadow would bluff back. "Look, you've got one of the Voidlands' strongest standin' right next to me with a giant type advantage ter boot. Why'm I gonna lie? All yer gonna do is stir up unrest and then it'll make future collabs worse."

"Send your fastest scouts to get the ones out there to bring them back," Alexander said. "How much will that reduce the wait?"

"I dunno the numbers off the top of my head fer that. We can't spread our resources thin without risking the village."

"You really want to take this lie to the end, do you?"

"I ain't lyin'," Marshadow snarled. "Don't go making orders ter kill my people." Marshadow felt his flames turning green. In the rush of it all, he let slip something that, even as he said it, he wondered if he should have kept it inside. But instead, he let it go anyway, fueled by so much pent-up anger. "If Aster tries, I'll fight 'm back myself, and then we'll see if you'll ever get cooperation from me again."

Silence from the other end. Marshadow's flames were humming in his ears. If Alexander gave the order, he'd be fighting a Mewtwo in seconds. If he didn't die then, Alexander would send Leph. He'd be fighting God's forgotten daughter. And if he somehow, somehow evaded that, he'd have to deal with that Treecko. He wasn't prepared for that.

Aster looked nervous, shifting from left to right, and the soft sting of Psychic waves ran across Marshadow's back. Yes. Marshadow knew he was readying for an order he did not want to follow.

"Aster."

"Yes!" This time, it was a squeak, and he did not salute.

"If powerful scouts do not return in five days, take Marshadow instead."

"Okay. Five days!" Aster looked visibly relieved, but his voice didn't show it. That same old enthusiasm.

"I'm sure you will figure out how to get them back by then, Marshadow. Do not call me again unless they've returned early."

And then it disconnected.

Aster's shoulders slumped over, but when Marshadow turned to face him fully, he straightened right back up. "He's nice, isn't he?" Aster beamed.

Marshadow didn't return the false smile. Instead, he stared up at the strange Legend, green flames finally returning to their wispy black. Aster continued to smile—even wider than before, in fact—and finally Marshadow sighed.

"Hey," he said. "How about yeh come back ter my place and rest?"

"Oh, sure!"

"It ain't far," Marshadow gestured for him to follow, and indeed, it wasn't very far. After a short walk down the roads, which were barren from all the Pokémon holing themselves up in the nearest building they could find. Marshadow was glad that Hakk and Xypher lived on a different street; he didn't have to take any suspicious routes.

He approached a building embedded with crystals, most of them a deep, spectral purple. "Hope the colors don't bother yeh too much," he said, pressing a hand against the wall. An imprint glowed against the obsidian stone, which faded a second later when the door slid open. He gestured for Aster to enter first, and then Marshadow followed.

The second the door closed, Aster's shoulders slumped and he sighed. Marshadow didn't acknowledge it; instead, he headed to the fridge, kicked it open, and tossed Aster a small container of Pecha juice. Without looking, Aster caught it in a gentle Psychic grip.

"You remembered," Aster said, his voice suddenly soft and noticeably deeper. "I love this flavor."

"Eh, I don't, but they come in variety packs. Save 'em fer last when I'm desperate, may's well give 'em ter you." Marshadow pulled out a Cheri soda next. "Make yerself at home, relax a little" he added. Not like yer allowed to anywhere else.

"Oh, but I'm always relaxed!" Aster said, his voice defiantly energetic and squeaky.

Marshadow tilted his head, but then nodded. "He can't hear yeh."

"I—I know," Aster replied, his eyes dulling. "But I'm always relaxed. Well, not relaxed, I'm energetic, but I'm always happy."

"Never said yeh weren't."

Aster's jaw clenched. He looked down, squeezing his fingers; he couldn't maintain eye contact with Marshadow. "I'm… happy. I have to be. And smiling is fine. It's just a smile, right?"

Marshadow frowned, deciding that this was not something he would be able to fight on his own. "Juice'll get warm."

"Right."

Marshadow left the Mewtwo to his own devices, quietly wondering if there was a way he could use his mask against him. Aster didn't want to fight for Alexander, but he was also afraid to fight against him. How could he get Aster to cooperate and not scare him into complying with the orders?

Marshadow hopped onto a cushion several times his size and sank in, closing his eyes.

Five days… Aster would have no choice after that.


The skies of Kilo's oceans were black with a shadowy storm. Occasionally, bright violet lightning bolts crossed the clouds and struck the water, and Rhys could only hope that the aquatic Pokémon had long since sought refuge in the depths or far away from this part of the world.

The rain was weakly ebbing, and that was going to be the best opportunity they had to get out while they could.

Rhys had lost track of the days, but it had been more than enough to lose his mind from some mixture of anxiousness and boredom, only able to temper himself with idle chats with Brandon in person and Elder from afar. Arceus was insufferable and he didn't bother.

Tanneth hadn't moved at all from within her tiny capsule, and showed no willingness to emerge even after all this time. She needed immediate medical attention, and the only thing possibly keeping her alive was the ball's properties putting her in some kind of semi-stasis.

Rhys wasn't the only one leaving. Arceus had given an order, after observing the storm from Destiny Tower through some kind of far-sight, to leave the factory. This surprised and unnerved Brandon, but the instruction to gather the strongest and most operational Poké Balls meant that Arceus still had his basic mission in mind, even if he still wasn't sure why he needed them.

"Guess this'll do," Brandon said, holding a bag that was filled nearly to bursting with miniaturized spheres. "You got Tanneth?"

"I do."

"Alright, now where's Hecto—oh, wait, no, he's not around anymore…"

Rhys didn't recall seeing a Hecto anywhere around the factory. That was always strange, and he finally asked, "Do you know where he went?"

"No clue. Saw him running off, so he probably went for a swim and never came back… Kinda weird. He's not all that strong, but he's probably got enough energy to get to the mainland after a few days."

Rhys wondered if Hecto knew Star had disappeared. While stoic, the Zygarde certainly would feel distraught about that, wouldn't he? What would he be doing all this time?

"Let's go," Brandon said, "before the dark rain starts up again."

"Of course."

Most of his strength had returned, so the flight was much faster than Hecto's hypothetical swimming trip. Rhys learned once they could see the horizon that they had left at the top of noon, and their flight—courtesy of Brandon's flying steel plates—took the bulk of the day. Rhys occasionally tried to communicate with Tanneth, reading her aura from within, but she did not want to emerge. Elder helped pass the time with more small talk, his voice feeling closer and closer with each second.

Speaking with him was nostalgic, in a way. So many decades with nothing but telepathy to link them. Being away for a few days shouldn't have bothered him, but he missed the Torkoal's warmth.

The stormy skies were behind them, but were unsettlingly still along the horizon. Much closer than before at this point. Was half the world under this shroud of darkness, now? Would it expand, or would it stay put now that Arceus could deflect it?

That was what he planned to do, right?

"Hey, look. Land," Brandon commented, snapping Rhys out of his thoughts to look down. No more ocean, only a brief strip of sandy beach, and then the southern forests. They had passed by Zero Isle Spiral without him realizing. To the right was the now emptied Chasm of the Void, and far to the left, beyond the horizon, was Void Basin. It was so strange to be back on land after so many days of recovery.

"Land indeed," Rhys said, looking at Tanneth's Poké Ball. The sooner they could get her healed, the better.

They flew the rest of the way in silence aside from some idle comments to break it up. Brandon would comment on the trees and how green it was, and how that unnerved him. He asked Rhys if his Steel body would throw anyone off, and Rhys said probably not, since there were already a few abnormal Pokémon around thanks to the company they keep. Still, looking normal would be wise as well, since he could be mistaken for a mutant.

Brandon hesitated, then relented, though he also added that he hadn't gone to his normal form in a very long time. He spent the next few minutes poking his own arms, frowning at the sudden give it had.

When they landed in the southern entrance to Kilo Village, Rhys got off first with shaky steps. The entrance was a wide crevice in the mountainside that allowed for easy entry after a bit of a climb. Brandon had the courtesy to land near the top, where, at the bottom of Kilo Mountain's steep crater edge, a Torkoal waited. Despite how far away he was, Rhys felt his smile and conjured what aura energy he could to slide down in a makeshift sled.

He ignored Brandon's 'showoff' comment and hopped off with a graceful landing, followed by a small stumble.

"Elder," Rhys breathed, and then he let out a strained laugh. "Elder…"

"Rest, Rhys," the giant Torkoal cooed. He turned, letting Rhys press his head against his shell, and then smiled at Brandon. "Good to see you as well… Brandon, was it?"

"Yeah." Brandon looked him over. "…Weird pair. But y'know, I think I see why you two got together." Then, he clapped his hands together and said, "Anyway! Glad to see you. Steel Guardian, yadda yadda, hey, where can I drop off these things where absolutely nobody can get to them?" He raised his inventory of capsules. "Arceus calls it insurance. Who knows? Maybe we can catch Emily in one or something if we play our cards right. Just need to figure out how to get close…"

"Ye—"

"Elder!"

From behind, an Incineroar stepped toward the Torkoal and slowed once he was at speaking distance. "We have a somewhat… urgent problem. Are you busy?" He nodded to Rhys. "It's good to see your return."

"Of course, er…"

"Phol," the Incineroar introduced. Then, looking back to Elder and barely acknowledging Brandon, he said, "Elder, our main food supply lines have stopped."

"What?"

Rhys looked between them, feeling the urge to step forward. He didn't even take one step when Brandon held his shoulder, giving him a disapproving look. Rhys growled, but relented and let Phol continue.

"Eastern supplies have stopped for three days. We're supposed to get them daily, and if this keeps up, Kilo Village will run out of food within another three. There's a chance that mutants caused some problems on the supply line, or… Yotta Outskirts itself."

"Yotta Outskirts?" Brandon said. "What's that, major supply line?"

"Largest farmland in Kilo," Phol said. "When Waypoints broke, it was essentially our primary source of food since it was nearby and along easy paths. But now that supplies have stopped, our reserve foods are rapidly running out."

"What have you done already?" Elder asked.

"I gathered some talents to come with me to investigate," Phol said. "I don't think I'm needed at the hospital for now. I trained some new staff and they've caught on, and it's not like I know any healing techniques. I'll be fighting if I need to." He frowned. "I'm also going to bring Angelo for flight and utility. Seems to always have a technique ready when we need it, and right now food is a higher priority than healing."

"Hang on, hang on, healing?" Brandon asked. "How many of you guys're hurt?"

"A lot. The wounds that mutants deal are much more long-lasting than typical injuries. Not to mention, anybody injured by wraiths in Dungeons are no better." Phol grunted, looking down. "Blessed items are rare and rationed. I'm pushing for more of them to be used on civilians, but the Hearts do still need a supply of them for rescues. And there are just too many missing Pokémon that we're starting to triage missions."

"Right." Brandon stepped forward, glancing skyward. "I can help."

"What?"

Brandon raised his bag. "This technology can preserve dying Pokémon until they can be safely healed. Don't ask where it came from. Does it matter? No? Then bring me to the hospital and I'll preserve your most severely injured Pokémon. After that, send me to wherever the most missions there are and I'll clear out the whole place. I'm stronger than I look."

"You're not even fully evolved, how can you—"

"What did I just say?" Brandon snapped.

Phol and Brandon stared at one another, wordless for a few intense seconds. There was a hint of recognition between the two of them.

"Do you know where Pyrock Village is?" Phol asked.

"You have a map?"

Phol pointed to the Heart building, which—despite everything—still stood strong. It was a constant reminder to Kilo that they could still stick together even in the toughest times, and despite the Elites' absence, and the Heart of Hearts himself, they could carry on and forward.

"Do you need anybody else to go with you?" Phol asked.

"I've got a team."

"You do?" Phol looked Brandon over, but then added, "Never mind. I'm not questioning it. The past half-moon has been nothing but strange Pokémon after strange Pokémon coming out from whatever hole you spawned from. Do what you want." He nodded at Brandon, then said turned after a few more parting words with Elder.

"He seems busy," Brandon commented. "Nurse and explorer?"

"Mm. Quite a few talents," Elder said. "He used to have aspirations to go into exploring, and I'm certain he would have passed the exams. I remember seeing him training as a youth. But at some point, something changed… and he became a nurse instead. He doesn't really have the species for it… but, well, as the Book of Mew states, we should not let that restrict the dreams of a soul, hm?"

"Well, if he's still got the job, he must've found some way to make it work," Brandon said. "Right, hospital. Point me there. We gotta get this one looked at, too." Brandon showed Elder one of the Poké Balls. "Emily's… whatever she is, Tanneth, the Vaporeon? Not sure what their relationship is but she was badly hurt. Not normal injuries, either. If there's anything you guys can do to help that out…"

"Of course." Elder nodded to Rhys. "Lead him there. I will catch up."

They all departed, though Rhys made one last glance to the south. The horizon was dark with shadowy clouds, but it wasn't advancing. Not yet.






109. Together Again


Chapter 99 – Together Again

Owen didn't know what to do with himself for a while within Hakk and Xypher's home. He didn't even know they'd lived together. So much had happened in the past few minutes that he didn't know where to begin with processing it, so he instead explored his temporary hideout.

The furniture was similar to what he'd had in his room during evaluations, though a few tools and decorations seemed specialized for Hakk or Xypher specifically. Certainly, the gigantic bowls were meant for Xypher, and there seemed to be an abundance of towels. Somehow, Owen figured he would be a messy eater. There was a sharpening post nearby that was probably for Hakk, and Owen wondered if he could use his claws on those if he asked…

"It was this one."

Owen blinked, glancing at the entrance. Was that Gahi? He sounded far away.

"Guys?" Owen called, but he didn't speak up enough. He scampered to the doorway, but he was too short to get to the button to unlock the door. This house was discriminating against his stature!

Even when he jumped as high as he could, he couldn't quite reach the button.

"Hey! You in there?" Gahi called, and Owen heard knocking… on their neighbor's door.

"I don't think he's in there," Demitri said.

"Shh," Mispy said.

"Can't yeh just look fer his aura? C'mon," Gahi growled.

"Can't."

"Why not?"

"The walls…"

"Insulated," Demitri finished.

Owen slammed his fist against the door. "Guys! Wrong house!"

"Eh?"

"Idiot," Mispy grumbled.

"Oops… wrong house." Demitri's voice got louder.

"Oi, Owen!" Gahi knocked what might have been his fist, or his head, or maybe his tail, against the door. "Open up!"

"I can't."

"What? Are they keepin' you imprisoned in there?!"

"No! I, uh, I just… can't reach the button to open it."

Silence.

"Okay, well…" Gahi stumbled over his words, "Demitri, how about you force it open?"

"I—I'm not gonna do that!"

"Well how else're we gonna get in?"

"…Wait for Hakk," Mispy deadpanned.

"That's the smart answer," Gahi growled. "I ain't gonna wait that long."

"But shouldn't we do the smart answer?" Demitri asked. "The door might be expensive to make, and, um…"

"Maybe there's a window we can get in through…"

"Too big," Mispy said. "And you have to break in."

"Well, mister muscle here ain't gonna do it!"

"Sorry…"

Owen was, at this point, repeatedly bumping his forehead against the door.

"Alright, I got an idea," Gahi said. "Hang on, Owen!"

"What? Gahi, if you're going to break anything, don't. Hakk and Xypher are just normal Pokémon here!" He frantically scanned the room for something to reach the button with. "Some of this stuff looks really expensive!"

"Aaah, I ain't gonna do nothin' bad!"

This did not bode well.

"There! See? Easy."

"Gah!" Owen spun around; Gahi was inside the building without ceremony. "What! How did—"

"Teleported hard. Worked before." Gahi explained, stepping to the door to press the button. Owen had a strong suspicion that Gahi made a fifty-fifty shot at which one was the one to open it, and guessed correctly.

"I thought these buildings had a bunch of insulation to prevent that kind of thing," Owen said.

"Like I said"—Gahi flicked his tail, pleased that the door opened—"worked before. Guess I'm special."

"Might be the Psychic Orb that makes you stronger than the insulation," Owen concluded.

"Feh, ruin my fun." Gahi paced around the room, familiarizing himself with the new environment.

"Don't—don't open anything randomly," Owen hastily advised. "No touching. We're guests here, okay?"

"Fine, fine."

"What are you guys doing here, anyway?" Owen asked when Demitri, last to enter, closed the door with another button push. "I'm trying to hide from someone that Alexander sent here, so I don't think showing up to the building I'm in is a good idea."

"Well, maybe." Gahi looked off. "But we wanted ter see yeh anyway. Moral support."

"Gahi didn't trust Marshadow," Mispy translated.

"We followed from away," Demitri added. "And it was a calculated risk Mispy made as leader while you're away. If Marshadow sold you out, we'd be here to give you a chance to escape."

"Well, that's…" Owen tried to find an objection he hadn't already raised. Eventually, he smiled and sighed. "Well, that's good. I guess I was getting bored anyway."

The other three smiled back, and Owen tried to keep up his grin, but it faltered a little. And his flame was dim, too, once again giving himself away.

Silent expressions said it all, little flashes of concern in their eyes. Then Owen looked away, urging them not to worry. Yet they continued to stare.

"And," Demitri broke that tense silence, "it's been a while since we got to just hang around as Team Alloy, y'know?"

"Yeah…" Owen looked down.

The silence returned and he felt their eyes on him.

Gahi, perhaps not knowing what to say, went back to wandering around the house, entering and exiting rooms several times to keep moving.

"Tell us what's bothering you," Mispy commanded, her voice soft as ever, but the words instilled an authority that Owen thought he was supposed to have as the technical Alloy leader.

"You don't mince your words, do you?" Owen mumbled, scaling one of the oversized beanbag seats.

"Pretty hard to when she's only got a few ter say," Gahi commented, and then ducked, narrowly dodging a vine jabbing the air where his head had been.

Owen stifled a laugh and curled up on a cushion, fixing his eyes between the three. Mispy was right; she didn't need to read auras to tell. His flame probably gave it away well enough. All this time, with Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi all part of this fight, this whole Guardian business, the Mystics, and then the Voidlands, and now his recent memories…

"Are you overwhelmed by all this?" Demitri asked softly. "I can't blame you. If I even had a fraction of all this circling directly around me, I dunno what I'd do. I might just… not do anything."

The Haxorus settled down next to Owen's cushion and delicately curled his tail away from it so he didn't accidentally cut the stuffing out. Mispy slid next to him and rested her head on Owen's other side, looking at his tail. Owen quickly pulled it toward his chest in an effort to hide it.

Demitri had it wrong. If anything, he was getting used to how much this whole crisis was apparently trying to use him as a key to it all. Between Star, Eon, and now Marshadow, he knew he was being used for everyone's personal gain one way or another. That was fine. He was used to it. And he knew that it gave him power; he could choose who he wanted to help.

Gone were the days that he'd let others push him around—and, in a way, he appreciated Marshadow being so open. So far, he had no reason to doubt that Marshadow was doing things to help Owen, too, rather than just himself. Perhaps it was for the greater good of the world? To get out of the Voidlands?

No, there was something else bothering him, and they weren't going to leave him alone unless he spoke up about it. Maybe telling them directly would help, too.

"It's not that," Owen said, and by now even Gahi had settled down next to him. While Demitri was on Owen's left, and Mispy was curled around the back and his right, Gahi sat near the front and left of him, with Owen near the center.

"Yeah, y'know," Gahi said, "you've been acting real different lately. Not as… y'know, cheery. Your eyes ain't as bright."

Owen looked at Gahi incredulously. "Not as bright?"

"Yeah. Like, I dunno. You look confused, er somethin'."

"Confused…" His gaze trailed to the cushion.

"I noticed it a little, too," Demitri admitted. "Just, emotionally, you… I—I'm sorry. Maybe I shouldn't try to dissect how you're feeling; that's… rude of me. Sorry."

"You're just worried," Owen assuaged.

Mispy tilted her head, looking Owen over. She said nothing but her eyes asked him to go on.

"…I don't know if I know you anymore." Owen curled up a little tighter. He couldn't look at them directly.

"Eh?" Gahi said. "Aw, c'mon, you didn't lose yer memories again, did yeh?"

"No," Mispy said for Owen, and her voice had enough understanding that Owen could let her—slowly—do the talking for him. "It's because… you're getting them back."

"Eh?" Gahi said once again, then looked demandingly toward Owen. "What's that supposed to mean? How can you know us less when you get more memories back?"

Finally, Owen raised his head. "You aren't in them."

When nobody said anything, he went on.

"I'm native to Kanto. A world with humans and Pokémon who live side by side. They fight together, in a way. It's… complicated. And my human partner… was Eon. And… you weren't there. And I just know, just by the feeling I get when I look at you, think about you, that you won't show up. You guys… aren't from Kanto. You weren't ever my partners there. You're native to Kilo. I'm…" Owen laughed a little. "I'm not—"

"Stop." Mispy held a vine to Owen's shoulder, firmly, practically digging the thorns into his scales. "That's enough."

"But I'm not—"

"Enough." Mispy shook him, then pressed him into the cushions.

"Mispy…" Demitri held her side, and finally Owen got a look at her expression.

Her eyes shined, but Owen couldn't tell what they shined from. They weren't tears; she wasn't crying. Maybe she was holding them back? But there was some concern in them, too. And maybe annoyance.

"I think what Mispy's try'na say," Gahi went on, "is, why does that matter?"

"What do you mean?" Owen said. "You three were together before meeting me. That's something that I…" Owen felt it in his core. He knew, when he said it, that this was true, some locked away memory he'd yet to recover. "I know you three used to be some kind of trio before all this mutant business. And I was just… there. I'm not part of your lives. I—"

"Well, that's a pretty big leap," Gahi growled, narrowing his eyes. "How did ya get from 'We were a trio' to 'I don't belong,' eh?" He leaned forward, prodding Owen in the chest, and Owen tried to push him away with an annoyed grunt. "Teams get new members, y'know. What's all that Guardian business? We were getting new folks all the time!"

"I…" When outlined like that, Owen wasn't sure why he thought of it that way.

"This… this is more than just us as a team, isn't it?" Demitri asked.

"I don't know." Owen slumped over, breathing a small ember in nobody's direction. "I've spent so much time with everyone trying to keep us apart. Specifically, me from you three. To the point where you guys completely forgot about me for lifetimes, and I forgot about you guys. So then when we're finally together, after everything keeps trying to tear us apart… I start finding out that we were never really together to begin with?"

There it was. Owen could tell because suddenly his chest hurt and his eyes were hot.

"What kind of joke is that?" Owen laughed, but he could only imagine the anguished face he was giving them all. "I was fighting so much for something that ended up being nothing. Everything I've been fighting for was just—"

A vine smashed Owen across the face. Vines cut his scales and his head started ringing. A thin trickle of blood ran down his cheek, and his tears stung the new wound. He stared, wide-eyed, at Mispy. Gahi didn't react; if anything, he'd been thinking the same. Demitri, stunned, looked ready to stop Mispy if she did that a second time.

"Feeling better?" Mispy asked, frowning as she inspected the vine that had struck him. Orange scales decorated part of its side.

Owen ran his hand against his cheek, staring at his bloodied hand. Not much of a wound, all things considered. And the sting was a distraction at most.

Owen brought his hand down, staring emptily downward. "A little," he finally admitted.

"Good." Mispy huffed, then wrapped another set of vines around Owen to pull him close.

Gahi stared enviously.

"I—I think what Mispy means," Demitri said, "is, er, that she wanted to snap you out of it. But, um, Mispy, I think Rhys said we aren't supposed to be violent like that."

"He's like us," Mispy said simply, pulling him closer. The pressure made it hard to breathe and Owen tried to pull away, but a part of him didn't want to. "Nobody else is here."

"I—yes, but," Demitri started, but couldn't find his conclusion.

He's like us. It echoed in Owen's mind. Mispy always knew just what to say.

"Mispy's right," Owen said, laughing. "Hitting someone and making them bleed would just make things worse for anyone but us. We're… violent little monsters, after all. Built to fight. A-and…" He laughed a little more. "It's funny. I used to be the same way back then, too. Pokémon in Kanto loved to fight. We healed from wounds so easily; we understood each other through fighting. I wonder… why that happens. Why wild Pokémon are like that, yet Pokémon in Kilo aren't."

Mispy relaxed her hold. "Analytical," she remarked.

"Huh?"

Demitri held down a giggle. "She means you're getting analytical again. It means you're feeling better."

Owen stumbled over his words; Gahi laughed, breaking the relative quiet. "Back ter theorizin' already, huh?"

At this point, Owen was tripping over his words more than Mispy. "Yes, I—I mean, what else would—I know you—that's—"

The three laughed while Owen tried to find a way to hide behind his hands. Gahi reached over and held Owen from behind.

"Look, I don't care what yer past was. What matters is now. And now? Yer Team Alloy's leader. An' from here on, I'm not gonna let us get separated fer longer than we need to. I'm done with all that."

"Deal?" Mispy asked, holding a vine forward. "Thousand Hearts?"

"Oh!" Demitri fell in, placing a hand on Mispy's vine next.

"…What're you doing?" Gahi asked, but Mispy wrapped another vine around Gahi's wrist and forced it in. He scowled, but didn't pull away.

It had only been a few seconds of staring, but he didn't want that little, simple, silly moment to end. Just the four of them, with nobody to watch their display. It was for the team and no one beyond. For him, to make the trio into a quartet.

The three of them, watching him with eyes pleading, confident, and hopeful, Owen thought for that brief second that it was true. That was all he needed.

The Charmander's hand was so tiny among their fully evolved forms that he had to really lean forward to get in.

"Alright, team," Owen said firmly. "I think we should, uh…" No, no, keep up the momentum. "Figure out our next steps."

"Next steps?" Demitri asked, breaking formation as he crossed his arms. "As in, how to fight Dark Matter?"

"Nah, he means how ter get out," Gahi said.

"…Fight Aster?" Mispy theorized.

"There's a lot on our plate," Owen agreed with all of them. "I think the first thing we need to do is figure out everything we have at our disposal."

He settled back down. The wind of his original momentum was gone, but now he was carried forward by the need to plan.

They no longer had Rhys to tell them where to go. He didn't have Amia to guide him forward. They had Marshadow, who was at the whims of a higher authority, and an entire town held hostage. He knew nothing about Aster or Alexander personally, but the way Marshadow behaved, it was clear that his true interest was protecting this town.

So, Marshadow wouldn't be able to help them escape. As nice as he was, there was a chance that he would cave if, for example, Alexander decided to come to Null Village himself. He did not blame Marshadow for any of this, but on a practical level, they could not trust him.

Owen quietly expressed this to the others, adding, "And even if Marshadow doesn't turn on us, I don't want to risk all the villagers here. What if Aster attacks them to smoke me out?"

"Why do they want you, anyway?" Mispy asked.

"No idea—no. I have an idea." Owen turned to show them his back. "I'm tied to Necrozma. And Necrozma seems to be some huge threat to Dark Matter. I don't know why Alexander cares, but I bet that has to do with it."

Mispy blinked, but then wrapped a few vines around Gahi, forcing him to turn his back to the team.

"Hey," Gahi growled.

Mispy looked at Gahi's back, just above the base of his wings, and then at Owen's mark.

"Oh, hey, that's right…" Owen trailed off. "You have the same birthmark, I think…" He squinted. It was hard to tell, actually.

"Faded," Mispy confirmed, motioning to Gahi's. Between the two of them, Owen's was much more pronounced. Gahi's, unless they were really looking, could have been mistaken for a trick of the eye.

"…Gahi," Owen said. "You were the one who used that extremely powerful move that defeated the Dialga-Titan thing, right?"

"Yeah. Eon tried to, too, but he almost passed out."

"He tried at the same time you did?" Owen asked.

"Yeah, we were right next to each other."

"Right next to… And how did you feel?"

"Like I was gettin' stronger. A ton o' energy was flowin' into me, felt like."

The light of realization hit Mispy's eyes, and Owen nodded toward her. "I think so, Mispy," Owen said. "I think Gahi drew from Eon's power, and then channeled it through one of those crystals. They have something to do with Necrozma; maybe he made them? Either way, I think that's why it resonated so strongly with you. Not sure about why Eon's power drained into you, though…"

"Well, either way," Gahi said, "sounds like something ter use against Titans."

Owen agreed, then looked to Demitri and Mispy. "You two don't have the mark, do you?"

"We checked," Demitri said. "We don't. Just you two, for some reason. Sorry…"

"Don't be," Owen said. "You two are still strong fighters. In fact, if I can get to my fully evolved form again, we might be able to fuse together and still draw from your power, too. And until then"—Owen motioned to Gahi—"you can fuse with him and augment his power that way.

"So, that's our best plan for fighting Titans if we need to. Other Pokémon like Dialga might be in the stronger ones. If we find any, we can take them down and free them. We might even be able to send them back to Null Village to recover while we do the rest of our mission…" Owen furrowed his brow. "Bringing them with us might draw too much attention right now. They're so big, you know? And if Aster is so strong, he might overpower them. Diagla's weakened right now."

"That's true," Gahi said, "but at the same time, who else're we gonna bring? Zena, Trina, Jerry?"

"Jerry? Why him?" Owen asked.

"I dunno. Just listin' off names we know."

Owen hummed. "This isn't like Hot Spot. I don't know if it's safer or riskier to gather everyone together. If only there was a way to—Palkia."

There was a beat of silence, and then Demitri said, "Um, I think you just took… five leaps of logic in your head and didn't say it out loud."

"Right, er, sorry. Dialga. We have Dialga. And you guys, you guys somehow found each other, right?"

"Well, yeah, I sorta had this feelin' where Demitri 'n Mispy are."

"I dunno why that happened," Owen said, "but what if Dialga can get a sense for where Palkia is? He said he had a sense that he tried to escape, too, right? If Dialga came with us, we might find Palkia, and then Palkia—the Spacial Dragon—might be able to warp us around as we need to! We can redevelop Waypoints!"

Demitri brightened. "That means we won't have to take days to travel around anymore!"

"We should ask," Mispy said.

"Right." Owen nodded. "And maybe from there, we can also ask about ways to get out."

"There's a way," Mispy said, earning a quizzical look from Owen.

"Right," Demitri added. "We didn't get it at first, but when we first got here, we were in these mountains. But before that, we found this cave, and it took us to… a really high up place, really cold and windy. The wind was making this whistling sound… And it definitely wasn't the Voidlands. But when we exited the Dungeon, it felt like we were burning up! So, we ran back."

"Trina had somethin' similar," Gahi said. "Except she actually burned, and woke up as a Snivy."

"Right…" Owen frowned. "Marshadow said that Dungeons were a gateway between the Voidlands and this world, but they were all plugged by Anam, maybe to stop Void Shadows from getting out. But then why would we…"

He shook his head.

"One thing at a time. Let's talk to Dial—I can't leave. Um. You guys talk to Dialga, okay? Do you want me to write this down?"

"Please," Mispy replied.

"What about Jerry and Zena?"

"I don't know if they should come right now," Owen said.

Demitri gave him an odd look. "Are you and Zena fighting?"

"…What?"

"Remember last time you said not to bring Zena? She got pretty upset…"

"We're just friends right now," Owen said. "Er, uh, ask if she wants to come, then. But tell her the whole plan first; maybe she could help out in town if something happens."

The door to their house opened just as Owen hopped out of his seat. Hakk stepped in first with several paper bags of groceries piled over him, and with Xypher carrying another bundle under his neck.

"Oh, sure, yeah, break into my place and make yourselves at home," Hakk growled as he dropped off his bags. "What did you guys break?"

"Nothing! I told them not to touch anything! We were just resting on this bed."

"Um, sorry if it's your bed." Demitri poked his claws together.

"Whatever." Hakk motioned for Xypher to start putting away all their supplies, then looked back at Owen. "So, what? You guys planning something?"

"Kind of," Owen said. "If we can get this working, we might have a big boost against Alexander, and—"

"You're seriously gonna try to take him on? What ever happened with escaping?"

"That, too," Owen said. "But all of this… has to do with everything else. I don't think… anything that's been happening to me or my team has been a coincidence. Someone's orchestrating it. Maybe Necrozma? He might be trying to guide me into fixing all of this, if I was his disciple."

"You weren't his only disciple, you know," Hakk said. "At least, I don't think so. Why would he place all his eggs in one Charmander?"

"Don't… phrase it like that." Still, Hakk had a point. Others who had the powers of light might also be related, like Anam.

"Either way," Owen said, "that's the plan. But right now, our short-term goal is to avoid Aster and find a way to get out, get Palkia, and then set up some connections."

Hakk seemed mildly interested, but he was more interested in getting his groceries away before they went bad. "Good luck," he said. "I'm not about to go risking my life for this when I can just live a normal life as a guard here."

"That's alright," Owen said. "Sorry that Marshadow threw me in your place…"

"Whatever, part of the job," Hakk dismissed. Then, he murmured, "Better get paid for this…"

Owen smiled a little, though Hakk didn't see it, and gestured for Gahi to leave first. It was time to stagger out their departures and put the plan into motion.


Hakk and Xypher had a guest room. The Sandslash insisted with the politest tone that they go there and only there. And so, after figuring out how to shove Mispy through the corridors, they sat in a room that was large enough for one of them, but a little close-quarters for all three, particularly with Mispy, whose vines, if she wanted to stretch out, took up a large portion of the floor space. Owen navigated around them, occasionally getting a few pricks against his front, until he settled for resting against another one of the beanbags. This one was a bright cyan, and Owen wondered if Hakk had picked it out to match his colors.

There were a few purple ones to match Xypher's steely feathers, too. The cyan and purple went oddly well together for the internal decorations, though each room tended to only have one color as the dominating one, with the other as bright or dark spots.

Now that Owen had a closer look, the flecks seemed to be roughly the same size as Xypher's talons and beak…

"This place isn't so bad," Demitri said, leaning into Mispy's side. "I guess eventually one of us will go out next," he added. "Um, Mispy? You, or me?"

"Mm…" Mispy shrugged. Though, she then glanced at Demitri with concern. "Do you… know the way back?"

"Yeah, I do," Demitri said. "Memorized the turns."

"But in reverse."

Demitri suddenly looked trapped.

Owen giggled. "You know, then again, I don't think it would be that suspicious if you two went out together. In fact, they might find it more suspicious if you didn't."

"That's also true…" Demitri looked down. "Well, either way, I wanted to relax with you anyway. I don't want to leave you alone after that talk we just had, y'know?"

"Even Gahi didn't want to," Mispy remarked, but something Demitri said seemed to bother her. Her eyes narrowed, and she suddenly looked pensive.

"Groaned the whole way out of the house," Demitri agreed, not noticing. Then, after some reflection, he sighed and said, "I'm glad he found us so quickly, though. And he managed to keep his Psychic power, too."

"You guys found that cave outside," Owen said. "But that place was really rocky and barren, right? How did you survive out there?"

Owen regretted asking; they had seemed peaceful before, but then both their expressions had darkened.

"Never mind," Owen said. "Sorry, forget I asked. It must've been tough out there…"

Mispy curled her vines around herself, and Demitri suddenly seemed uncomfortable leaning against them. "It's okay," Mispy said. "It's… behind us."

"It really was hard," Demitri said, taking a deep breath. "But Mispy's right. It's behind us. We… You used to go to therapy right? M-maybe we can ask about it or something." He laughed, waving it off, but Owen wondered if that was a truthful plea.

"For my fighting instinct, mostly," Owen said. "I've got vague memories about my parents trying that for a while, but then it sorta faded out. But maybe it'll help?" Now Owen's curiosity was eating at him, but after how uncomfortable they got, he held it back.

He didn't have to ask, anyway. "There wasn't any food. That was the worst part. We had each other for company, and we had a goal of going forward, but the only thing we could eat were Void Shadows. And half the time, they disappeared after we attacked them."

"Oh… That explains why you were so…" No, he wasn't. He was weakened, but he didn't look like he'd wasted away.

"Yeah, we… had to find other ways to survive," Demitri said.

Mispy continued to curl her vines away from Demitri, instead opting to nuzzle him. "It's okay," she said gently. She seemed less bothered by it all, which surprised Owen. He always imagined that Mispy would be the one to be the most horrified by a food shortage. In fact, she'd wasted away a lot more than Demitri had.

Now that he thought about it, Mispy seemed to be short by almost half her usual vines, even after the time spent in Null Village. But if all they encountered were a few weak Void Shadows, where did—

Oh. Oh.

Owen failed to hide his realization; Demitri and Mispy both couldn't look at Owen, let alone each other. Mispy looked like she didn't know whether to distance herself from Demitri, or go closer. So instead, she was paralyzed, neither close nor far.

Demitri looked sick. His fingers trembled. And the room fell into a cold silence.

"…You guys really were strong together," Owen finally said. "You did everything you could, and you're back here now. It's alright."

"I know," Mispy said, but Owen knew she hadn't. Her eyes seemed a little brighter.

"But was it?" Demitri asked. "I… what if it wasn't enough, you know? What if—"

"I don't think either of you would have forgiven yourselves if you let the other die," Owen said.

"Well, of course—"

"But," Owen said firmly, "I bet if you were the one who died, you would have forgiven the other, too."

"I…"

"Yeah…"

Owen hopped off of the beanbag and made sure he was getting both their gazes. "And we're all together now, right? If there's anybody who should be worrying about the past, it's me, not you guys."

At this, Mispy let out a weak laugh, and Demitri winced. "Wow," he mumbled. "When you put it like that, we seem really petty, don't we?"

"Er, no," Owen said. "I think what you went through is anything but petty, just—you know, I get it, thinking about the past trials and stuff. But… you guys got through it, and you're stronger for it. Um, mentally. You guys should still take it easy for a while physically."

"Right." Mispy deflated a little, looking suddenly tired.

That reminded Owen of something from earlier. "By the way, Mispy, a little while ago it looked like you were thinking about something. Anything on your mind?"

The Meganium blinked at that, the little antennae on her head twitching. Then she furrowed her scaly brow, curled her tendrils again, and then the light of recognition flashed in her eyes. "Alone," she reminded them.

"Huh?"

"Should we really… leave you alone?" Mispy glanced behind her, curling her tendrils inward in thought, like she wanted to look smaller and stealthier. Impossible task.

"What do you mean?" Owen asked, lowering his voice in case someone might hear.

"Oh, right." Demitri interweaved his claws. "The second reason Mispy wanted us to come here with Gahi and all that—it wasn't just that we didn't trust Marshadow, but what if that Aster guy found a way here? He could force the information out of Marshadow. Mispy had a feeling. And Aster could read minds, too."

"A feeling," Mispy explained. "Just… a feeling."

Owen had a feeling Mispy was right.

"We can't leave you alone with two normal Pokémon," Demitri concluded. "But maybe we can figure out what to do next later."

"I guess you made Gahi go out before he remembered," Owen remarked. "He would've wanted to pull me out immediately with you guys. That'd make Hakk and Xypher pull up a stink and probably tell Marshadow right away."

Demitri nodded. "I think when we have a good opportunity, we'll try to sneak you out in Mispy's vines."

"And then what?" Owen asked.

"We'll use it as a test," Demitri said. "If Aster found his way to Hakk and Xypher's place, that means it's not safe to trust Marshadow, even if he might want to help us."

"And if it's safe and Hakk and Xypher get really mad?" Owen frowned, arms crossed.

"Well, uh… We apologize really meaningfully," Demitri said.

Mispy shrugged. "Better them than Aster."

He couldn't argue with that. "Let's wait a little so they don't get suspicious. I saw Hakk and Xypher getting a little tired, but not completely. If you say you're spending the night, I bet they won't complain."

"Maybe we actually should," Demitri mumbled. "It's been way too stressful. I could use a nap."

"Same," Mispy and Owen breathed.

Owen continued, "Let's do that to pass the time, huh? I want to meditate again and find more memories."

"You can do that?"

"I mean, that's been the pattern. Sleeping or meditating." Owen nodded. "Sometimes it's mundane like trying to sleep out at night when Tim and I were going camping, and other times it was more important stuff… Those ones stick out the most. I was hoping to get more of that."

"Oh, okay." Demitri nodded to Mispy, who did the same. "We won't bug you."

"I wonder if we…" Mispy searched for the words. "Memories."

"Hey, yeah," Demitri said. "We'll meditate with you!"

Owen giggled. "Sure. Let's try it together!"


"Okay, Owen! Use Mimic, now!"

It was surreal. It didn't make sense to him. Yet intuitively, he reached out—he grasped at what felt like little invisible threads, little thicker parts of the air, and pulled it toward him. And suddenly, in place of this empty part of his mind where Mimic had been, it took on the flavor of crackling electricity.

"Now use it!" Tim shouted.

He knew that Ire resisted this kind of strike, but that was the point of practice. Owen shoved his arms forward, and electricity came rushing through his arms, out of his claws, and then through the air. Ire winced at the sudden bolts, but none of the snapping lines lingered.

"Good! Great job, Owen!" Tim said, and the little praise, routine as it was, made his flame grow.

Something caught his eye to the right, but he ignored it. It seemed to be a Jumpluff, perhaps a curious spectator.

"How long until Mimic wears off and he can copy another one?" Tim asked.

"In the heat of battle, it won't fade," said Ayame, opposite to Owen. "But if Owen ever takes the time to relax himself, he might let go of Thunderbolt and be able to acquire a new attack."

"So, nothing practical in the moment," Tim said, frowning.

"Perhaps not in a formal battle," Ayame said, "but if we plan to take on the goons that stole your team, the versatility might be useful. Don't forget that, alright? This goes beyond formal battles, now."

"Right…" Tim nodded. "Still, it's not really…"

Whatever trainer theories they were going on about, Owen wasn't interested. That Jumpluff was still in his peripherals, this time in another part of the surrounding forest. Now that he thought about it, why was that Pokémon here? They weren't native to Kanto.

…How did he know that?

"Owen?" Tim called. "Let's get back to training!"

The Charmeleon spun around, and then glanced at the bushes again, but the Jumpluff was gone.

They went back to training for a while longer, and Owen got to experience for the first time what it felt like to expel beams of ice from his maw instead of fire. It was strange. Cold. A little hydrating, actually.

"You were pretty adaptive back then, too, weren't you?" Jumpluff asked.

Owen whirled around. "What?" he said, but then chirped and tried to blast an Ice Beam on the ground to scare him away.

Jumpluff leapt to the right and gracefully floated down. "Wait, stop!" he pleaded. "Owen!"

"What—how do you know my human name?" Owen said. "Wait… I…"

"Owen, I have no idea what you're saying," Jumpluff said. "You're speaking wild or something."

Owen blinked several times, then looked back. Ire and Ayame were staring, looking bewildered, and then he looked to Tim, who seemed just as confused.

"Um, what's going on?" Tim said. "I thought Owen was dreaming. Ah, wait. Now I'm not real." And then he disappeared.

Ire and Ayame evaporated next. A gust of wind blew away their colorful dust.

Owen rubbed his eyes, dream and reality scattering around in his mind. "Wait… hang on… something…"

"It's me, Owen. Klent. Remember."

"Klent… Klent!" Owen gasped, and suddenly it felt like a switch had been flipped in his mind. His mouth formed words differently, or it felt like it was—he couldn't tell—and then he stared at the Jumpluff before him. "But you're… wait, am I—I was in the middle of remembering things in my dreams! How are you—are you real?"

"I hope so," Klent said. "I certainly feel real. Owen, we've been watching you for a while. We've been trying to reach you for… days! What in the world is going on?!"

"Uh, I don't know where to begin." Owen sat down, crossing his legs. "…You don't need a recap, right?"

"Voidlands, perpetual darkness, Titans?"

"Alright, you're caught up."

Klent nodded solemnly. "I'm… sorry about Amia."

He wished Klent hadn't mentioned it, but he knew Klent meant well, so he nodded. "There's still hope," Owen said. However small it may have been.

"I don't know if you'll be able to hear me or any of the others," he said, "but if you do, we're here if you need any advice, okay? Try to reach for us now that you know we're here."

"You guys are okay, right?" Owen asked.

"Yes. Well, I believe so. It's… different. We no longer have a Grass Realm. We are merely… there. Within you, we—ah. It's as if we are seeing through your eyes, if we wish, or we may sink into a slumber. I do not truly know how else to describe it. I much prefer the Grass Realm, in all honesty… Do try to return us, if you find a way." The way Klent was smiling suggested it wasn't an urgent request.

"Sure," Owen replied, mirroring the smile.

Some calm silence passed, and Klent eventually turned around. "Kanto, hm?"

"Yeah. Home world. Still trying to recover the part that brought me to Kilo, but it's been nice. I hope Kanto is still around…"

"Oh, I'm sure it is," Klent said, admiring the buildings that Owen had remembered from so long ago. "I doubt a whole world can be destroyed so easily."

"Don't jinx it," Owen said darkly, sighing. "At this point, I'll believe anything."

"Well, do be careful." He jumped, floating down after several seconds as he spoke. "After all, believing everything ended with you being misled."

"I guess so." Owen still wasn't sure if he'd been misled malevolently, though. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed like everyone had a small secret to keep for his sake. Amia kept secrets from him to protect him from Eon and keep him happy. Deca kept his identity a secret so he could just… be with him for a while. Anam kept—

"Why didn't Anam tell us about Dark Matter?" Owen suddenly mused.

"Hm?"

"It seems like such a big secret… and there's no way Anam wanted this to happen."

"Well, retaliation, perhaps," Klent said. "If Anam told anyone, Dark Matter could have struck at any moment."

"But then why not do that immediately? He had five hundred years. Anam must have been forced into it… Must have been a Divine Promise. But why would Anam have agreed to one?"

"Well, he is naïve," Klent pointed out.

"Maybe…" But that was too simple. "We should ask him when we find him. Maybe he's in here, too. The powers he had… I think Anam is also immune to Voiding, like me. So he must still be around."

"Another task on the list," Klent remarked.

Owen sighed. Indeed, another task. But at least now he had a defined list instead of a vague item called 'survive.'

"Would you like to resume your dreams?" Klent asked.

"I think I get the picture." Owen stood up. "Next time, I'm going to try to focus on… on something else. I want to see if we ever got Duos and the others back."

"Why do you ask?"

Owen looked skyward. No matter Kilo or Kanto, the sky always looked the same, yet he knew it was not the same one. "Before I confront Eon about all this, I want to know everything about him that I forgot."

"I see. Evidence against him."

"Evidence to understand him," Owen said simply. "I know Eon is a good person. I'm not… doubting that anymore."

Klent shifted uncomfortably. "I see."

"But I also know he's done awful things. To you, to me, to all of Kilo."

To this, Klent relaxed.

"I don't want to return to his cause. I don't want to call myself a Hunter anymore, either, or ever. I'm doing this so I can see how he got to this point. Then, I can find the path to snap him out of it. Otherwise, if we beat Dark Matter and get out of here, we're just going to be back where we started—a war between Guardians and Hunters. And then what?"

"I… I think I understand," Klent said warily. "Snap him out of it… Then you believe that everything Eon has done was out of misguided honor and valor?"

"Maybe," Owen said. "But what if I ended up being the only Pokémon that stayed with him, and everyone else he loved was taken away forever? It's no wonder he became so obsessed with me." Owen puffed a small plume of smoke. "Just because what he did was wrong doesn't mean I can't see why he did it."

Every word Owen said seemed to make Klent even more tense. "Then you're trying to forgive him. After all he did to you. To me."

This wasn't a conversation that Owen was expecting to have in the middle of his dreamscape. "It's not like that," he said a little too hastily. "I'm not looking to forgive him. I just want to understand so we can put an end to this without having to fight."

"…Right." Klent stared, stone-faced. "But don't forget what he did."

"I won't." And he was annoyed Klent thought he would.

The world dissolved into a haze, and Owen woke up.






110. The World's Eyes


Chapter 100 – The World's Eyes

33. Badly injured. Consciousness fading.

89. Three mutants laying waste to Milli Town. Abandoned. Seven casualties. Three saved, four dead.

1. Continue duties as normal. Requesting status report from 44 on northern vortex.

44. Northern vortex is stable. Dark Matter does not appear to be active.

1. Requesting report from 23 on Lugia.

1. Requesting report from 23 on Lugia.

1. 23?

52. 23 is unconscious at sea. Rescue?

1. Let it die. Continue duties as normal.

Hecto sighed and brightened his red eye, returning his attention to the surrounding aura sea. Roughly a tenth of his copies had been killed during the sudden crisis, which was a serious uptick in deaths compared to his usual casualty rate. A decimation. Most of it was due to the mutants, but the few Zygarde assigned to Lugia had all slowly perished. Those memories were not pleasant to recall.

That wasn't all. Most worrying was how empty the aura sea had become. The passage of spirits from the living world to beyond had been interrupted.

Hecto stood in the now lightless void that was once the glimmering aura sea. All Guardian realms were under attack or disappeared completely, though thankfully those who remained alive were able to fend off the wraiths.

But the likes of Owen, Enet, Gahi, and Eon, whose realms had completely disappeared from the aether, Hecto was less optimistic. He did not know where their spirits went, but it was not across the sea.

Where were they?

Arceus theorized that Dark Matter was taking them, somehow. And if so, to where?

Even more worrisome was that any attempts to locate Step were met with death. He supposed being Ground-Dragon did not help matters, but being in the path of destruction of mutants as the Ice Guardian hunted them down was not easy. Only once did he get injured by Step's residual attacks, but the mutants, who were openly hostile and berserk, possibly agitated by Step's own aura, were much more lethal.

More memories he preferred to not recall.

When mutants died, they did not go to the aura sea for long. Their spirits were tied to Quartz and the Reincarnation Machine. Hecto did not remember how such a machine came into Eon's possession and that irritated him, too, but that was not relevant at the moment. There was something more troublesome.

There had not been a single new incubation since Dark Matter's attack.

The implications were very inconvenient.

More inconvenient was being unable to reach Step to deliver this news in a timely manner. She was ignoring everyone, and traversing the spirit world was dangerous with wraiths out and about. His individual fragments were not powerful. He was meant to watch the world with his hundred pairs of eyes. But perhaps it would be appropriate to gather himself, should his actual power be needed…

Not yet. He had more use spread thin.

1. Requesting report from 62.

62. Nearing Yotta Outskirts. Parts of the forest are frozen over. It is not due to incoming winter cold.

1. Continue following the path. Use caution. Shout if you must if you get close.

62. There are others. The town is populated.

Hecto paused, one of his fingers twitching in thought. He floated idly in the void for a few seconds, considering his options.

1. Who is near Yotta Outskirts?

97.

52.

3.

1. Converge. Save who you can. Hope Step notices you.

And now, Hecto could only wait. He peered into their fragments to see firsthand what was happening…


Step was missing her left arm and that was more trouble than she'd been hoping for. The clearing, beyond the thinned forest, showed huge fields of some crop, though it was empty, perhaps recently cultivated. Good. Then she wouldn't have to worry about destroying it all while defending the town.

With her one good arm, she aimed forward and gathered clouds of frost at the center of her palm. The white beam that followed cracked the air and formed ice crystals along its path, splashing into the chest of a crazed Sawsbuck with the lengthy body of a Linoone. It roared and snorted, its maw glowing with the orange energy of a Hyper Beam, but Step blasted directly into its mouth with a second frosty line.

The crystals coated the roof of its mouth and covered the rest of its head instantly, freezing it in place. She didn't stop; the beam spread, the crystals growing and snapping until its entire body was coated in a gigantic, jagged boulder. Its angry expression was frozen in time.

Step slammed her tail on the ground and pivoted her body, preparing to shatter it like she'd done to so many others.

"Halt!"

That was a new voice, and she'd rarely been spoken to. It was enough to give her pause. To her left was a Zygarde with its leg completely frozen in a patch of icy ground.

"…Please free me and then I would like to talk," Hecto said. "Leave that mutant frozen. We need to prioritize the others in town."

Step narrowed her eyes, approaching with heavy steps. "Fine. I shall free you, Zygarde. But you will—"

"And," Hecto said, "be gentle."

She growled. "You are asking for a lot."


Yotta Outskirts was a mixture of hail and flames. The ice pelted the rooftops while the flames crackled outside, sizzling against any chunks of ice that were unlucky enough to land in the inferno. Frantic and disorganized, Yotta Outskirt's residents scrambled toward Kilo Village where it would be safer, or at least away from town and toward the faraway mountain. The older population was less able, and while several younger Pokémon helped them escape, some were still left behind.

"I can still fight!" shouted an Arbok, hissing at an incoming, berserk Tyranitar with silver scales that jutted out of its body like knives. "You can't get past me!"

"Father!" Leo shouted.

"I'm on it, I'm on it!" Spice sped forward, but Leo's fireball was faster. It flew overhead and slammed into Tyranitar's face. In a rage, it blasted several knife-scales forward, narrowly missing Tari's abdomen.

He weaved out of the way a split-second after the knife had gone past him, and his bold taunts faltered.

"Get back!" Leo shouted, and Spice pulled on Tari so he'd follow. The old Arbok complied, spitting several more curse-laden taunts toward the burning Tyranitar.

"I think that's the last one," Spice panted. "How's your mom doing?"

Leo looked back. She was clutching at her side, where a nasty gash had cut into her fur, leaving crimson to darken the orange coat. She had trouble standing, but that was nothing abnormal, and her conjuring stick was still firmly in her grasp.

"Which way, Leo?"

"Aries," Tari growled, and the Arbok snarled at Spice to let him go. "How dare you force us to flee! What about our pride?!"

"Will you be reasonable for this one fight?!" Spice snapped.

The Tyranitar had its bearings again and curled into a tight ball. Its bladed scales stiffened and pointed outward.

Spice knew what that meant.

"Get back!" Spice shouted, taking long strides to get in front of Tari and Aries. Leo was about to step forward next, but then the Tyranitar erupted with blades of steel. The sound was quick and decisive. Dull thuds from them digging into the dirt came first, but then came cracks of metal clashing against stone, destroying the outer layers. Last, but only by instances, were the ethereal clangs of the blades that bounced off of Spice's black Protect barrier.

All but a few. Spice hadn't felt it at first until she tried to move again, but a sudden, searing pain in her chest made her buckle to the ground.

"Spice!" Leo cried.

There were three blades jammed into her. They'd slipped through before her Protect. One was in her shoulder, which made moving her right arm too painful. The other two were in her chest, and she wasn't sure how serious those ones were. She could breathe. That was a start.

Tyranitar crouched down again, more blades rapidly regrowing. Another volley, already? Spice didn't have the strength to block that one again.

A plume of fire spontaneously enveloped Tyranitar's head. Spice heard the sound of metal grinding against metal as it clawed at its own face, trying to put out the flames that didn't go away.

Behind Spice, Leo held his mother's arm and aimed it forward. Grasped in her paws was her stick, which glowed a bright orange at the tip like a burning coal.

"Am I hitting it, Leo?" Aries asked, her unseeing eyes narrowed.

"Yes," Leo said. "Keep it up and maybe we can keep it back."

"Like I'm gonna let my mate fight without me!" Tari declared while an orange glow danced in the back of his throat. Before anybody could object, a stream of flames joined the ball of heat around Tyranitar's head, and Spice had to duck to make sure she didn't get a scorched scalp.

"Your parents are strong," Spice remarked; even she couldn't stand too close to the heat.

"Just because our bodies are frail doesn't mean our spirits are," Aries said, firing a second fireball from her wand when Tari cut his flames. He coughed a few plumes of smoke, licking his lips with a confident smirk.

Tyranitar slammed its face into the ground. The impact left Spice wobbling where she stood, and she'd looked away from Tyranitar for only a second. That one moment was all that she needed to lose track of it. Gone! Where did—

There was a shadow on the ground without a body.

"Up!" Spice shouted.

It had jumped at least twenty feet into the air and had curled up into a ball of spikes. Tiny shadows speckled the ground, each one a knife that rained down onto the whole street like rain. Blades stuck into the rooftops and clanged off of boulders; they dotted the soil like macabre flowers; but, somehow, the ground around Team Alight and Leo's parents was completely untouched.

A thin, wide barrier above them all turned the sky orange. Flying in from the west was a Smeargle with—was that a Smeargle with wings? Spice squinted, trying to make sure her eyes weren't seeing the wrong thing, but no, that was definitely a Smeargle with black wings. Though, it looked more like a painting.

That was confirmed when the wings disappeared upon landing. A Sketched Fly. His eyes darted left and right, and he called, "Get this way! We're going to evacuate while the Elites can step in!"

"Elites? We have them still?" Spice called back, but she wasn't going to complain. "Angelo, how did you block that?"

"Wide Guard," he replied breathlessly. "Now please, can we hurry? I—I'm not strong enough to fly people too big, but I can at least get us away where we'll lose its trail!"

"Well what about our home?" Tari said. "You expect us to abandon our homes just like that?!"

"Yes, I'm sorry," Angelo replied desperately, but then Tyranitar landed on the ground with a heavy thud, shaking the earth. "No time! We need to run!"

Spice ignored the pain in her chest every time she moved, but it was a struggle. She grunted and was about to pull the spikes out.

"Ah—you're hurt," Angelo said. "L-later. We need to—AAH!"

Tyranitar rapidly shook its body, countless steel knives falling away from its once armored frame. Leaner and lighter, it revealed a disturbingly thin frame that only slightly resembled the bulky Tyranitar it used to be.

"Automatize," Spice hissed. "RUN!"

She didn't have to shout twice, but the Salazzle herself tripped and landed on some of the extra spikes in her chest, driving them further in. She gasped—but her lungs didn't cooperate.

Tyranitar was upon her, claws primed. For just a second, Spice saw something black and sinister in the corners of her vision that nobody else seemed to see. Her heart raced but her body felt cold, scales crawling with something horrible. She felt like laughing in the midst of terror.

But then something wrapped in gold knocked Tyranitar away. Red fur and a black, striped tail—Incineroar? The nurse?

Tyranitar, dazed, shook its head, and Phol followed up his Protect bash with an uppercut wreathed in flames. His flaming knuckles knocked Tyranitar in the jaw, smashing a few steel teeth. Phol spun and raised his leg, smashing it into Tyranitar's side with a thud that shook the knives in Spice's chest. Tyranitar went flying into one of the empty buildings, which collapsed over it.

Phol plucked Spice off the ground. "Let's go!" he shouted. "Elites are here to clean up! I'm part of rescue! Angelo! Ready Trick Room!"

"Trick—right! Right! I forgot!"

"You shouldn't have!"

Mid-stride, Angelo grabbed his tail and sketched another wall of symbols. The ink-black paint twisted and flattened in the air and fell into the ground. Where the drops landed, perfect squares of light appeared.

"What's taking so long?!" Spice hissed as Tyranitar roared. Rubble from the building that should have buried it went flying in all directions.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry! This takes a very long time to manifest!" Angelo drew more symbols in the air, faster than before, though he occasionally cursed with each mistake he made. His hands were shaking uncontrollably.

Phol abruptly stopped and crossed his arms, forming a Protect just in time to block a volley of knives, and then kicked away to keep up with the crowd. Tyranitar chased them on all fours with limbs far longer than they should have been.

"Done!"

Tyranitar was seconds away from them, and suddenly a pulse of deep blue light radiated off of the squares that Angelo had left behind, and continued to radiate the more Angelo wrote.

"Everyone, stop running! Walk! Walk slowly!"

Not like they had a choice. Suddenly, the air around them felt thick, like the more they moved, the more the air pushed back against them. It was like quicksand; breathing itself felt difficult and uncomfortably stuffy. Angelo, more practiced with this technique, took slow, steady breaths and walked in a mock-leisurely pace. His eyes were wide with terror.

Angelo whimpered. "Walk… slowly… away."

Behind them, Tyranitar roared, but despite the great strain in its muscles, it could not move more than a few inches every second. It wasn't smart enough, or perhaps it was just too focused on chasing them, to counter the Trick Room's resistant atmosphere.

"Got any more in that bag of tricks you call a tail?" Spice asked, spitting a glob of blood on the ground. "How many moves do you even know?"

"Um—l-lost count." Angelo walked ahead of everyone and helped demonstrate to them the proper pace. "An old blessing that runs in the family." The edge of Trick Room's radius wasn't that far away, and Tyranitar was still trapped in place.

A green-black canine stood at the edge of the Trick Room. When they drew closer, he stepped aside and nodded at them.

"The area west of Yotta Outskirts is clear of mutants and other hostiles. Wait there," the canine reported.

"You're that… what was your species again?" Phol asked.

"Zygarde."

Phol hummed in recognition. "Thank you, Zygarde. What will we be waiting for?"

"I ain't waiting!" Tari shouted, glaring daggers toward Tyranitar. "I'm gonna fight!"

"I shall do the fighting," Zygarde said. "You will be waiting for a Joltik to fly you back."

"Oh. That Joltik," Phol said, growling.

"Joltik?" Aries asked, frowning. She tapped her wand against her chin. "I don't think she can carry all of us, let alone a Delphox like me…"

"It will make sense later," Zygarde said with a nod. "Now, excuse me."

He stepped into the barrier and gently waved a paw forward, like rolling a ball. All around Zygarde, tiny, green arrows emerged from the ground. With another flick, the arrows launched from invisible bows and rained down on Tyranitar, who roared and fought against its invisible binds in vain.

"Go, go, go!" Angelo begged the others. By now, Phol was dragging Tari away, with Leo guiding Aries. Finally, they were able to leave the battlefield behind, but not without seeing the ruin that Yotta Outskirts had been reduced to. Tyranitar had not been the only mutant; a whole slew of them had appeared in a wave of destruction. Where had they come from? As if the world had not already fallen into chaos…

"Angelo," called Zygarde, which confused Angelo. Had Zygarde not been fighting Tyranitar? But no, there was another one beside him, keeping pace as they walked.

"Yes?" Angelo said, looking back, then back at Zygarde.

"You are an inheritor of Mew's Blessing, correct?" Zygarde asked.

"Mew's…" Angelo's voice dies in his throat. All eyes were on him, most of them puzzled.

"Blessing?" Tari said. "Bah! As if someone as scrawny as him would inherit something like that! Besides, kinda meaningless on a Smeargle, eh?"

"I do," Angelo replied. "But…"

"I would like to visit you later," Zygarde replied. "Phol. Your Protect is golden, correct?"

"It is. But my services are dedicated to enchanting empty orbs right now, if you're asking me for something else."

"I see. I will remember that. Thank you. Spice."

"Mine's black. I don't know why," Spice said.

"I understand. Please report to me if or any of the Elites if you learn anything about that."

"Sure. You're an Elite?"

"Yes."

"Never saw you as part of the Hearts."

"They did not have enough badges for all of my bodies. Also, my status as a Legendary Pokémon should be enough."

That was when it all clicked, and Angelo stopped walking to stare, wide-eyed, at Zygarde. "Th-that's right! You… you are a—but I thought the Legends simply disappeared!"

"That is true. I did not."

"Disappeared?" Phol said, frowning. "Not, never existed at all? The Book of Arceus, just like the Book of Mew, is nothing but stories to convey values."

Aries gave Phol a disapproving look.

Phol cleared his throat. "In my opinion, at least."

"It is a mystery that I am trying to decipher now," Zygarde said. "But that is not something you need to worry about. Was I clear with my instructions?"

"Wait for a Joltik," Angelo repeated uncertainly.

"Correct. Goodbye." Without so much as a smile, Zygarde left in an expressionless sprint into town. Angelo, Spice, Leo, and Phol exchanged uneasy glances.

If there was any omen for the world's end, it was the return of Zygarde, the embodiment of balance. The legends stated that it would bring the world to order… but how it did so was ambiguous. It could either be by eliminating the power that was causing the world such strife… or by wiping the slate clean entirely.


71. Approaching Arachno Forest interior. Decayed webbing is abundant.

12. Accompanying 71.

1. Where is 62?

71. Left behind due to getting captured in webbing.

62. Currently captured in webbing. A mutant is near. I may die.

1. Continue onward. You are close. 62, continue attempts to escape and catch up with 71 and 12.

Damp, smashed, decaying spiderwebs covered every inch of this portion of the forest, and the two remaining Hectos had to tread lightly through uneven terrain. This had once been a great labyrinth held by Trina, the heart of her Bug domain. All around them, remnants of that isolated civilizations stood, proud but feeble. There were domes that operated like little huts for Pokémon to live within, propped up, under, and between the trees. Further along, large swaths of webbed fields made for squishy, lumpy silk that they had to regularly help one another out of while in search of what was left of their mutant, former-outlaw civilization.

There was a dim glow of a flame ahead—one that was not part of a forest fire. It had recently rained here, so perhaps if there was a fire, it would have been small or diminishing. But this was the flame of a Charizard—the second Owen, the replacement Owen, Har.

62. False Owen in sight. Very likely to be the new leader.

12. Approaching now.

1. His name is Har.

62. Requesting verification: Har is the preferred title?

1. Most likely.

The webbing dulled their steps, and at first they wondered if Har would be able to see them. Of course he would—he had Perceive, after all. But there did not appear to be anyone else around…

The two Zygarde scanned the immediate area before advancing. This particularly lumpy field was otherwise empty, and Har was slumped over.

62. Subject is not moving, but has a flame.

1. Verify that he is sleeping.

12. There is little reason to sleep out in the open.

The pair approached cautiously, but even that wasn't enough. Without warning, Har abruptly spun around and blasted 12 with a great sphere of fire from his maw, solid and explosive. All 62 could see by the time he had a chance to react was black smoke, and all he heard, aside from the ringing in his ears, was a dull thud of 12 hitting the web behind them.

Har was on his feet, crouched down with a crazed look in his eyes, several feet away from where he had been seconds earlier.

"Hello," 62 greeted. "You are Har?"

His tail kept crackling and flaring like an overfed campfire. 12 didn't move, but he was still alive, because 62 did not receive any of the memories that 12 would have transferred over upon death. He did, however, get a set from 46 a few moments later, though he would sort through that death later, or wait for another copy to report a summary.

"I am here to speak to Trina's allies," 62 reported again. "My name is Hecto."

The crazed look softened. Good. Progress.

"Where is the rest of your team?"

Har watched a while longer, waiting for sudden movements. The pair realized shortly after that perhaps it was because Har was trying to read them. Hecto was notoriously difficult to read. What was it that Star said he had to do in order to be more friendly? Smile, yes. He had to smile.

Hecto curled his lips upward and showed some of his teeth, and tried to flicker his eye lights in a more friendly manner. He did not know what that meant.

Har's eyes softened more, though they were replaced with confusion.

Smiling efforts were less than successful, but the goal was still accomplished. He could work on that later.

"Right, my…" Har rubbed his head. "Sorry. I was… We were in the middle of chasing someone down who had gone berserk, but they had sleeping spores. I took a hit so Lygo could keep going…" He looked back. "They should be ahead."

"Then Trina's former allies are losing themselves?"

Har nodded. "A lot of us are fine, but there are a few that are less stable. They weren't under Trina for as long."

Commenting on the fact that Har also seemed to have lost himself was not worth the risk.

"How many of you are stable?"

"Why are you asking?"

"We are in the process of consolidating power. Anyone capable of fighting Dark Matter and his related forces should gather at Kilo Village for safety."

"Sorry, can't," Har said. "Like I said, we aren't stable enough for that anymore."

"There may be a way to assist in taming that," Hecto said. You will only lose more of your numbers if you continue to stay here and stagnate."

By now, 12 was finally returning, though he had a noticeable limp.

"Sorry for that," Har mumbled apologetically. "Look, we're mutants. We don't pass as safe. I don't know if it's a good idea. One wrong move and…"

"We will vouch for you. Guardians who knew of Trina are there. I highly recommend you gather who you can and arrive. Are you their leader?"

"I guess I am…"

"Understandable. Will you need assistance convincing them?"

"No, I think I'll… Are you really sure we'll be accepted?"

"No. But I will help."

"At least you're honest." Har's wings drooped. "I'll do what I can. Wait here?"

"Of course."

12. Har is leaving to rally the mutants. They are few in number, but they are the most sane of them.

1. Then the others?

64. Likely among the berserk mutants.

1. That explains the increased rate of mutant attacks in this area, particularly Milli Town and Yotta Outskirts west of it. Very well.

12. We will wait for Har to gather them and lead them to Kilo Village. Who will alert the Guardians?

1. I will coordinate. Continue your tasks.


It had been at least a week and Nevren hadn't left his room in all that time. Lavender was starting to get worried. The behemoth paced around the halls that connected to Nevren's room, occasionally stopping to press his head against the doorway that wouldn't open for him. His crest bumped against the steel, but then he pulled away, not wanting to irritate Nevren with all his noise. He was probably deep in concentration.

Lavender didn't know when it happened, but perhaps during the night, Nevren left that room to get food. He still had to eat, right? Or did he have a secret stash of food in his research room? The fiend! He probably kept all the best snacks in there for himself. Like the Leichi Berry Pops that always went faster than the rest. Or the Exeggupuffs. Sure, Eon always said they were unhealthy, but they tasted so good…

The heavy pitter-patter of paws on tile made Lavender's cheek bolts whirr. "Hmm?"

It was Lucas, back in his Mega Houndoom form. That was risky, but as long as he stayed calm, it would be fine, right?

Lavender's concern redoubled when he saw a Cherrim riding on his back. "Um, Lucas!" The Silvally rushed, but then slowed his pacing. "Are you sure you should be carrying Auntie Rim around? She's…"

In reply, Lucas let out a defiant growl and then a snort. How rude to assume he couldn't handle himself around his auntie! Rim was stronger than she looked, even if she was in an unfamiliar body and more or less helpless.

Wait…

A bark snapped Lavender out of his thoughts and he shot to attention.

"Oh! Okay, well, if you're so sure," Lavender said.

And suddenly, the doors to Nevren's door opened, and Lavender as alight with glee. "Father! You're up!"

"Up? I've always been up."

"I mean, out!" His tailfin wagged and he lunged toward Nevren for a tackle.

Nevren disappeared and reappeared behind Lavender, scratching Lucas behind the ears. "Hello, Lucas. Rim, are you feeling well?"

The Cherrim tried to look toward Nevren, but her huge, purple petals got in the way and she fell over. By a Psychic barrier, Nevren kept her up.

"I'm…" Her voice was similar, but still a little off compared to how she used to sound. It was scratchier and had a warble to it.

"I suppose it is quite an adjustment, but unfortunately we cannot afford to spare much power right now to give you your old body," Nevren said with a sigh. "In any case, I shall be going to my motivation quarters. Take care."

Nevren had a room just down the hall that he frequently visited, though he disallowed anybody from entering on their own. Lavender knew what was inside, and it wasn't all that interesting anyway, but the fact that Nevren called it his motivation room always made him curious.

After seeing Nevren holed up in his research quarters for the better part of a week, Lavender had to know. "How come? What are you gonna do in there?"

"Get a few fleeing reminders. It is typically enough."

"Does that mean you aren't feeling very motivated right now?" Lavender trotted after Nevren, and Lucas followed with Rim still on his back.

"I suppose I am," Nevren replied. "A week of nonstop toil can do that to a man. Though I also have lost track of the end goal of some of my inventions and would like to remind myself of them."

In Nevren's hands was a small notebook that looked well-worn but also well-maintained. Lavender tilted his head, wondering which one it was. He kept a lot of those. This one could have been a calendar, or maybe a logbook from his experiments. He was very rigorous about those.

Nevren held his hand in front of the metal door. It slid into the frame, revealing a gray room with countless drawings, posters, words, symbols, and arrows scrawled on all parts of the wall, with a large, brightly-colored word, 'START,' at the very center of the square floor.

It was the 'crazy room,' as Lavender called it, and Nevren stepped in the middle.

"…Would you care to join?" Nevren asked Lavender, whose cheek bolts whirred. His eyes flashed a nervous cyan.

"Okay," Lavender agreed, but then looked back at Lucas and Rim. She seemed very tired. "Um, Lucas? Maybe you should take Auntie Rim back to her room so she can rest."

"Better yet, take her to get some sunlight. Do be careful. Her body will appreciate the sun much more now, after all. Though, Rim, I must say… All things considered, you've adjusted to the Grass type very well. Had I not known any better, I would have assumed you'd always been one."

With her petals in the way, there was no way to tell if she had smiled at that or not, but she did shiver a little. A laugh.

"Rest up, Auntie," Lavender said, nuzzling between two petals.

The great riddle began, of course, with the 'START' in the middle. From there, it pointed forward toward some words Lavender couldn't see from where he stood. Nevren's eyes darted about, and then he scribbled into his notes.

"Now, I know you have quite a few questions," Nevren said. "I will answer them all, but afterward, I expect you to be respectfully quiet. Will that do?"

"Um, okay." Lavender looked at the notebook. "What's that for?"

"These are my questions," Nevren said. "I write down my questions, and then consult this room for answers. I write them down when I realize what it is, before I lose that answer mentally. When written down, it is immortalized, so I may remind myself of my goal on a practical level."

"…How come you don't just write down all your reasoning immediately?" Lavender asked. Scrawled on the eastern wall was a symbol that looked like an eight-sided star, the cardinal directions much longer than the diagonals. But the drawing itself was basic, like lines. Like it should have been colored in.

"Because complete thoughts are erased," Nevren replied. "I can only give myself instructions based on partial data. Any memories and thoughts I do have about what I realize in this room are fleeting, and must be immortalized in writing. But even then, the writing shall become impossible to perceive if I am too thorough."

Lavender stared dumbly toward the southern wall. Here, there were two symbols and a noticeably empty space between them. One was a small, pink creature with a long tail, and another was a large, white creature with a golden ring around its body. Lavender recognized those creatures; he was based off of one, after all. But the way this was arranged, there was something missing between the two of them.

Meanwhile, Nevren stared at the ground, his eyes following arrows faster than Lavender could reason them out. Some were simple words. 'Brightness' or 'after second." Lavender saw a drawing of a strange circle with numbers on the edges, starting from "1" and going to "11." At the top of the block, between 1 and 11, was a skull. Beside the clock were the words, "One hour is three hundred seasons, plus more."

"I don't get it," Lavender said. "These are all weird… drawings, and words, and it doesn't mean anything!"

"It can't mean anything," Nevren replied calmly. "If it meant exactly what the truth was, it would be rendered invisible. Useless. I've had many missteps before I was able to deduce something close enough to the truth that it would not be erased. The great, hidden history that the gods did not want known. I suppose that was due in part to the flaw in the Decree they had hastily cobbled together to hide it."

"Oh… So you can't ever know the full story, but you can give yourself instructions on little pieces before you forget?"

"Yes. Whatever this Decree is hiding, it is only hiding the event itself, and does not seem to prevent me from taking action against whatever it is trying to hide. Thankfully there is no Decree that prevents me from realizing something is hidden in the first place. Now, I do not know what I called this creature before, but I shall refer to it as Prism, based on the symbols that seem to be associated with it. Prism… Prism, Prism, what is important about it…"

Nevren looked at the great symbol on one wall, then at the empty space in another. "That missing space is in the same dimensions as the large symbol there. Ah, yes. I must have done that intentionally… Or perhaps the symbol is already there, and I cannot see it?"

There were many blank spots on the wall where it seemed like the drawing was supposed to continue, yet didn't. "All of these empty parts on the wall." Lavender pointed at one of them. "Is something actually there?"

"Certainly. And at some point, as I drew it, it vanished before my eyes. That is how I knew how to hint at it. I drew hints around the blank spots. I am tiptoeing around the event horizon of the Decree's erasure to deduce properties of what was hidden within." Nevren sighed, wistful. "Perhaps overly poetic, but there is a certain elation in being able to outsmart a god."

"So, the Decree is the thing you're supposed to not know, and this room gives you hints on what you're not supposed to know?"

"Essentially."

They spent a while longer looking through the strange symbols, glyphs, and scribbles, but Lavender couldn't make heads or tails of it.

"…There we are," Nevren said. "Fascinating. I do keep forgetting that Arceus and Star are not our enemies, yet every time I write that down it seems to erase itself. A shame. I need to find a way to keep myself from misattributing malice. Regardless, I believe I have the information I need. We must continue constructing artificial Dungeons. Recover Owen and the rest of Team Alloy. That is our best bet so far, yes."

"Why?" Lavender asked.

"I believe these recent events have solved a longstanding mystery." Nevren jotted down his final few notes. "The Legendary Pokémon, those who used to guard this world, were erased from history some time ago. Their names are stated in the Book of Arceus but are never seen nor remembered. All we have are the likes of Hecto and Emily, and the latter's history is also muddled."

He continued to ramble, writing down more notes in vague instructions, sometimes saying them in repeated or vague ways, as if one that was too specific ran the risk of erasure.

"I'm certain I saw Dialga and Palkia emerge from Anam very briefly during his outburst," Nevren continued. "Anam is connected to Dark Matter, as are these wraiths, and the Dungeons that spawn them. There is a very strong chance that Dungeons are a connection between our world and the world of Dark Matter. I have artifacts from both Dialga and Palkia with me; perhaps I can tune to them wherever they are sealed. If we can control that connection, we may be able to rescue them and resume with our original plans."

"Original plans. Saving the world?"

"Of course."

"From who?" Lavender asked.

Nevren paused, looking at his notes, then at the symbols on the wall. "That is a good question." He shut the book. "I do not believe there is a single person we are saving the world from. Unfortunately, that is too shrouded in secrecy for me to find the true answer. If I had to guess…" He pointed at the blank space on the far wall. "The third god is a risk, as is Dark Matter, and perhaps Arceus and Star themselves. All for different reasons."

"That's… a lot."

"Indeed! Still, we must fight." Looking satisfied, Nevren exited the room. "And as far as I can tell, our first step is harnessing Dungeons the same way Dark Matter is. Ah. Hello, Hecto."

Standing at the entrance was the canid Zygarde, who bowed in greeting.

"It has been quite a few days," Hecto greeted. "Have you found Star?"

"I have not."

"Ah. Anything you are able to tell me?"

"I have halted Step's slaughter of the mutants."

"She has been slaughtering them?"

"Yes."

"That is strange. They have not returned to the Reincarnation Machine."

"That is why I had her stop."

"Ah. That is troublesome."

Lavender didn't quite understand what they meant by that. So, they had to find some of the other mutants, too? Were they okay? When Lavender tried to ask, both Hecto and Nevren did not answer directly.

"Optimistically, they are in the same place Owen and the others have been taken to," Hecto continued.

Nevren nodded, and then said, "Then I shall continue my research on Dungeon harnessing. I suppose you should tell Step to hold off on destroying the mutants, then. I shall try to salvage what I can with the ones we have remaining, who are all stable."

"How many mutants remain with you?" Hecto asked.

"Not very many. Only twenty sets, totaling roughly fifty souls, though we have another few hundred in the power generator. But withdrawing them now would power down the Reincarnation Machine and the rest of the lab's facilities. Quite a conundrum." Nevren studied Hecto. "The Beammaker is next to useless… Ah, and what is your plan?"

"I am nearly done with gathering everyone in Kilo Village," Hecto said. "I assume you shall not be doing this?"

"Oh, certainly not. Many of them likely want my head. I shall remain here in Quartz HQ. If I can assist in the efforts against Dark Matter from a distance, I shall."

"Of course. Then, take care."

Hecto turned, about to leave, but stopped after only a few steps. "Nate," he said. "Do you know anything about him?"

"Unfortunately not."

Lavender made a small barking noise, earning both their attention. "Not even in the crazy room?"

"No, not even in my motivation room. I was not able to deduce much about who or what Nate is yet, as he was only a relatively recent discovery. Before, we thought the pit in the Chasm was merely a manifestation of his Dark power, but it seems that was only a disguise for his true nature. Which we cannot deduce yet. I did not spend time on it."

"His basic shape is something that has been seen in worlds beyond," Hecto said. "A Pokémon of nearly apocalyptic strength and immense, reality-distorting powers. But Nate's form is highly corrupted from what they usually appear as."

"He's certainly friendly, though, is he not?"

"Yes. But as a great unknown, it is still a concern. I advise that you deduce more about him when you can. However, he was the source of a strange attack filled with life energy that was able to severely dampen Dark Matter's assault from Hot Spot. We are going to make use of that again for a counterstrike when everyone is gathered in Kilo Village. Perhaps there is something within Hot Spot cave that can assist us, too."

"I see… Yes. That would certainly help, if he's gathered that power again. An assault… Perhaps that can help us free the spirits Dark Matter has seized. I can only hope they are recoverable. And I imagine you will be trying to find Star?"

Hecto paused for longer than usual. "I am not going to prioritize my feelings over the greater mission."

"Of course. Then we are to gather those who Dark Matter might have imprisoned, including Star."

"That is correct." The Zygarde's eyes flickered. "Then I shall be going."

He left as silently as he had arrived, and Nevren turned his attention to Lavender. "I am going to write a message for you to send to Kilo Village. You must go on foot due to the destruction of the Waypoints, and it may take several weeks on foot."

"Several weeks?" Lavender complained. "But what about Auntie Rim and the other mutants?"

"I shall tend to them. If things go as planned, your trip back will not take nearly as long."

Lavender's cheek bolts whirred and his eyes turned a gloomy blue.

Nevren sighed. "Go with Lucas and Rim, then. But you are to keep her safe." Tending to her would be a bother anyway, and he wanted to focus entirely on his research without those trivial matters. He can keep all the other mutants in Poké Balls anyway. They rarely put up a fuss after that. Submissive by design. Convenient.

"Okay!" Lavender's eyes shifted to an energetic yellow. "I'll get them right now!"

"Take care," Nevren said. "Ah, and don't forget—" Lavender was already gone. "…Your supplies. Mm." He was tempted to revise that moment… but Lavender had already exhausted so much of his patience. It was time to get back to work in peace.

If everyone listened to him obediently, perhaps this mess could have been avoided altogether. That was what Nevren always thought, and the more the world plunged into its inevitable chaos, the more he knew that was true.


1. Announcing that most tasks have been completed. Gather all units to Kilo Village to prepare for an assault against Dark Matter in Hot Spot. Once mobilization is complete, prepare for delving into the labyrinth for supplies.

100. I have another announcement.

1. 100. Your task was to search for Star.

100. I have found a trail toward Star.

1. R-requesting location.

100. Void Basin.






111. Dark Approach


Chapter 101 – Dark Approach

In the outskirts of East Null Village, Anam stood with the guards at the edge of the encampment that had been formed within the trees. Clearing out the Void Shadows that were hidden in the roots and underground were easy with how practiced the guards were, some of them with centuries of experience.

Anam was ready to confront Dark Matter right then. He wouldn't let Dark Matter take the fight to the innocents. He walked through the hastily formed tents, past the crystals buried in the ground as wards against Void Shadow attacks, and finally beyond the loose ring of guards at the edges of the expansive encampment. It was impressive how quickly they had mobilized to evacuate, considering the fact that the town's size rivaled the basin of Kilo Village. In less than a quarter of a day, according to their clocks, the town was completely abandoned. Dropped everything and left.

They had drills for such a thing, after all. If a Titan came too close, or some other emergency. It was sad, but effective, that they could leave so perfectly.

"I'm glad you have everything taken care of!" Anam said cheerfully, smiling at the guards, who were still unnerved. One of them was the guard that had punched through his chest, and he was avoiding eye contact.

"Er, yeah. So, we have everything taken care of here, I think. Dark Matter is…?"

"He isn't coming right now." Anam frowned, trying to assure them that he was competent. Without Dark Matter's advice, he could no longer tell with certainty whether they had negative feelings about him or not. "He should be here soon, though. So, I'm going to go out and fight him and try to keep him away from your group, alright? It should be safer. If you can see him coming, keep moving. You can do that?"

"Won't be hard," said a Rhyperior to the left, scoffing proudly. "You saw how quickly we moved on our own. We know our formations."

"Great!" That was good enough. Anam turned, flinging a little slime with his momentum. The guards grimaced and distanced themselves. "I'm gonna go, then. I'll fight Dark Matter, and then you'll be safe. I should be back in a few days, but if I don't, um, well, do as usual until Latios and Latias come back. They'll know what to do, right?"

"We were fine without you before and we'll be fine without you after," Rhyperior said, nodding.

Anam could only hope that was true.


That had been at least a day ago. From there, Anam departed from the camp and headed northwest, following where he had last felt Dark Matter. He first checked the abandoned East Null Village for any sign of his twisted aura, but found nothing but abandoned buildings. Chores and tasks had been left completely undone, and only the occasional winds of the Voidlands accompanied the soft, slimy steps the Goodra made.

Did Dark Matter simply ignore the village entirely?

He surely would have sensed Dark Matter if he tried to go past him to the camp. Anam made sure to be careful of that, even making irregular, zigzag-like flight patterns to cover more ground in case Dark Matter tried to go around him. Even with the delay of getting an entire city's worth of Pokémon evacuated, they had had a great deal of a head start.

Do you sense anything, Anam? Madeline asked.

No, I don't.

Then perhaps he has gone someplace else, James said. I was watching your flight path. Dark Matter wouldn't have been able to go past you unless he went so far around that you'd beat him back to camp. Which you should do.

Right… If he delayed for too long, then a clever way around would have led to an ambush. If Anam wasn't there to defend them, he wasn't sure if they'd stand a chance.

Something bothered him, though. He didn't think Dark Matter would be going for the town in such a roundabout way. He was clever, but that was too much trouble. It would surely get him caught; is how Dark Matter would think. Anam knew Dark Matter for five hundred years. There was a thing or two he could deduce from guts alone.

So, where would Dark Matter have gone otherwise?

Anam stopped walking, placing all of his focus on that question. Where could he have gone? He rubbed his forehead, digging his hands into his skull in deep concentration. He pulled out, then rubbed his cheeks, then under his eyes, like it would help him think harder.

…Oh no. Anam stiffened. He saw it in his mind; Null Villages in a circle around Cipher City, in the cardinal directions. Dark Matter had briefly gone to the north, which repelled him. Then, he seemed to be going east, so Anam sped ahead to warn East Null Village.

The map confirmed that, didn't it?

But then, what if he redirected? He couldn't strike Cipher City; Dark Matter always feared that place, or at least knew not to strike directly.

That only left…

"South Null Village is in danger," Anam said to himself. "Ohh, I hope my friends aren't there…"

What do we do? Madeline asked.

I suggest we return to camp to make sure Dark Matter isn't nearing it, proposed James. Then, perhaps we should play catchup.

That was sound advice. With a nod, Anam turned and rushed back for the East Null Village camp. Dark Matter couldn't have gotten to the South by now, right? Though, the time to travel from the North to the East, compared to the North to the South, with only a small bend to avoid the center…

No, no! Dark Matter couldn't be that fast. It was fine. He'd just have to be faster.

Anam refused to acknowledge the fact that it might have already been too late.


Marshadow couldn't sleep. Aster was too noisy.

It was supposedly nighttime, but all Aster could do was toss and turn in the bed that Marshadow had provided for him. The Mewtwo's tail flicked. Marshadow rested within the darkness of another bed, though even if his eyes were closed, he could feel the Psychic radiance of his guest at all times. Fighting Pokémon were naturally sensitive to that sort of thing.

He'd never felt so trapped before. In mere days he'd gone from the monotony of keeping Null Village afloat to finding a slew of radiant spirits, and then Aster came and threatened to take them all with him.

What was he supposed to do about that? And not only were they radiant spirits, one of them was Owen. This would have been a whole lot easier if Owen had found Jirachi in West Null first.

"Marshadow?" Aster asked.

Marshadow's thoughts froze like the rest of his body.

"I'm sorry. For being here, and everything."

Too little, too late, buddy. Marshadow didn't know what he could actually say in response. Aster may have been a victim in all this like everyone else, but the difference was Aster was still following Alexander's orders. In the end, that made them enemies.

"I know you know where that big power is."

He figured it was obvious. After all, Marshadow was only playing with Aster's mercy here. If he got reckless, he could simply destroy the place or kill the civilians until he found what he was looking for. The fact that Alexander sent Aster meant he wasn't taking this seriously yet.

"Please," Aster begged. "I don't want to do anything bad. Just tell me…"

And let Alexander get one of the few hopes in upsetting this balance? Marshadow thought not.

"It isn't like it's enough to beat Alexander anyway," Aster dismissed. "Please? He just wants it. And if he does, maybe he'll help out this place in return, right?"

Didn't need it. Didn't want it, either.

"Okay," Aster finally said, and it just occurred to Marshadow that he might have been trying to read his mind. That wasn't good. "If you aren't going to talk, I'll tell Alexander that you did. That you were really nice. That you eventually decided it was better to give it to me."

What? Where was this—did he figure it out? How? Marshadow would have sensed an intrusion on his mind.

Aster got up. Marshadow did, too. The height difference was the least of the shade's problems.

"Yer makin' a mistake," Marshadow said. "It ain't worth it."

"If Alexander says so, it's worth it to me," Aster said with dull eyes. "I'm sorry," he went on, his voice trembling.

There was a small, blue orb in the Mewtwo's right hand. At first he thought it was an Aura Sphere, which would have been a useless effort against someone like him. But then he realized it had a solid appearance to it—glassy, smooth, rounded. Wait—that was one of Leph's orbs. There wasn't any light inside, though. It could become anything Aster wanted.

"Aster," Marshadow said steadily, "this ain't you. You don't gotta do this."

"Please tell me where it is." Aster held the orb tighter. It started to glow, wisps of light swirling inside. It was listless, resembling a lazy pond of stagnant water.

Marshadow braced for whatever torment he was about to endure. Aster wasn't going to get it out of him.

The orb shattered and a wave of energy coated everything but Aster in a fuzzy, blue light. It seeped into Marshadow's body and left him feeling muddled and groggy. He stepped back and sighed, his clenched fists loosening as he stared dimly at the ground.

It was suddenly so hard to care.

"Marshadow, where are you hiding it?"

Marshadow continued to stare down, though his mind wandered to that little Charmander, where he'd carried him off to Hakk and Xypher's home, the tiresome route he took to avoid detection. So much effort, and for what? To draw out the inevitable?

But he couldn't tell Aster, right? He felt the Mewtwo's presence in his mind. He was going to find out. Did that matter? It did. But fighting him off was so tiring.

No—no! He wasn't supposed to let it happen! How much did Aster find out? Marshadow repelled Aster from his mind with a halfhearted effort, but it was enough. Aster's hold on his mind was gone.

"You're hiding… a Charmander?" Aster said, frowning. "Well… alright. I guess I'll have to see for myself."

"Wait," Marshadow said, but made little effort to go after him.

"It's okay," Aster said. "This way, everyone will be happy. I'm sorry I had to use an Apathy Orb on you. It'll wear off soon, but don't go after me, alright?"

The door opened. Marshadow stood up, forming a ball of darkness in his hands. He fired too late; the door closed, scattering the attack into a small blotch against the stone.


Hakk awoke to three taps to the front door. And then three more. The icy Sandslash groaned and rolled to look at the clock, which showed in its digital lights a bleary three in the morning. So, this was what it was going to be like, was it? Now he just had to wait for a third set of three—

There it was. Perfect. Now he could begin his ungodly-hours morning with everything lined up perfectly.

"Hang on, hang on," Hakk called, sitting up. Xypher was already looming over him and waiting anxiously for Hakk to answer. Xypher was never good at talking to strangers. Maybe when he was Class C he'd be better at it, but he needed more of his sanity before that happened.

Hakk gently pat Xypher on the head. Satisfied, the Corviknight trotted down the short hall and in the center of the living room, looking, uncharacteristically, graceful. Reminded Hakk of a proper guard, and he let a tired, small smile trace his lips.

Before opening the door, he glanced to the door's left. Buttons to open and close. Then he looked to the right. A third button, which he silently pressed. A small square in the middle of the door lit up, revealing who was standing on the outside through a video feed.

Hakk's stomach dropped.

Mewtwo Aster.

What.

Why?

How?

Was Marshadow okay? Did he follow those team members? They better know how to fight, because he wasn't about to risk his hide for them.

Or was he? That was Marshadow's orders. But this was Aster. He didn't stand a chance.

"Uh, yeah?" Hakk dumbly said when his thoughts finally sorted themselves into something coherent.

"Can I come in?" Even though Aster was asking, what was he supposed to say? No? And have him blow the house up? If Aster wanted something, he was going to get it.

"Sure." Hakk did his best to stay calm and prayed to the god that couldn't hear him that Aster wouldn't read his terror.

The video feed disappeared and the door slid open, revealing the Mewtwo that towered over him. At least twice his height. That helped nothing. Gods, why was he so huge? Wasn't Mew supposed to be adorably tiny?

Aster moved past Hakk without so much as a nod and looked left and right. "Where is he?" Aster asked. "The one you're hiding."

"Guest room," Hakk replied immediately. He glanced up at Xypher, who may as well have been a metal sculpture. Aster disappeared into the guest room and the door closed behind him. Hakk shakily stood near the exit to their home, not sure what else to do.

It wasn't that he wanted to help Aster. He just didn't want to turn into a brick. And between having Marshadow be angry at him and Aster killing him or worse, he picked angering Marshadow. Besides, if Aster figured out where the kid was being held, then that probably meant Marshadow already failed his part of the plan. Or he was dead. That'd be wonderful; this crummy place could finally collapse in on itself! He'd be able to ruin his life all over again. Maybe he'd take up a soldier position under Alexander.

No, that'd never happen. Xypher didn't like Alexander, and even though the southern settlement of Null Village was technically a large town, Cipher City would be way too large and overstimulating. Pretty sure they didn't allow Class D Pokémon either. Also, Alexander was evil. Nobody who could control Titans was a good person. Not to mention his iron rule. Any challenge would be faced with death. Hakk wasn't sure if he could get over that part yet.

Aster reemerged from the guest room and Hakk was fully expecting there to be a Charmander struggling in his arms. Yet the Mewtwo emerged with nothing, and Aster frowned at him.

"He's not there," he said.

"…What?"

"Nobody's in there."

"But I—but they're—what?"

Aster studied Hakk momentarily, and the icy Sandslash felt something wash over his thoughts. It was like a stifling static, like he was waking up all over again. Then, the haze was gone, and Aster was leaving the house.

"Sorry," Aster said. "I guess he ran away already."

The door closed and the two were left alone.

Hakk had never seen Aster look so serious before. Didn't even bother smiling. He had that same, cheerful tone, but his expression was like he'd seen a dead body.

Or would Aster just smile at that? Hakk didn't know.

"I made a mess," Xypher whimpered.

Hakk glanced at Xypher, then below, and then frowned back up at him. "It's alright," Hakk said gently. "C'mon. Let's wash up and go back to bed."

Or try to.


Owen had let Mispy smuggle him out when Hakk and Xypher fell asleep. He felt a little bad about betraying their trust, but it would have been for their safety, too, if this all went badly. Mispy seemed to have a hunch that Aster would have figured out where they were soon.

They went the long way around where they thought Marshadow had gone and navigated to the large evaluation buildings. The secretary and guards had apparently been prompted to allow them through without a fuss, and they soon gathered together with the others to discuss what to do. Eon, however, hadn't made it, and while Owen wondered why, he didn't think it was worth it to go searching for him when time was a factor.

Dialga was surprisingly accurate on where he sensed Palkia. Not only did he know the direction that Palkia was held, but also how far away he was. That, combined with some estimation on travel time, led to an inconvenient conclusion: Palkia would be seven days' travel into the Nil Plateaus, and by then perhaps another day simply searching for his Titan.

But what if they had Gahi? By their estimates, even if they were inexperienced with the plateaus, if Gahi went out with the others, travel would perhaps only take four days. Though, that was in itself a big unknown…

Still, if they could get Palkia in time, perhaps that meant they would be able to return instantly with the help of his warping. They were putting a lot of faith into that possibility—did they actually know if Palkia could warp them?

They only had five days to get this done. After five days, according to Marshadow, his hand would be forced. They would either take on Aster, let Owen be taken to Cipher City, or let Marshadow go in their place.

When they found it safe enough to leave, Mispy snuck Owen from Xypher and Hakk's home to Dialga's abode by stuffing him in her vines. Aster must have been distracted by Marshadow, because they hadn't run into him along the way there, and they quickly hashed out their plans from what they knew.

They could easily assemble a small team to go after Palkia. They knew how to defeat those Titans. Weaken them with Owen, and then strike with Crystal-enhanced moves. They were weak now, but by the time they found Palkia, their strength would have returned. They knew that Eon and Gahi were a sure success in landing one, but perhaps there were other combinations they weren't aware of.

They had to go as one or two flying units. They had to be fast; Eon would be able to mimic Gahi's form, but what of the others? Jerry would be too slow to fly and too large to carry; the same went for Zena. They would have to stay behind in Null Village, perhaps to keep an eye on things.

They seemed to have everything settled on what to do, except for one snag.

"Alright," Jerry said, sitting across from Owen in the large circle in Dialga's room. "Seems like an easy plan. Gahi and some passengers take down the Titan. We can grab Marshadow and make it like before, right?"

"Gah! Marshadow. I forgot." Owen rubbed his forehead. "No, we need Marshadow to take down that Titan. I don't think we have the strength on our own. But there's no way Marshadow is going to let us go. Aster's right here, and if Marshadow's gone…"

"Hold on," Trina said, holding up a tiny hand. "What exactly are your options here? This Aster apparently wants to take you to Cipher City, correct?"

"Cipher City being the Voidlands' capital," Dialga clarified. "Ruled by one Hydreigon Alexander, whom we know little about, though he sounds both powerful and, well, not someone with your best interest in mind."

"Right, yeah." Owen kept his arms and legs crossed, staring at the floor in front of him like it had an invisible map. "So, I can't get caught by Aster, or it's all over."

"Of course. And therefore, your top priority should be to get away from Aster, yes?"

"Yes…? But we can't really do that out in the open. He'll know for sure if scouts leave, right?"

"That is a possibility," Trina said.

"But the alternative would be hoping he goes away," Zena pointed out, curling her ribbons worriedly. "Or… fighting him."

"We don't really know enough about this place to make an informed move," Jerry said. "And let's face it, if we can't stand up to Marshadow, then we can't stand up to Aster. We should ask the guy what our options are and have him help."

"I guess so," Owen said. "You don't think he's going to cave to Alexander's pressure, though, right?" Saying 'Alexander' still felt odd on his tongue. He had to remember it wasn't his father.

"If he does, we're done anyway," Jerry said. "Then we go with the old plan of flying on our own."

"Right…" Owen looked to the others. "Can one of you get Marshadow? I probably should stay here for now."

"Shouldn't we smuggle you back to Hakk's place before they panic? By whatever they call 'morning,' since that'd probably be when Aster would've tried to find you." Demitri looked at the ceiling, and then through it, as if he was trying to judge the perpetually dim sky. "I don't really know their sleep patterns, but…"

"Right, er, sure. I guess, Mispy, hide me again?"

Mispy wrapped a few vines around Owen and pulled him under, where the Charmander tried to position himself in something at least vaguely comfortable among the thorns. Mispy was courteous enough to form a small dome under her belly that allowed for something less precarious, and his fire kept the hideout well-lit.

Owen heard Zena's characteristic slither. "Well, Dialga," she said, "I suppose we shall leave you to continue your recovery. Thank you for the directions."

"Of course. Take care. I do hope when Aster leaves, I can leave this dreary room."

"Are you coming with us?" Demitri asked. It sounded like he was on top of Mispy.

"If it isn't any trouble," Zena replied. "As long as Aster doesn't see us, right?"

The door opened and closed, and Owen leaned back with his hands folded over his abdomen. There wasn't much he could do, now, and it had been a long walk just to get to the facility. This village, like the so-called Kilo Village, was a lot larger than it had any right to be with that name. Maybe he could try some meditation. He knew that Klent and the others were there, but he couldn't hear them yet. That must have been terrifying for them—he hoped they'd come back soon so they'd at least have something to do.

Owen tried anyway for the whole trip back, which proved fruitless. Couldn't even turn his scales green, or dim his flame into a flower. Though, the thought of losing that flame, and therefore the darkness that would follow, awakened a primal fear. Could that be holding him back?

Suddenly, after what Owen estimated was three quarters of the trip, Mispy jerked to the side and Owen tumbled around in his dome, bumping his head against a few thorns. He suppressed a squeak and clutched at his chin. No blood.

"What's going—"

Vines wrapped around his head, silencing him.

Owen really wished he had his Perceive right about now. When was he going to evolve, anyway?! His old track record was only a few days before that came along. This whole Charmander schtick was getting really old.

Now that he thought about it, he wasn't nearly as strong as he used to be, either. Perhaps even weaker than when he'd first become a Heart.

Had being killed in the Voidlands actually stripped him completely of his power? It could take years to evolve at that rate… No, there had to be a way to accelerate it.

Mispy's frantic shuffling finally slowed down. Good, because he was pretty sure he had a few new cuts under his scales from all the stray thorns. She finally let go of his face and he took deep, long breaths.

"What was that for?"

"Aster," Mispy replied simply, and Owen thought at first that he'd misheard.

"What? But Marshadow should have…"

Could Aster have spotted them? Now that he thought about it, Mispy really stood out… Aster couldn't read auras, right? Was his aura disguised if he was hidden under Mispy?

By the time Owen was done sorting out all of his questions, though, they all came tumbling out when Mispy rolled him onto the floor into Hakk and Xypher's home. Hakk, looking annoyed, and Xypher, looking frazzled, stood before him, and Owen realized they were back in their home.

"Alright," Hakk said, "so I don't know whether I should call you lucky or stupid."

"Wait, I—"

"What do you think you're doing, getting smuggled out in the middle of town where you could have been caught?" Hakk jabbed a claw in Owen's chest. "But you know, maybe that was the right choice, because during sleep hours, guess who visited? Freaking Aster."

He spun back and puffed out a frosty, snowflake-riddled breath into the air away from them. Something about those cyan eyes of his made Owen look down, apologetic. "Aster came here?" Owen asked, glancing back worriedly.

"Yeah, and you know what, so what? I didn't sign up to harbor someone that the Void King wants. Waaay above my pay grade. You want my opinion on this craziness? You're dead. Stop thinking about escape, alright? You don't just come back from the dead."

"I've done that, like, twice."

Hakk squinted. Owen tittered.

Xypher lectured Owen. "Danger. Danger, danger."

"Look," Hakk went on, claws pressing into his wrists. "Maybe Alexander would give you a good life, y'know? He clearly needs you for something and he'd want you to stick around, and I heard he gives a pretty cushy life to his immediate subordinates."

"Sorry, that's not really something I want to do," Owen replied with a hint of venom. Mispy and Demitri shared a glare toward Hakk, who, outnumbered, backed down with a scowl.

"I know it was dangerous," Owen went on. "Sorry, but it was even more dangerous for us to do nothing at all. And we have a plan. Dialga told us where Palkia is. We can find him, take that Titan down, and—"

"That's way freaking easier said than done." Hakk looked at Owen like he was denying basic math. "You took down one Titan. One. With the help of Marshadow and a whole ton of luck and at least two different flukes. And you almost dying. Do you really think you're going to pull that off again?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"We know their weaknesses and we know how to take them down." Owen refused to back down and carried his momentum. "With that knowledge we can—"

"Alright, wise guy, listen to me again, and this time I want you to put your big boy brain on."

Owen glared, flame popping a few times, but he listened in silence.

"It takes huge amounts of Z-Energy to take down a Titan the way you did. That was the very thing that drew Aster here in the first place. No other reason he'd be making a weird visit like this. So, if that happens a second time, what do you think follows?"

That was a good point. They'd know for sure that something was wrong then. Once was a coincidence, or at least something that might have a little doubt. Twice? That would be enough for someone like Alexander to send a lot more than Aster.

Owen glanced around for what the others might have to say, but then realized that Mispy and Demitri were alone. "Where'd Gahi and Zena go? And Trina?" Sure, she was a lot smaller, but she had been on Gahi's shoulder again. Probably out of habit.

"We split up to lose Aster," Demitri said. "Which means… they probably didn't know how to get back to us."

"Should we look for them?" Hakk asked. "Aster's on the prowl for you. And he can read minds. If he finds out that they helped smuggle you away…"

Silence followed, Owen looking at the flame of his tail.

There wasn't really any backing out of this, was there?

"Oh, no, don't get that look," Hakk immediately said, grabbing Owen by the shoulder before he could think to act on his morale. "I'm under orders to keep you here and I already failed that once. Aster checked here so he's less likely to check again."

"But what if Aster attacks the city?" Owen countered immediately, gears turning in his mind. "Hiding me would just cause even more bloodshed, wouldn't it?"

Hakk narrowed his blue eyes, then looked to Xypher, who squawked confusedly.

Finally, Hakk stared at Owen again, and the Charmander, staring up, didn't look away. "You aren't going out until it looks like that's what'll happen."

The timing was too perfect; the moment Hakk turned to leave for his room, the ground shook, and the Sandslash groaned.

Xypher chirped curiously.

A mixture of self-satisfaction and dread filled Owen—he was right. And that was bad.

Demitri pressed the button to open the door. Gahi's war cries mixed with water cutting through the sky filled the town's atmosphere.

"Get out," Hakk relented.

"Stay here," Owen replied. Nodding to Demitri and Mispy, the Charmander rushed for the exit.


Have to hurry, have to warn Marshadow, I can see the beacon! It's right there!

Latias had flown nonstop over the Voidlands for the past few days, only slowing down to powernap mid-flight. It was risky, but it had paid off. High altitudes were risky—the clouds in the sky weren't hospitable—but just below allowed her to avoid most Titan blasts, or sense them coming.

Once, she had to stop briefly to rest, and she was sure she'd gotten a far enough head start that Dark Matter or a Titan or anything else wouldn't have found her. That was the advantage of being a small Legend. Long ago, most of the larger Legendary Pokémon had been simply too big to hide from Titans and Void Shadows. No matter how much strength they had, a few decades of constantly whittling them down and waiting for an unguarded moment was all they needed.

Smaller Legends, though. They were the lucky ones. But this was the riskiest move they'd made in a while. Latias was surprised at how eager her brother had been to take it. Sure, Dark Matter had changed around his strategy, and Alexander was making weird moves, but why now? What set it all into motion?

Oh, what did it matter? She'd spent too many hours ruminating over that. Now that South Null Village was in sight, she could focus on the task at hand. Warn Marshadow that Dark Matter was approaching, maybe about finding some of Anam's allies, reunite them, and they could make more decisive moves.

Easy, easy, easy.

She tried to ignore the fact that they had no idea what those decisive moves were.

A strange energy was coming from Null Village. Tasted like purple. Latias focused a little harder, furrowing her brow, and saw a flash of a smiling, happy face in her vision and her heart skipped a beat.

Aster's here! 

What was she supposed to do now? No, no hesitating. She was here on a, what could she say, scouting mission! That would do it. Wait, no, no! That was the exact opposite thing she was supposed to say!

Maybe she—

Something dark caught her lower vision and she swerved left in a spiral. A dark beam of energy scorched her left wing, shriveling the very tip into a dry husk whose feathers flaked off in black ash. She winced and maintained her course, but a second blast forced her to twist in the air again. Time slowed and the beam, the same size as her neck, grazed her arm, leaving another black scorch where it touched.

She lost her momentum. Countless thin wires snapped from the ground and into the air, wrapping around Latias by the neck and body, and an overwhelming force pulled her from the skies.

The black strings slammed her hard into the ground and her inertia toppled over a few trees in the way. Up was down and she couldn't see well. The nausea left her dry-heaving, but for better or worse, she hadn't eaten in a while.

Making a sound somewhere between a groan and a whimper, she lifted herself off the ground, only for more of those shadowy threads to hold her in place. They were cold. Too cold. Her body felt like it'd been flying through a blizzard.

"H-help!" Latias cried. "Someone! I'm tr—brother?"

Were her eyes playing tricks on her? She saw her twin, blue feathers and red eyes, yes, that was him! Latios!

"Try again."

Her relief mutated into horror.

The Latios form melted and changed, thinning out into a lighter frame and red feathers until Latias stared at an expressionless double of herself. It drifted toward her idly like a predator after its injured and trapped prey.

Latias conjured a ball of psionic mist above her. It hummed in the air and illuminated the dark, but when she fired, she missed completely in her panic. It flew past Dark Matter's head and into the tree behind him, disintegrating the parts that it touched and then flew further ahead. It finally exploded, shredding several trees and creating a new clearing where they'd once been. Ashen splinters rained down on them both.

So, she fired again. Not only did he take the blow, but he made no effort to dodge out of its path. The attack had simply been absorbed into him. Nullified. Like she didn't even matter.

"Hello."

"Please, don't… I…"

"No."

Dark Matter's arm reached out to Latias' forehead.

That was when she screamed. She didn't know how far the cry would go or how long she could hold it, but that was all she could do. She readied another Mist Ball, and then his claw tapped her on the forehead. Why was she attacking Dark Matter? She stopped screaming, feeling silly. The Mist Ball evaporated on her own volition.

The threads of Shadow Hold released her. Latias floated up, shaking her head and coughing.

"You're very loud," Dark Matter commented.

"You didn't have to be so rough," Latias muttered back, poking her claws together.

"Mm." Dark Matter seemed annoyed at something, but then shrugged it off. "Stay here. You'll know if you're needed."

Dark Matter continued to Null Village, and Latias waited patiently. Though, she was curious about something. "Did you get my brother?"

"No. He must have taken another route."

Latias shrugged. Probably. "If you talk like that, they'll find you out immediately," she pointed out.

"…Right." He cleared his throat and something about him changed. The oppressive aura swirled around him, but it was compact, hidden. "Better?"

"I guess so…" She didn't really care for him using her voice, but he could do what he wanted, she supposed.

Without another word, the disguised Latias took to the skies and flew for South Null Village.






112. Clash at Null Village


Chapter 102 – Clash at Null Village

Owen, Demitri, and Mispy emerged to a sky carved in two by a Hydro Pump, and then further impacted by purple crescents of energy that cut the water into strange, oblong and jagged shapes. The Hydro Pump stopped, and a Mewtwo reappeared in the middle of the sky, looking left and right with a wide grin. Owen quickly hid behind Mispy's foreleg, but Aster wasn't looking for him.

In a blink, a starry Flygon rammed into Aster from behind, digging his claws into flesh. It left barely a scratch by the time Aster propelled himself forward with a kick, Psychic energy bursting from his feet.

"Gahi's fighting Aster?! When did that happen?" Owen tried to keep up with them, but both Gahi and the Mewtwo were teleporting across the sky every few seconds, occasionally clashing in random spots in the air. It seemed like Gahi was holding his own, but Owen feared that Aster wasn't taking the battle seriously.

"You two need to help him," Owen said, staring up. "I—I don't know what I can do against…"

"No." Mispy used several vines to wrap around and then guide Owen to her back.

"If we leave you alone," Demitri translated, "Aster might pluck you right off the ground mid-battle. If we're fighting Aster, you're coming with us!"

It was unintuitive, though it was better than hiding and hoping he wouldn't be found. But what was he supposed to be able to do to help?

"Let's try to get closer. Follow the streets!" Owen could use the time to think.

Owen could see several townsfolk were either watching from their doorways or windows. Shadows deeper inside suggested more were hiding. The streets were empty aside from guards rushing to secure the premises, but none of them looked eager to fight Aster directly. Owen could imagine why. One strike from him ran the risk of instant death, and then who knows where they'd wake up in the Voidlands—and how much of their selves would remain.

Owen could only imagine that terror… And was thankful, in a morbid way, that he was apparently immune to it. Perhaps that was one reason he could afford to risk himself more.

Think. What could he do? He didn't have strength behind him. He had already realized long ago that he wasn't going to rapidly evolve. Whatever happened when he had first died in the Voidlands, it stripped him of his power, even if it couldn't take his memories. He had to be clever. His most useful technique had been Protect, but what good was that if he couldn't get into the fray?

They made more turns through the streets but had to stop when a stray Shadow Ball vaporized the ground only a few feet ahead of them. A crater of rubble that crackled with black electricity remained—that wasn't a normal Ghost attack.

"It's rot," Owen said to himself. "We need to be careful. It's the same power Anam has!"

Balls of psychic energy followed in a rapid-fire line that hammered into several buildings.

"This guy's way out of our league," Demitri panted. "What's Gahi thinking?!"

"He doesn't," Mispy concluded, though her serrated flower petals were glowing.

Owen's eyes widened. "Uh—Mispy?"

"Shh." Mispy kept following Aster's movements. She was waiting for the right moment to launch a Solar Beam…

If only he had Perceive. He could have potentially read where Aster would appear, maybe try to sense distortions in the air. Would that work? He didn't know. It could also overwhelm him.

No use thinking about things he didn't have. He needed to find a way to get them to Gahi to help. There was a Hydro Pump back there—Zena! Where was she? She had to fire another so they could figure out her location.

Mispy suddenly jerked to the left, changing course mid-stride. Owen fell off and into Demitri's arms with a yelp.

"Mispy?" Demitri called. "What's going on?"

Aster managed a powerful kick on Gahi, slamming him into the ground a few streets over. Not even missing a beat, Gahi appeared in a flash of light above Aster and slammed down on him with his cosmic tail, dealing the same blow.

Then, he whipped around and clawed at the air behind him—where Aster had appeared, only to get a slash across the chest. Aster gasped; Gahi smirked. Then, they both disappeared to opposite sides of the town.

"I can't believe he's holding his own against him." Demitri tripped, but regained himself.

Owen tried to ignore the odd warmth in his chest. This was serious. "Aster might be holding back for fun, or something. Or maybe he's trying to draw me out. This—this isn't a trap, is it?"

"Gahi will die," Mispy replied immediately.

"Right, we don't have a choice…"

Aster was standing still in the air for too long; a second Hydro Pump smashed into him from the forward-left of the town from Owen's perspective. That was only a few streets off—and Mispy was already running that way to regroup. Aster formed a barrier after getting soaked by some of the blast. The rest of the water split the low clouds. Behind the gray splotches was a bright, crimson sky of even thicker fog. It coated the town in a malevolent, red tint. Aster stood in the middle of it with a wide grin.

"You really are hiding someone!"

He raised his right hand. Psychic crescents whipped around it like a small tornado.

"My turn!"

He swung, unleashing the twister of Psychic blades toward Gahi. The Flygon disappeared in a Teleport's flash. Aster dramatically swung his arm to the left and the tornado followed, curving toward Gahi again. The Flygon disappeared higher and it curved toward him again. Gahi disappeared next to Aster, but then must have realized how terrible of an idea that was because he disappeared milliseconds before Aster could grab him.

Demitri hopped off Mispy and went below her after some brief communication. He hefted Mispy into the air and threw her onto the rooftop of a nearby building. After a rough landing—and wrapping a vine around Owen to secure him—she reached down and pulled Demitri up next. At this vantage point, they saw a third Hydro Pump coming from two streets over.

Gahi disappeared low to the ground, like he was about to bait the psionic tornado into the ground.

"Gahi, no!" Demitri cried. "There are people in there!"

Gahi seemed surprised that they were there at all, but he hissed and disappeared again, redirecting the tornado toward him.

Aster was preparing a second twister with his other arm, weaving around another Hydro Pump. He launched that second twister toward the source.

"No!" Owen cried.

Then, Mispy fired. Blinding light forced Owen to cover his eyes just in time for the Solar Beam to connect. The explosion rocked the ground and cracked the reinforced rooftops of the nearest buildings. The ringing in Owen's head didn't stop for a while, but Mispy had sighed with relief. So, it was deflected? But Aster had prepared it so quickly. Mispy took far too long to charge an attack to deflect it; the next one wouldn't be so easy.

"We have to do something," Owen yelled over the ringing.

"They're flying through the air," Demitri said. "We can't fly! And Zena would just be exposing herself if she went out now!"

Demitri threw Mispy over to another rooftop across the road, and Owen heard the rooftop beneath them groan from the force. Mispy grabbed Demitri mid-throw and pulled him along. In the arc above the road, they had a much better vantage point for the battlefield. Owen scanned the roads. Demitri's throw had been so strong, and Mispy was so much heavier, that even after she picked Demitri up, her momentum in the air had been barely affected. The rooftop once under Demitri, though, had cracked…

Zena was in an alleyway, occasionally peering out to look for Aster to fire. Good, she had cover, though that would be meaningless if Aster teleported.

Trina was on Zena's head, unable to do anything, so instead she behaved as a second pair of eyes.

On another side street, a trail of shadows that Owen knew was Marshadow ran swiftly toward Aster's location.

"Marshadow's alive and heading to Aster," Owen said quickly.

"Okay, so Gahi won't be alone, but we still need more help." Demitri looked up, frantic. "Aster's too far away for me to hit with my axes. If I miss, that's it!"

That was it. Aster was too far away. The only way they could even hope to keep up would be if they could Teleport, too! And Gahi only could because of his Psychic Orb. How was he supposed to—

Something clicked at around the same time the ringing stopped, and Owen's pupils dilated and focused in on Gahi.

He just needed time.

"Distract Aster a little longer," Owen said, suddenly crossing his legs and grabbing onto one of Mispy's vines for leverage. "I need to focus."

Because he had it. He knew he had a way to help. It wasn't at the forefront of his aura—he needed to tune himself first. Breathe, breathe…

By Necrozma, he hoped this would work.

It was somewhere. Somewhere deep. He had to think back. A time when Tim was still training him, a time when he needed to protect him, when he had to learn about his opponents on the fly. When he had to be ready for any Pokémon, not just the ones he'd have an advantage over. When Tim's whole world was on Owen's shoulders.

Demitri had, in his desperation, tore off a small fragment of the roof and threw it at Aster, who was now controlling two twisters at an ever-more-tired Gahi.

Mispy's petals glowed once more.

Zena hadn't fired another Hydro Pump, but she was certainly on standby.

What was Marshadow doing?

…There. Owen was ready. "Gahi!" Owen shouted, and then said, "Demitri, call Gahi!" Owen, meanwhile, made sure he was hiding behind Mispy's neck so Aster couldn't see him.

They both called again, and Gahi, between his dodges, turned to them.

"Come here!" Owen ordered, and then Demitri and Mispy looked at him like he was insane.

But Gahi obeyed without question, disappearing and reappearing.

"What?!" Gahi said. The Psychic twisters were upon them, seconds away.

"Okay, Teleport away," Owen immediately replied.

The Flygon squinted exasperatedly.

"GO!"

"Alright, alright!" Gahi disappeared, and the Psychic auras twisted away.

Okay, worst part of the gamble was over with. Owen was banking on Mispy being able to take a hit or two, but they didn't even have to worry about it. He had a Protect ready in case that didn't work. But now—even more time.

Owen focused on the space that Gahi had once been, feeling a strange, new trace, like a sixth sense, where he had been. Gahi didn't go far, either, and that residual trace of energy was even stronger when Owen focused on that.

Mentally, he reached for it. Grabbed it, seized it, pulled it forward. That energy was what Gahi used to Teleport. And with that old technique from Ayame…

"Demitri," Owen said. "I want you to get ready to throw your ax as hard as you can at Aster."

"But he's too—"

"Trust me. You'll know when. Okay? No time."

"Okay."

Mispy glanced back at Owen with a combination of recognition and disbelief. Yes, Owen could tell; she was smart enough to figure out what he was planning. But she probably didn't know how.

She wrapped a vine around Demitri and nodded, then wrapped one around Owen.

"Here goes." Owen concentrated on that new kernel of energy. Mimic.

That stolen power was his, at least temporarily, and now it was time to use it. He let his mind fall into his instincts, and then let those guide him. He envisioned Aster, dancing with his blades as Gahi's Teleports became slower and sloppier. He saw where Aster was and then focused on the space above and behind the Mewtwo.

That new part of Owen's core, malleable and adaptive, coursed a tingling energy from his mind into his claws.

And suddenly, they were behind Aster, in freefall.

Demitri overcame his split second of panic and pulled his arm back. Aster was mere feet away from him.

Owen remembered that Demitri was afraid of heights.

Yet he pulled through. The natural tomahawk soared through the air and lodged itself firmly in Aster's back with a loud, dull THUD, and Aster went spiraling forward with blood streaming behind him.

"The other one!" Owen barked.

Demitri reached for his second tusk, but then looked down and froze.

"No, Demitri, throw! THROW!"

Demitri's gaze was frozen at the ground.

"Demitri," Mispy pleaded, and he snapped out of it.

He squeezed the tusk tight and readied another throw, but when they all looked for Aster again, he was gone. And Owen noticed, thanks to the brighter sky, a shadow above them.

Owen didn't even look up. He grasped Mispy again and focused, and they were suddenly above Aster instead of below. His body interrupted their descent; Gahi sped toward them and rammed into Aster headfirst, indigo flames coating his body. Mispy wrapped a vine around Owen and Demitri to keep them near, but the impact sent Owen flying. It was only with another quick vine that he didn't freefall on his own.

Aster curled up into a ball and formed another barrier around him, this one a bright sphere tinged with black ripples. It expanded rapidly, and then bent off of Aster and around Team Alloy.

Demitri, coming to his senses, pulled his fist back and readied a punch. Aster hurled the sphere into the town below. Owen's stomach was in his throat as they went tumbling in the air, the ground rapidly getting closer.

"Sorry, guys," Owen said, and then crossed his arms, forming a Protect that pushed the others away from him. He could afford a rough landing, but risking a crushing landing from any of his larger teammates wouldn't do.

It was surreal. Aster was probably trying to pull out one of Demitri's axes from his back; they were plummeting to the ground in tense, prepared silence. Another crystal-clear beam of water soared through the air and Aster shrieked like he'd been doused in ice after a warm shower. Mispy held Demitri a little tighter. Demitri held his breath and closed his eyes.

Gahi muttered, "Get ready ter heal."

Mispy replied with a silent, "Mm."

"Get ready, Owen," Gahi added.

"I'm ready."

Within his golden barrier, Owen smiled. He knew they would survive the landing. An odd serenity washed over him, because that brief silence in the battle let him finally stop to think. Was this what he had been looking for all this time? A team he could put his complete faith in? Someone he could trust completely, who'd always shared the same goal as him—to be together.

Together…

A Flygon stood in front of him, barely half his height. Flygon had his hands on his hips and his tail flicked irritably; just behind him was a Meganium and Haxorus. Meganium shuffled her feet, kicking at a nearby pebble.

"So, how's that sound?" Flygon asked. "You'll join our team. And you aren't allowed to worry about us dying off while you get to live with Legends. And in exchange… you train us to climb Destiny Tower, just like you." He held out a hand. "Deal?"

Owen had blacked out. He hoped it had only been for a few seconds. Demitri groaned to his left; Mispy's vines writhed to feel for everyone.

"Get your butt outta my face," Gahi said, muffled.

"That's me," Mispy grunted; she moved as if something in her chest had broken.

"You have one?"

They rolled off of each other, Gahi in particular wheezing.

Healing energy washed over them, and Owen remembered where they were. He shot up into a sitting position; the sky was still a bright crimson and Aster was inspecting the ax that had once been tossed at him. It had a small trickle of blood on it, but little more. That had been a direct hit from Demitri…

But they were still standing, and they were together. Together, that word, why did that…

"Guys!" Owen stood. "I think… I think it's time to fuse. You three."

"What? Fuse?" Demitri glanced at Mispy, who shook her head.

"Yer nuts," Gahi stated flatly. "We'll lose it! Never fused since we got 'ere, an' this place messes with yer head, I swear!"

"It's our best shot!" Owen pointed skyward. "We gave them everything we had and even new tricks and—"

"Look out!" Gahi tackled Owen, but Gahi was struck in the back by a stray Shadow Ball. He roared and curled up, squeezing his eyes shut, and Owen smelled something exposed on Gahi's back. Demitri looked horrified, but Mispy was reflexively channeling healing energy into her ally.

By the time Owen was unfocused on Gahi and looking for Aster, Demitri shrieked next.

"Hi!" Aster had appeared right next to him.

Demitri threw a punch, hitting air when Aster appeared on his other side. Mispy tried to grab him next, but a Psychic barrier blocked her advance.

"You did a nice shot on me," Aster said, turning around to show the vertical scar where the ax had once been. It must have been a hasty heal to leave a mark at all…

Demitri stepped back, his foot slipping on a patch of loose dirt. Aster appeared next to Demitri again and grabbed his tail. He grinned wider. Demitri did not.

And then they both disappeared.

Aster appeared several houses away, holding Demitri by the tail like he was a toy. He lifted him up, swinging, and made a motion like he was going to slam him on the ground, despite being in midair.

Another flash and Aster was suddenly just above a rooftop, slamming Demitri hard onto it. Demitri cried out, but before he could flail out of Aster's hold, the Mewtwo swung him in the opposite direction and disappeared, smashing him into the wall of a separate building. Aster's laughter filled Owen's ears with each hit, the disorienting movements leaving Demitri no room to figure out how to block the blows or where the next one would take him.

Owen could only watch in horror. He had copied the Teleport for now, but he had no idea how to keep up with that. Aster had lifetimes of experience with the technique. Owen had just learned it, fleetingly.

"You're strong and sturdy!" Aster said, lifting Demitri higher. He let go, a Psychic grasp keeping him in place so they stared face-to-face, Demitri upside-down. He was barely conscious, one eye open. "I think you're the one I'm looking for. I'm gonna take you to Alexander!"

Bad to worse and Owen still had no idea how to counter it. Demitri—he was going to take Demitri away? Teleport, he could Teleport and try to—no, he had no power. Where was Marshadow? Waiting for an opening? There was no time to wait anymore!

A vine wrapped around Owen's torso and pulled him up. He had been so involved in planning how to take down Aster, or at least free Demitri, that he didn't realize Mispy and Gahi had already planned something. What were they—

That wasn't Mispy or Gahi.

The petals that had once been around Mispy's neck had migrated to the fusion's back as wings, lined and reinforced by vines. Several more trailed behind him, ready to block or jab at anything that came their way. The two antennae that Mispy used to have were now merged with Gahi's, which turned a yellower color, longer and thinner.

While the base body was still a Flygon, the legs and arms were longer and thicker—just more of Mispy's base form. Owen wasn't sure how they were going to run in a form like—

Owen lost his breath when the fusion jumped into the air, massive acceleration pinning him into the vine that had wrapped around his torso. Then came a rapid deceleration, his balled up left 'arm' smashing into Aster's chest in less than a second's time to move. Owen wasn't even sure if they'd Teleported or if that was just Gahi at full speed.

Aster was equally surprised, his grip on Demitri loosening enough in that split-second for the fusion to grab Demitri and disappear.

"Ah!" Zena flinched.

They were in the alleyway where she had been hiding.

"I'm sorry I couldn't help," Zena said quickly. "I can't find an—"

"Guard him," the fusion said, shoving Demitri into Zena's hold.

Were they about to hand Owen off? No, he couldn't let that happen. He still needed to help, and being thrown around like this was giving him an idea. "Mispy, Gahi, we—"

"Gami."

"Whatever, just, keep me with you! I can help!"

"I know."

And then they disappeared, and then Aster was right in front of them again.

"Oh!" Aster tilted his head. "You look different."

It was like Gami knew their body innately. Tendrils rose from over his shoulders and split open, revealing black mouths that parted four ways. A bright light formed in the back of each one's throat, and then blasted where Aster had once been with a scattered Solar Beam—Gami had charged it so fast! But Aster had already disappeared. Gami's antennae twitched, and both Gami and Owen disappeared, reappearing several feet away, right behind Aster. Gami went for a swift jab, but Aster disappeared again, and Owen started to get dizzy with how often they tried to out-Teleport each other.

At some point, they'd both landed a strike and blasted each other away. Aster stopped earlier and Gami could only hold a vine forward on reflex. Owen's vine, and now he was the only thing between a ramming attack from Aster and the prone fusion.

His trained reflexes kicked in and he crossed his arms, staring Aster down. A golden shield blocked Aster's advance with an ethereal clang. The Flygon-Meganium then swung forward, parrying Aster and staggering him back.

Finally, something connected: another Solar Beam sent Aster flying back, and then a shadowy blob struck Aster from below. The Mewtwo's eyes bulged—a sign of actual pain?—and he reappeared a few streets down, rubbing at his plexus.

Gami appeared below Marshadow, letting him land on his head. "Took you long enough."

"Feh, waitin' fer an opportunity," Marshadow replied.

Gami's antennae twitched and she glanced to the northeast. Owen tried to follow his gaze, but it wasn't very easy with all the vines in the way. Through the dreary crimson light, something red flew toward them from the town outskirts. Owen recognized that general shape from books, but he couldn't recall the name. But it was certainly a Legend.

"Latias?" Marshadow said.

Sounded familiar. "Is she here to help?" Owen asked.

"Probably, but she ain't s'posed ter be here," Marshadow said. "No time!" He pointed left, but Gami already held Owen up. He cast another Protect just in time to parry another of Aster's strikes. Marshadow tried to follow up, but Aster offset his own position a few feet up. Then came a Psychic blast that rumbled Owen's chest and sent Marshadow into the streets, upending the tiles and leaving a crater upon impact.

"Aster knows it's one of us," Owen said. "We can't beat him. We have to run!"

"But how?" Gami said. "We can't just leave everyone behind!"

"They'll chase us," Owen said. "Aster wants me!"

Far ahead of them, Latias and Aster were in a Psychic power struggle. Latias didn't seem that strong, and she moved like she wasn't used to her own Psychic attacks. Owen didn't have time to think about why. For all he knew, she had been flying for days.

"I can't outrun Aster like this," Gami said. "I've got speed but I'm too heavy—I don't have the stamina to…"

Owen refused to let this hope of escape slip him by. They had Gahi in there! Psychic Gahi! There had to be a way to power that up and make up for the lost weight.

Power…

"Demitri," Owen said. "Let's get Demitri! T-triple fusion!"

Gami gasped.

"Either that or fight Aster."

"But what if we…"

Owen hesitated for only a second, but then he twisted himself around to face Gami, staring him in the eyes. He saw their fear—he knew what that was like. He knew that fear of losing himself. But he also knew how to combat it.

"You'll make it," he said. "Just think about all we went through. Now and way back. Because we're Team Alloy, right?"

Gami stared, then smiled wryly. There was a snide comment in his throat, but he never said it. Instead, they were suddenly on the ground in a flash, startling Zena again.

"Will you please give advance warning when you Teleport?" Zena begged.

"I don't think you can warn for that," Trina remarked.

"What's happening?" Demitri asked, delirious. He was covered in crushed scales.

"Hi." Gami tossed Owen to Zena, who caught him in her ribbons. "Demitri. Fusion time."

"Just a short nap…"

"Too long."

The vines wrapped around Demitri and pulled him under, but Zena was more focused on Owen, whispering, "What's happening up there?"

Aster cried out, dull thuds popping their ears. A nearby building's wall cracked from the shock.

Owen scaled Zena's neck and used her horn as a pillar to hold while looking up. From where they were standing, they couldn't see anything. It sounded like three people were fighting, and Aster and Marshadow were the ones in melee.

"Latias is here," Owen told Zena. "She's helping fight Aster, so I think we should ask her what's going on when we can, but we need to run."

"But what's our end plan?" Zena said. "How can we outpace them?"

Owen gestured to the fused Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi, trying to shake off the nerves. He had faith in them. If he showed weakness now, it might make them panic, and their mental state would collapse. This was the closest they'd ever come to the Alloy, under a time of stress, in the middle of a fight between three Legends. There was far too much that could go wrong for him to lose his nerve now.

"Guys?" Owen called. "Talk to me. What's going on?"

"Shh."

Owen flinched. New voice. Gahi and Mispy together was already strange—his voice had been like sandy winds, or a grassy beach. But Demitri, Mispy, and Gahi together all at once had a deeper undertone to it. It had Mispy's soft whisper with Gahi's sharp cut, but Demitri's gentle depth.

Owen searched for the parts he could recognize. Gahi's eyes and general head shape was there, but his scales had toughened and yellowed to match Demitri's hard armor. The Flygon's swiftness remained in the generally lean build for the upper half, but it thickened and transitioned into a Meganium's, green vines along his lower half. Jutting out from the rear was a tail that had a Flygon's length but a Haxorus' colors, with three pairs of blades flexing at the tip like fans. His arms seemed a little longer and thicker, and Owen feared that he'd be snapped into a thousand tiny pieces by a single punch. A punch that, he was sure, would smash through even his Protect…

And he'd been silent for a while. Owen dared not speak. Trina and Zena had the same idea.

The triple fusion slowly breathed in, then slowly breathed out, even amid the clashing above. Aster had no idea where they were.

"Thank you," the fusion finally said. "I'm Migami."

"Not surprised," Trina said with a mixture of disappointment and relief. "Never had a talent for creativity…"

"Hey," Owen growled.

"I wasn't referring to you," Trina replied.

"I know."

"Shh." Migami held up an arm. "No arguing."

"Right, sorry." Owen nodded.

"We're running?" Migami asked.

"We need to. It'll draw Aster away. So we—"

"Nah."

"Uh—"

"Fight first."

Owen held his arms up. "Okay, hang on—"

"Convince him we're strong."

Owen's fingers flexed in the air, and then he looked down at Zena, who tried looking up.

"They have a point," Trina commented.

Migami smirked at Owen.

Oh, no, Gahi's attitude was still there.

Owen had to be the voice of reason. "Only enough to guarantee he goes away from town."

"Why?"

This was bad. There was a manic grin on their face. They were losing themselves.

"Guys, breathe. Calm. Remember, we need to protect people. No fighting. No fighting."

Migami grinned a little wider, stretching his wings. "Fine," he said. "Zena, Trina, go hide. We'll be fine on our own."

"What? But what if Aster catches up?" Zena asked.

"Catch up? Pfft." Migami grabbed Owen by the scruff of his neck and used a vine for extra security. The fusion's wings seemed to expand with petals, reinforced by vines to catch even more updraft. "I'm gonna drive him away."

"Just hide," Owen said, defeated, to Zena.

"Don't do anything stupid," Trina lectured, pointing a tiny hand their way.

"I won't, I won't," Migami lied.

Zena left with Trina, and once they did, Owen turned incredulously to Migami, ready to lecture him. Gahi's side was far too strong, and—

"Tell me when to run," Migami said. "I'm gonna be too involved. I'll listen."

Migami looked skyward, waiting for the right opportunity, and Owen sputtered. "What? What was all that bravado, then?"

"Bravado."

"Oh."

Just then, Marshadow shot across the sky, and Migami caught him like a ball. Owen didn't even remember going to the sky. Was that a Teleport or did he just move really quickly? He would have felt the force involved in moving, right? Or was this part of his power?

"What the—" Marshadow tried to fight back, but Migami tossed him in the air.

"Oi, oi!"

"It's just us," Migami said, and then held Owen up. "Help us fight As—"

Migami thrust Owen forward and he reflexively formed another Protect, narrowly parrying another barrage from Aster. Aster disappeared behind Migami, but Migami answered with a cutting tail whip. With a flick of his tail, the three twin blades went spinning off and in midair, converging toward Aster in a wide arc. He disappeared, but a Psychic glow course-corrected the blades toward Aster's new spot.

"How'd you know you could do that?" Owen formed another Protect, which Migami used to block a flurry of Shadow Balls.

"I guessed." Migami then beamed Owen at Aster, which was a genuine surprise, but he had complete faith in Migami by now. He readied a ball of fire with his momentum. Aster and Owen locked eyes, and a flash of confusion crossed the Mewtwo's expression.

He was getting used to Migami's lightning movements. He didn't understand—Gahi used to be a lot slower when part of Owen. But perhaps as a triple fusion, they covered their weaknesses?

Migami appeared beside Aster and rammed into him. With a connection, Migami fired a Solar Beam point-blank into Aster's chest. Aster yelped in surprise, but not before Marshadow slammed into Aster from below with rapid Shadow Punches, sending him sky-high and into the ashen clouds.

"You dropped this," Latias said, catching Marshadow on her back.

"Oh, sorry," Migami said. "Thought Marshadow could take the fall."

"I can," Marshadow defended, green flames rising. "Still real rude!"

Migami tittered a little, but then looked up. Latias flew around Migami and touched him on the shoulder. "Be careful," Latias warned. "If you can't see Aster, he might see you from another place."

Migami stiffened and Latias drifted away, Marshadow readying for another rapid Shadow Punch.

Then came Aster, this time from the left. Migami took a hit—Psychic powers twisted at the scales along his side and the rest of his body followed, spiraling downward. Owen screamed and held tight, crossing his arms for another Protect out of panic.

"Ghh—" Migami lost focus somehow. He slammed into and then through a building's reinforced wall. Owen smelled something cooking, a passing scream, and then they were outside the house again.

"S-sorry," Owen mumbled. "Guys? Are you okay?"

They were in a garden of red void plants, gnarled things that resembled mourning, bipedal creatures. Migami was letting out slow, shaking, deep breaths. Owen searched for a wound but couldn't find any. Had Migami already healed from it? Then what was getting him all shaken up?

"Is he too strong?" Owen asked.

Latias floated high above, but couldn't descend in time. She clashed with Aster again, and then Migami grasped Owen by the shoulder.

"That's not Latias," Migami said. "I… We need to go."

"What?"

But then they were in the outskirts of town, and Migami jumped into the air. The wind blinded Owen; by the time he could see again, they were speeding away from Null Village, going south. Far along the horizon was the edge of Nil Plateaus.

"Migami!" Owen shouted. "What about everyone else?!"

"You said they'd chase us, right?!" Migami went faster. "Then let them! But we can't fight now!"

"Why?! What's going on?!" This made no sense. Only a little while ago, Migami was saying he'd wait for Owen to say to run. They could have at least waited for Zena and the others to rendezvous somewhere!

They were so far away that he couldn't see Null Village through the trees. Instead, when Migami sighed in an impossible mixture of relief and dread, they saw Latias flying after them. It was odd, because she'd come from a direction away from Null Village; had Aster knocked her far away?

"What do you mean, that isn't Latias?" Owen said. "Are you sure we shouldn't slow down?"

Something black was glowing in the back of the pursuing Dragon's throat. Seconds later, a Shadowy blast flew toward them, easily dodged by Migami.

"Okay!" Owen squeezed at the vine around him. "Run away time!"

And while Owen wasn't sure if leaving everyone behind in Null Village was a good idea, they also knew that Aster wanted them, and that some kind of Dark Latias was after them, too. Fighting in Null Village was out of the question. With luck, they could circle back and meet up again.

But right now, Migami was too shaken to fight, and Owen had to find out why.


The clash could have gone better. Even as Aster slammed Dark Matter into the ground from yet another Psychic pulse, Dark Matter bided his time and calculated his next strategy.

"Huh?" Aster stopped the onslaught and turned around. "Wait! Where're they going?!"

Perfect opportunity. He left Marshadow behind and jumped into the air, touching the distracted Mewtwo on the arm. Contact. Finally.

Aster looked at Dark Matter with a confused blink. He lifted his other arm and conjured a Shadow Ball.

What—

It exploded in Dark Matter's face and Dark Matter lost his grip. He spiraled into the wall of a nearby building, leaving a Latias-shaped imprint in the stone as the rest of the wall cracked and collapsed. The crystals of light embedded within them stung his feathers like solid acid.

Dark Matter stared in disbelief. From his angle, he could barely see the Mewtwo flying after Latias, whom he'd sent to pursue Owen.

And then it hit him. "Alexander," he hissed, slamming his fist into the wall, which shattered the rest of it.

"Hey," called an annoyed-looking Sableye from within the broken home. "I hope you're gonna pay for—"

"Shut." Dark Matter flicked him on the forehead and he stopped talking. He floated up and levitated higher, scanning the horizon.

He growled lowly. This was less than ideal. But no matter. Owen was effectively his, now. All that was left was a little insurance.

Marshadow, Dark Matter called. Contact Alexander and tell him I've come to say hello.
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Latias was getting closer.

"Migami?" Owen couldn't figure out how fast they were going. The Teleports were so far he couldn't see what the previous landmarks were. Everything in the Nil Plateau looked the same, from the deep violet rocks to the lighter magenta tops. What Owen did notice, however, was how much less frequent the Teleports were becoming, and his flier's labored breathing.

"We can't keep running," Owen said after Migami didn't answer.

"Gotta run," Migami replied, their voice ragged like something was stuck in his throat. Owen caught a thin splotch of blood in the corner of his cheek.

"Migami, you're pushing yourself way too far," Owen urged. "Find a plateau to disappear behind!"

Latias was a dot in the distance, but that meant she could still see them. Aster was much further behind, but Migami was much more afraid of Latias, and they never explained why.

"Just hide now! We can't keep this up!"

"No… gotta—" The sky's jittering position told Owen that they'd Teleported again, but that was when Migami's flight suddenly hit turbulence. Migami coughed, tiny drops of blood blowing in the wind, spraying Migami's chest with a spatter of crimson.

"Migami, please," Owen begged. "As… as leader, I'm commanding you to hide instead of run. Understand?"

Migami scoffed, though it was strained. The vines tightened around Owen, but Owen held his glare and refused to let out even a wheeze.

This was for Migami's own good. They were too stubborn. This team needed a steady hand, one that wasn't hungry for battle. And while Owen was still that, he was the sanest of the four right now.

"Now, Migami," Owen said firmly.

"Tch."

Migami flared their wings, the petals looking a little stretched from all the flying. Owen had been unsure of its aerodynamics before, but now they seemed like they were only there for decoration. That was made a lot clearer when Owen realized that, despite their flight stopping, they were still floating.

And then, in a blink, they were on the ground of another cave. A cold chill ran through Owen's spine at the similar scents and sights. Dark purple, shadowy alcoves. The dry, oppressive, vaguely foul stench of void dust, like an ancient and uncleaned room. Owen thought he smelled the beginnings of rot, and then he saw Amia's face.

Migami collapsing snapped him out of his thoughts, but Owen's heart was already racing. "Migami?" he asked automatically, but received no response. They were still just outside the cave that he'd spotted.

"Come on, we have to get inside," Owen begged, struggling out of his hold. He pulled at the vines, thought of pulling at the tail but decided against it after seeing the blades, and then sprinted around to the head. "Migami?"

They were breathing and they were conscious, but not completely responsive. He waved his hand in front of one eye, and the pupils followed him, but when he said their name again, he got little reaction.

Owen stepped away, steadying his heart. He wasn't strong enough to pull Migami in. The three of them together were at least an order of magnitude larger than he was, and several times more than that in mass. He needed incredible force to get them inside, even a little.

An indifferent wind blew past them, and Owen briefly wondered if he could find some way to fashion sails to sweep them in with the wind, but that would take too long.

Time was short. Latias would be here soon if they were unlucky.

His eyes darted left and right, but there was nothing to use other than himself and what Migami could provide.

…Maybe… that would be enough.

Better than nothing. Owen rushed to Migami's back and stomped several times on the ground, channeling energy from his core to his feet. This time, he didn't store Flame Bursts, but a more gradual, yet intense flame. Then, he moved to Migami and climbed their body, traversed the vines, and finally stood atop their back, where he squatted down and tried to heft their wings up. The vines fell away, revealing nothing more than useless, floppy petals. Needed to be reinforced.

"C'mon, c'mon…"

Owen thought back. There had to be something in his memories that could be useful here. Another breeze blew. A distant thundercrack shook the air. Owen didn't know it could storm here. Was that even a storm?

Storm—rain. He'd seen barriers fashioned into bowls to capture the rain. Could he do the same to capture the wind?

Owen crossed his arms, forming a golden Protect. He knew how to concentrate the barrier ahead of him, how to make it a sphere around him, and he saw it twist and turn itself inside-out. Could he reshape it another way?

Slowly, he uncurled his wings and concentrated on the barrier. He envisioned wings, his Charizard wings. Maybe like an armor around them, like a Steel Wing strike. Something vaguely flight-worthy formed in front of him.

Now the hard part. The part where he didn't know if it was possible or not.

Owen clutched at the base of Migami's wings and held them up. He stared at the gold, concentrating as hard as he could, digging into parts of his aura that felt weak from atrophy. Small flashes of memory raced through him. The storage of his techniques, his Fire, into the ground. Of Har, storing even more techniques the same way. Marshadow's words, that he could somehow transfer power into simple objects. It was like Anam's blessings. And Jerry, that time he'd been so desperate to save him.

Why did all of that feel related?

A dragon of light was before him, four wings outstretched, standing tall. His prismatic eyes shined a little brighter, and the great Charizard's heart thumped with awe and anxiety. "This is my power," Necrozma said. "The same power I am using to give it to you: Bestow."

Owen didn't realize it until a second later. The Protect disappeared from the front and curled around Migami's wings. Now they were at least twice as large with the golden extensions, and when Owen gave them a testing flap, they held. It was no heavier, but it was larger.

Next, he concentrated on the spots he'd stepped, curled his toes, and spat an ember at the base of his target. He braced for impact.

A pillar of fire several feet tall—but relatively quiet—burst into the air. The energy pelted his body and cut through his own Fire resistance, and some of the scales of Migami's body turned dark from the scorch. The wind nearly blew Owen away, had it not been for his grip. The ground heaved—and the ground, for Owen, was Migami themselves. The wings caught the burst of wind and dragged Migami's entire body back several feet into the cave, but then their body caught on the soil and bumped Owen off.

Migami crushed his lower body, and then rolled further and on top of Owen—and then it all went dark.


It was still dark, and Owen wasn't sure how much time had passed. He felt fine, but he couldn't move properly. And he couldn't feel properly, either. Was he falling? Floating? There was no floor, and his flame wasn't lighting anything but the parts of his body that its light touched.

Tentatively, he tried to move his arms. They felt longer, and his three claws told him the rest of the story. Charmeleon again, so he was dreaming.

"You've got this, Owen! Mimic that Ice Beam!"

He tried to shape his aura into the icy, chilly stance required to channel that cold energy, but there was nothing to draw from. These were blurry memories, less significant to him. Training, over and over and over, getting ready to take on that organization that stole away the rest of the team.

"Owen?" someone called, to his left.

"Oh, Klent." Owen turned. In the void, all he saw was the Jumpluff.

"Asleep again, are we?" He tried to be funny, but his tone had a hint of gravity.

"Yeah." Owen sat up, swishing his tail. Looks like I got crushed or something, or the exhaustion overwhelmed me. I extended myself too much."

Klent rubbed his pompoms together. "You're oddly calm about it."

"Because if I wake up, I need to think of my next move. I get really groggy when I get up but I might not have the time to react."

"That's great! Keep it up! Blast them with Ice Beam some more!"

"Ire, don't let a little ice take you down!"

Owen chuckled. "That hardly feels like me anymore. It's not, is it?"

"What do you mean?" Klent asked.

"Smallflame. I'm not… really Smallflame, am I?"

Klent frowned, pensive. "I suppose, no more than when I had been a mortal Pokémon. Give enough time and your past self will be unrecognizable. But what does it matter?"

"Mm." He had a point there. "Guess that means the same is for Tim, then. And what Eon is now."

Klent looked relieved just then, but Owen's disapproving stare brought some of that fear back.

"I'm not dismissing all of it," Owen said. "I still want to get everything back. There's still more I need to know. But I won't forget the present."

"Mm. Of course." Klent looked up. A glimmer of light cut through the void. "It looks like you won't be asleep for much longer."

"Yeah. Klent, were you watching?"

"I was, but I don't know more than you do."

"Did it feel like you were closer to being summoned?"

"No, I'm sorry."

"That's alright. I'll keep trying." He stood, knowing time was short. "Again, sorry that these memories don't make you happy."

"That isn't…" Klent sighed. He was about to say something else, but then Owen woke up.


"Migami," Owen slurred, sitting up despite the dizziness. "Migami, are you okay?"

"Just fine," Migami half-wheezed.

Owen groped for any sign of him, touching dust and rocks before finding a vine. "I'm right here."

"I know, I'm not blind."

Owen almost was. Everything was so blurry. With a free hand, he rubbed at his eyes, blinking.

Migami was holding their forehead with one hand and a few vines with another, breathing steadily. "I need… I need to fight."

"Well, there isn't anyone you can fight right now," Owen said.

"There… there is."

Owen wasn't sure what they meant at first, but then sighed when several vines rushed him. Owen stepped back and crossed his arms, parrying most of them. He weaved left and dodged a few more, which lacerated the rocks behind him. Before Migami could strike again, Owen spat a small ember at Migami's chest, which barely did anything, and Migami struck at Owen for a second time. And again, the Protect parried the vines away.

It was like a twisted dance, though there were only a few steps, and it lasted only seconds. By the end of it, Owen was trying to hide a smile, and when he finally managed to land another little ember at Migami, he went for the kill. Owen leapt for Migami's face, using one of the vines as a spring when it had pulled up, and bopped Migami on the snout before clutching at their shoulder.

Owen giggled. "Got you."

Migami sneezed, vines slashing at more of the rocks, and then let out a bestial growl. "…Cheater."

A vine wrapped around Owen's abdomen, holding him in midair so they could stare eye to eye.

"Feeling better?" Owen asked.

Migami's intense, brown eyes dilated, and then he looked away, shameful.

"Hey, it's alright," the Charmander said. "I knew you wouldn't really hurt me." When Migami didn't say anything in response, Owen added, "You didn't break my Protect. There's no way you lost that part of Demitri." He reached up and patted the vine that held him. "Good job. You held on. That's the important part, right?"

"I still… attacked you."

"Well, hey, uh, every hatchling takes their first step, right?" Owen pried one of the vines loose and the rest fell away. He landed with a stumble at Migami's feet. "Migami, can you sense Latias or Aster?"

"Oh." The task, Owen hoped, would distract them from that urge to fight. Migami closed their eyes and hummed, and Owen waited nervously. He tried to feel around for a bag, but then realized that they hadn't brought anything with them. They had been in such a rush to flee…

A creeping sense of dread washed over Owen. They were lost in the plateaus again. No food, no equipment, nothing but their scales.

But panicking would only make Migami's psyche worse. Steadying his breath, Owen said, "It's alright. We got all the way out here, so when we get our strength back, we can make our way back. We just have to lose them. If we don't have anything on us, then that means there's no way they can track us, either."

"About that…"

So much for optimism. "They're getting closer?"

"I can feel Latias getting closer. Not… not Latias. Dark Matter."

"What?" Owen's flame snapped and he tried to hide it behind him. Now was not the time to show fear, for Migami's sake. "Is she coming this way right now?"

The cave didn't look deep enough for them to hide at all. It only went a few more feet inside from where they were hiding. Latias would find them easily if she knew where to look.

How long had they been out? Last Owen remembered, Migami had been bleeding from the mouth, barely conscious, and now, they were standing and ready to run. Latias had been perhaps only minutes away from them… Mispy's part didn't heal that fast, did it?

"She—he, she knows where we are," Migami said. "He's coming right for us."

"Can we run?"

"I don't know." Migami tested their wings, but winced. "I feel fatigued."

So, running wasn't an option. Not yet. "Can you gather your strength for one Teleport?"

"Maybe," Migami said. "I'll need time."

"Then get that ready," Owen added, stepping to the mouth of the cave. "I'll, uh, stall for time?"

"You?"

"Just be fast." Owen approached the cave's mouth, steeling himself. He just had to keep Latias out, maybe parry a few attacks with Protect, and if he was lucky, that Teleport was still part of his aura thanks to Mimic.

"She's right around the corner," Migami whispered, sliding further into the cave. "I'll support from behind."

"Focus on that Teleport," Owen replied flatly.

"Don't let her touch you," Migami suddenly added.

"What?" Owen glanced back.

"Trust me."

So, not enough time to explain. Alright. Owen could ask later.

A dim shadow crept to the mouth of the cave and Owen readied himself. He was just one Charmander about to face off against a lower Legend, but he knew all he had to do was stall. He had to bank on the idea that they wanted him alive. Killing him would only send him somewhere else to find again. If that was the case, they'd be forced to hold back. And he would just become a Charmander again. There was little to worry about. He literally could afford to die.

Migami did not have that same luxury.

Latias swooped down like red lightning. Owen quickly erected a barrier, blocking a predicted Psychic blast, but nothing came.

"What's taking you so long?" Latias said, glaring at them. "We have to get back to the village!"

Owen remained skeptical and Migami refused to move. That was reason enough to retreat further into the cave.

"Hello? What are you doing?" Latias angrily gestured for them to come out.

"How do I know you aren't Dark Matter?" Owen said. "We saw that blast of black energy. That was…"

"Shadow Ball? What, you never played around with how your moves are shaped?"

"No, I just did for Protect, I—there's no way that was Shadow Ball. That was the same thing Anam did when he was corrupted!"

Migami was breathing quickly and shallowly. They didn't have Gahi's nerve; Demitri's flighty tendencies were starting to take over. If Owen didn't do something soon, they might panic, or worse.

"Just stay calm," Owen assured. "She isn't coming in because she knows she can't take us."

"Take you?" Latias jettisoned forward. "I'll show you taking, I just need to—"

Owen crossed his arms and formed another Protect; Latias bumped her hands against the barrier, and Migami, screaming, fired a charged Solar Beam over Owen and into Latias' face. She had been staring, transfixed, at the barrier for that split-second, and that was all Migami needed to send her skidding outside the cave. She didn't get back up; she trembled and curled, hugging herself, sniveling.

"That… was too easy," Owen mumbled, gesturing for Migami to stay put. This could be a trap. "Get another Solar Beam ready, just in case."

"Don't let her touch you."

"Right."

But he still had to get closer. They were at a stalemate now, and unless they forced Latias to flee, the stalemate would remain. "Hey," Owen said. "Dark Matter. I know that's you, so drop the disguise."

He wasn't sure what Dark Matter actually looked like, now that he thought about it.

"I'm—I'm not Dark Matter," Latias choked out, though she still trembled on the ground. The dusty ground dirtied her feathers.

"Okay…" Owen carefully approached. "Then who are you?"

"Latias. I'm Latias, I'm… oh, gods, I can't… I'm sorry, can you give me a second?"

This seemed too genuine to fake, but Owen didn't have his Perceive to tell for sure. Afraid to so much as take his eyes off of Latias, Owen called back, "Migami? Did her aura change?"

"I… don't know." Their vines uncurled. "Maybe? She's really distressed. It wasn't like before."

"I was under his control," Latias said. "I was… I was just, it was in my head, I just felt like it was perfectly n-normal to follow what he said, like s-suddenly I… oh, gods…"

Owen's compassion was forcing his legs forward, but his mind halted him after one step. "You're saying he controlled you?"

"She's safe," Migami suddenly said.

"What?"

Migami emerged from the cave with much less fear than before, and Owen finally took his eyes off of Latias. When she moved again, though, his head snapped back to her and he crouched into a defensive stance, arms tense. But nothing came.

Latias tried to rise, but she was so unfocused that she couldn't even levitate. She thumped on the ground and curled up again, sniffling. A few tears fell into the dust, turning that part of the purple ground a deep red.

"Hey, it's… it's going to be okay," Owen said, and he finally took those last few steps forward. "I'm going to hold your shoulder, alright?"

She was soft like a pillow; a little deeper, below the feathers, her collarbone revealed a lithe frame meant more for stealth and flight than combat. Perhaps her psionics made up for it, but Owen still didn't think she was much of a fighter.

She lunged for him, pulling him into a hug. Owen yelped and tried to break free, but no matter how weak a Legend may be, he was still a Charmander. Latias sniveled and cried and squeezed the Charmander into her chest, where his face drowned in sleek feathers.

"You're… squishing me…!"

Latias sobbed, and between her sputters, she said, "I'm so glad you're alive, Owen."

Owen furrowed his brow even as his breath left him. Struggling to turn his head, he saw a similarly dumbfounded expression on Migami's face.

Mercifully, Latias released Owen, and the Charmander plopped on the ground, gasping for breath.

"Sorry," Latias said, laughing between sobs. "That was just… really scary. Like a nightmare where I was in total control, and yet… wasn't."

"I know what you mean," Migami said, holding a hand to their chest. "Felt the same thing when that other Latias touched me. That's what happened, wasn't it? Dark Matter transformed into you…"

Latias nodded. "Can… we go in that cave?" And just then, the ground rumbled. "I think we have a lot to talk about."


"So Anam's in East Null Village," Owen said, sighing. "At least he's okay. And he can fight off Dark Matter…"

Latias nodded. "My brother is probably warning the other towns right now. We're doing it manually so Alexander won't intercept. But… Owen!" Latias laughed, a direct contrast to her trembling form only a little while ago. "I can't believe it's you! I mean, you certainly, um, downsized, but—"

Small, small, always with the small remarks. "Yeah, well, before I died, I was a Charizard, you know."

"I know!" Latias giggled. "Which is why it's so cute to see you like this!"

Migami was puffing their cheeks, holding back what must have been a bellowing laugh.

Owen liked her better when she was trying to kill them. "So, you knew me before."

"Of course I—what? What kind of question is…Well. That's fair." Latias frowned, looking away. "After all, it's been… how long? Lifetimes… So, you must have forgotten."

"Yeah." Lots of forgetting lately. "My memories are really spotty right now, but I'm getting a lot of them back. Maybe I'll meditate to get more of them. Fill me in?"

"That's a big request! But, sure. I'll try." Latias settled into a more comfortable position, laying her body flat on the ground. Then, she rotated and curled her neck so she could look at Owen. "Hmhh, where to begin…"

"Who is Necrozma?" Owen immediately asked.

Latias looked taken aback. "Oh, Owen… You can't be serious?"

While Owen and Latias talked, Migami started to pull apart into their components, starting with Gahi. He, in turn, tried to shake away and grab Demitri with him.

"I am serious." Owen dug his claws into his thighs. "I have little fragments of it, but that's all. I barely remember anything about my time with Legends. That's crazy to think ab—just a few months, I mean, moons ago, I thought you guys were just that! Legends! Myths! And now apparently I used to live among you guys like it was a thing to do."

"That's awful…" Latias squeezed her claws. "I'll try. And I hope those memories come back, Owen. Necrozma was your master, after all. Or, well, not master. Teacher?

"He was just another Legend?" Owen asked.

"Not at all." Latias nearly gasped. "He was in charge of everything! In fact, I was a little worried about how Star and Arceus were going to take up the mantle since he's stuck in the Voidlands with us…"

Necrozma… was above Star and Barky? How? Owen frowned. How did they not know about him, or even acknowledge him? Were even they under the effects of a Decree? Because despite everything, Owen did not think that was something they could keep a secret for so long. But it didn't look like Latias knew much more.

"Either way," Latias said, "you worked under him. You and a few other students, a lot of them Legends themselves…"

"Which ones?" Owen asked.

"Well, Lugia, Rayquaza, oh, Giratina, too. Azelf…" She winked at him there. "And er, um… and Lunala."

Owen tilted his head. Why the awkward hesitation? Why the wink? Before Owen could hide his incredulous expression, Latias frowned and said, "Oh, you… you don't remember them."

"I remember Lugia," Owen said. "She's still in Kilo. I don't remember partnering up with her, though, or anything. I didn't know she existed for a while. She also, uh…" Not worth bringing up. "A little eccentric."

"You don't remember Rayquaza?"

"I remember… wondering about him, I guess," Owen said. "But only as in, wondering where a Rayquaza was in this world, like Lugia. And Azelf… Isn't that from the Creation myths?"

"The being of willpower," Latias said, nodding. She waited a little while, but when Owen didn't say anything, she frowned and sank lower. "He's very strong-hearted. And he's still himself, here, in the Voidlands. Most of the smaller Legends had a better time hiding from Dark Matter, you see. Until recently…"

Owen kept digging his claws into his arms. There was this burning, heart-pumping frustration that kept crawling up and down his spine and it made the back of his head feel cold and tingly. All of these people Owen knew that weren't triggering even the slightest sense of familiarity to him now.

"You don't remember him?" Latias asked.

"I don't remember any of them in that way," he said. "Just Lugia because we met recently. And she didn't recognize me, either. She was really nice, though."

"Nice?" Latias asked. "To you?"

"Yeah?"

"Hmm…"

"Was she… not supposed to be?" Owen released his arms, the puzzled expression on Latias distracting him.

"No, unless she got over it," Latias mumbled. "You were on opposite sides of the war. Lugia had aligned herself with Dark Matter, even! There's no way she'd…"

"You know, maybe it was a different Lugia," Owen said flatly. "Emily wanted nothing more than to help others. She's a benevolent sea monster."

"Emily… I don't know if that was the name she went by." Latias floated a little higher as her strength returned more. "As part of becoming a Legend, you're supposed to abandon your mortal name. Erased, practically, so you can make a proper transition to being a Legend…"

Owen stared at Latias like she'd suddenly started talking in a different language.

"What? You don't remember?" Latias asked.

"Just assume no. Actually, before we go further into that, please don't tell me I used to be a Legend."

"No. You denied your ascent, remember?"

"Just said not to ask if I remembered," Owen replied with a smile both jovial and annoyed.

"Oh. Um, right. No, you didn't. That made Lunala pretty upset, actually. You two broke up."

Owen clapped his hands together and closed his eyes. Some small part of him had been expecting this.

"Um, Owen—"

Owen held up a hand and Latias silenced herself. He brought them back together and took a long, slow, deep breath. Then, a few more.

Finally, he moved his hands to his lap. "Okay. Say that again?"

"You… and Lunala broke up because you denied, um, you didn't…"

"This ain't a giant fib, right?" Gahi asked.

"It's… incredible," Demitri added, looking at Owen with a mixture of awe and disbelief. "Owen with Legends, sure, but courting one?"

"It's not quite like that," Latias said. "He knew her from before she ascended Destiny Tower and succeeded. They had trained together under his partner, erm… I'm sorry. He ascended, too, so much of their mortal time was—"

"He became Jirachi?" Owen asked.

"Yes! That's why you worked under him, actually. You guys went way back. That's all I really knew."

"Right." Owen didn't need to know more.

Eon…

"And what was my relationship with Rayquaza?" Owen asked.

"Hmm… Not much. Rayquaza was more interested in Dialga."

The image that appeared in his mind wasn't pleasant. "Right, uh, okay—how about Azelf, then?"

"He was your rebound."

"What."

"You and Azelf. Um. It was kind of the talk of the town for a while, but—"

"So, not only did I court, break up with, and forget Lunala," Owen said slowly, "but I also then got together with Azelf right after?"

"Not right after. A lot of time passes for Pokémon! And well, it's complicated. We're gods, yes, but we came from mortals. We still have remnants of that time even if we're given minds to whether eternity. And part of that is companionship, simple petty desires, and things like that."

"Why in the world are gods acting like mortals?!" Owen shouted, a sudden, throbbing anger surging through his temples. "I didn't even believe in you guys a few seasons ago! And now this! Maybe you were better off as mortals! What's the point of gods if all they're going to do is gossip about who's with who and, and, how can we trust something like that?! No wonder I denied ascent!"

"I-I'm sorry," Latias squeaked, shrinking away. "G-gods, even as a Charmander, you're scary when you get mad, Owen…"

"I," Gahi said, "think it's cute. And he's right, y'know." He seemed to be ignoring Mispy's incredulous expression. "Sounds ter me like Arceus, I'm gonna guess, ain't got his head screwed on right if that's how he wound up makin' all the Legends. Can't just make 'em from scratch?"

"Why need them at all?" Owen muttered, taking some time to quell his flame, physical and mental.

Latias bit her lip.

"Sorry, sorry." Owen sighed. "I'm not mad at you, just… What's more? I was with Azelf, so I knew them as a mortal. Do you remember who they were?"

"No, sorry." Latias sighed. "It's strange, actually. I know who I used to be as a mortal, but I simply can't remember for some of them. Maybe it's just been so long…"

Owen squinted. "You do?"

"Mhm. I used to be a Blissey!"

"…Not much correspondence between mortal body and Legendary body, then?"

"No. It's more based on your personality and mental aptitudes."

"See, that's strange, because Marshadow never told me any of this."

"Marshadow's one of the ones I don't remember," Latias said. "Jirachi, too."

"Lunala and Azelf, too, then?"

"Lunala… I can't remember as easily, but it's strange. I feel like it's always on the tip of my tongue, just barely there, but it slips away. I know that you two were around the same size before, uh, getting bigger, though. In fact, I think you were almost the same height… Ohh, and she was probably Grass, too. You always had an affinity for Grass."

"You don't say."

"Hmm… and Azelf…" Latias hummed, then sighed. "Nope. Same as Marshadow."

"Strange," Mispy remarked.

"So, there are some Legends that you simply can't remember who they used to be, and others that you can?" Demitri leaned against Mispy, humming. "Why?"

"Like everything else," Owen said, "there's a reason for it. It's too… distinct. What are some other differences they have?"

"Hmm… They're weaker," Latias said. "Dialga, Palkia, Giratina? The three Dragons of Creation? I don't know what any of them used to be, and they don't, either. And they're a lot weaker than they should be for their status. Jirachi barely has any wishing power, not like he used to. The same goes for Azelf and his partners."

"So, they don't remember their pasts, and they're weaker."

"We think Dark Matter had gotten their spirits more strongly upon entering the Voidlands, and they simply haven't been able to recover their strength." Latias lowered herself a little and covered her eyes when another breeze sent dust into the cave.

"Suppressed…" Owen nodded. "That's possible, but…"

Jirachi was among them.

He wasn't sure why Lunala was such an anomaly. He'd ignore that for now and focus on the easy pattern.

"Why only Azelf?" Mispy spoke up.

"Huh?" Latias asked.

"Azelf, the…" She tried to speak more, but her words halted. Her vines curled, and Demitri whispered something to her, and she whispered back.

"Mesprit and Uxie are the other two, right? Why didn't they align with Necrozma?"

Latias shrugged. "Necrozma was very picky. Just because they were part of a set doesn't mean he'd accept all three to be his students. Though… if you ask me, he played favorites. It might have been because Owen taught him how to play on his good side." Latias smiled a little, but nobody else did.

It was all so strange…

But Owen was focused on something else. "Azelf and I were close… and he had the same marking as me, then? Necrozma's mark?"

"Oh, he did. You two got matching positions, too. Right in the middle-ish of your back."

Mispy gasped quietly, and had it been any other time Owen would have mistaken it for a sharp breath or the beginnings of a sigh. But Owen's heart had leapt at the same time.

There was no way—

But just then, the ground shook, followed by an ear-splitting roar. Owen covered his earholes and tried to see through that hammering pain. It was something that, at first, was foreign to him—bright, white light. It was coming from the right side of the cave's mouth, skyward. Without thinking, he walked toward it, and Latias did the same. Mispy took more initiative and shoved past them both, shielding them from the unknown threat. Demitri stayed behind, nervously playing with his claws, and Gahi disappeared completely.

"Oi!" Gahi pointed up, now outside the cavern. "Sky's fallin' again!"

It was like someone had ripped a hole in fabric. A great gap had torn itself open in the sky, revealing what appeared to be a white background and little else. At the edge, Owen saw someone, a figure, something Pokémon-sized that showed the sheer massiveness of this rip in the sky.

They also saw a Titan a few plateaus over, bipedal and wide, running toward the hole.

"Should we investigate?" Owen said, the roaring finally subsiding.

"We fusin' again?" Gahi asked, stretching his wings.

Owen looked at the hole, then at the Titan, then at Latias. Finally, he nodded, saying, "Let's go."


"Fascinating. It actually worked."

Nevren stood in what had once been a large chamber for training, having fashioned the Beammaker into a conduit for the first Dungeon prototype. He was on the observational deck a few stories higher, looking down at his handiwork—or at least, the center of it. He'd turned all of Quartz HQ into a Dungeon.

An artificial Dungeon… The technology was large, bulky, and required extensive configuration, and also needed a linking catalyst—he used an old gemstone from Palkia from long ago—but it was enough.

Now that it was working, and he had created a Dungeon, he also got to finally bear witness to a Dungeon Core. It certainly wasn't what he was expecting. It wasn't a core at all—without the shadows and dark fog obscuring his vision, it was a gateway. It was more like a long, eight-sided star, the cardinal directions longer than the diagonals. Something about it was familiar.

There were so many things to derive from this! It had to be studied further.

Several notepads hovered above Nevren, each one with its own pencil. Each one frantically scribbled down as many notes as he could in what little time he had to observe it. Nevren did not know how long the Dungeon would last, but with the energy required, and their already somewhat scarce resources, he predicted only a Revisor's worth of time.

The other side of the gateway was clearing. He saw a great landscape from high above. Red, perhaps a magenta color? It was like a desert in twilight, with many rocky plateaus. He saw a few black figures running about, but one was much larger than the rest. It was gazing up at him.

Nevren's writing halted. He heard something. Wordless, thoughtless, but it was there in his mind, when he stared at that creature. It pulled at something deep within himself, and he knew in an instant who it was.

"Palkia?"

The gemstone had linked the Dungeon's gateway directly to…

No, that simply was not possible. Palkia, Nevren knew what Palkia was supposed to look like. But this gateway, what was it? Where did it lead?

The thing reached out toward the gateway, and Nevren realized that it was tall enough to grasp the edge. A great hand emerged from the gateway, its black body practically absorbing the light around it. Its arm was made up of countless smaller organisms, all meshed together into a great being, an abominable mockery of the work Nevren had designed long ago.

This was too dangerous. Time to close the gateway early.

With a few button presses, Nevren cut power to the gate. The hole shrank, but then the creature reached out with a second hand and held either end of the shrinking portal…

And it stopped.

"Ah." Nevren distanced himself from the observation deck. "Time to go."

In a flash of light, Nevren Teleported away…

And reappeared directly in front of the Titan, his feet inches away from the gate.

That wasn't intended.

When the beast roared again, stretching the portal even further, Nevren realized that this experiment had been far longer than a moment to rewind away.






114. Gateways


Chapter 104 – Gateways

It was only with quick thinking that Nevren had survived the first Shadow Blast. Staring at the beam was like going blind. What in the world was he supposed to do against an attack that literally incinerated the reinforced concrete ceiling?! Nevren's own thoughts had transitioned from befuddlement to terrified incredulity. There was a hole in the ceiling meant to take the Beammaker's blasts. Its head was large and its neck even longer, with a wide frame and a draconic face. Even with its dark colorings and miasma, something about it was familiar…

Was this Palkia?

"Father?" someone called from the far end of the chamber. "What's going—AAAH!"

"Keep the door closed!" Nevren called in as casual a tone as he could muster. He considered using a mutant or two as a decoy to get away, but not only was that impractical in terms of how far they were, but he wouldn't hear the end of it from Eon if they ever recovered him. Along with that, they weren't going to the Reincarnation Machine anymore. They might actually die, or worse.

What to do next? If he stayed there, he would surely die, which would be troublesome. He could escape, seal this thing inside, and that would at least buy some time to evacuate. Yes, short term, he would do that. Better plan later.

Nevren sprinted away, kicking off of psionically conjured platforms to give him an even greater stride. It was like surfing, only with a lot more death nearby.

With a sudden pivot, Nevren avoided a predicted Shadow Blast that had hit where he was going only a second prior, and then he kicked off the ground to avoid the blast's turning radius. The blast itself was several times his height; one wrong read and he might not be able to dodge in time.

The draconic Titan couldn't raise its head fast enough, and its mobility was limited by the portal it was dangling out of. Another advantage for Nevren. With its arms occupied, it could only attack with its head.

Nevren readied his Revisor in case things went south. He didn't want to know how those Shadowy attacks would feel. They were familiar, yet so much worse than that time in the swamp where Anam had been discovered. And therefore, Nevren knew that this was a more concentrated evil than whatever had been filtered through Anam's purity.

Why did the air taste of rot?

Another blast forced Nevren to swerve out of the way for a third time and he tried to steady his heart. His breaths were becoming ragged. Panting, he looked down and saw a drop of crimson land on the otherwise pristine floor.

In disbelief, he rubbed the back of his palm against his mouth—his entire hand had turned red.

The very air around that thing was corrosive. The atmosphere around those blasts stripped away at his insides.

Picking up the pace, Nevren dodged another blast and tried to avoid the black haze it left behind, assuming that would only accelerate his death.

The door was closer. Logically, this was true. Why, then, did it feel so far away? He had to hurry. A little more. Now, a nap. That sounded wonderful. However, he knew that, right now, the need to sleep was only death's call, and he was far too busy to answer.

His psionics were weak. Once solid platforms for boosting his stride had become jellylike in texture, his feet sinking into his own weakened force. His heel brushed against the ground. Accelerated levitation would be even more work, and he could barely concentrate as it was. Could he revise this moment and find a better path? Perhaps. But it was so tiring. He'd already gone nearly optimally with those blasts in the way.

Those blasts had become a lot less frequent. He could hear again, aside from the dull ringing that accented everything else in his senses. Daring to look back, Nevren realized that the thing had company… only it seemed they were feuding with one another—much smaller, emerging from the portal behind the behemoth.

This thing was a lot smaller and more well-composed, but still clearly an amalgamation. Its black body weaved through the air as the titan's head struggled to keep up with its movements. There was something else in the smaller wraith's tendrils: a creature of the same variety. Could it be two distinct creatures, or a part of the amalgamation that was trying to break free? Nevren's curiosity overpowered his need for survival and he stopped when he felt he was a healthy distance away. He didn't have the energy to keep running. Mostly because he'd tripped and fallen to the floor, but that was irrelevant. What were those creatures doing?

Were they wraiths? They looked so much like them, and yet, they behaved… differently. They were more advanced.

What was Dark Matter doing in that realm?

The Shadow Blasts were all wildly off the mark, but each one left huge scorches and craters in the walls. The smaller wraiths were getting small but meaningful hits against the great titan's head. But then, one of the Shadow Blasts finally found its mark, and Nevren was certain they were finished—only for a flash of gold cut through the darkness.

Nevren mouthed, "Pardon me?" but his throat, he realized, wasn't working well enough to actually form the words.

But there it was, gold. Gold, in the darkness! And he recognized that particular glow, too. It was the same color that came from Protect, from Pokémon that had that odd sheen. Owen was among them. Was there a chance…?

Nevren tried to focus his gaze on the battle. The amalgamation, the shape, the movements.

They were winning. They were at an advantage from the giant wraith's positioning, of course, but they were still winning. They flew too fast for the lumbering beast to keep up. Each counterattack pushed creature further into the portal until it was hanging by the claws—and then, without warning, the smaller wraith darted toward him at bullet speeds. Nevren couldn't react. He barely had the strength to press the revisor. But he knew that all he needed to do was send a psychic blast toward it to activate it all the same. Or, alternatively, if he died, surely the dead man's switch would still work. Right?

"Nevren?" said the voice, and a few dark tendrils wrapped around Nevren's body. He tensed, trying weakly to struggle out of its hold, but he was weak. He tried to speak and only tasted blood.

The smaller wraith on its back said something frantically, but its voice was so warped that he had no idea what it said. And the larger one said something back, and that was just as impossible to comprehend.

To Neven's surprise—just as he was preparing to wipe away these moments to try again, a great amount of energy channeled into him. With a cold, shuddering gasp, his lungs filled again with air, and he hacked up whatever had been melted from before. He didn't want to look. The taste was enough of an indication.

And then it dropped him, rudely. He hit the floor and they flew back to the titan, where yet another wraith, this one speedy and flying with seemingly unmoving wings, pushed the titan deeper and deeper into the portal. It sent a few more helpless blasts skyward, scorching and disintegrating more and more of the ceiling.

When the beast's roars were finally and abruptly silenced, Nevren took a few seconds to recover his composure. The cool air stung his reformed lungs. A welcome feeling. It meant he was alive.

That hadn't been so bad. A few moments of mortal peril, yes, and he'd certainly get a nightmare or two, but it was nothing he couldn't move past. More important, though, were the countless notes he'd be able to take from this discovery! How many pages could he fill with just the observations alone? He'd have to prioritize what to explore later.

But then more roaring, more panicked chittering, echoed from the center of the room. Nevren stood to see that the smaller beasts were writhing in agony, their amorphous bodies evaporating before his very eyes. The Dungeon's twisted dimensions were fading, too, with the closure of the gateway.

Were they not able to exist outside of that realm?

The smallest creature, the one that had used Protect… He was the most solid. He seemed to be panicking for the others, who were fading fast.

Should he flee? No, that wasn't very useful. There was still more to learn! For example, would they survive if tossed back into their realm? For healing him, it was the least he could do. And more importantly, he had a strong suspicion on who some of those wraiths were.

His Teleport was back in working order. With a flash, a blip, and a few missteps that had to be revised, Nevren stepped over to the control module at the top of the observation deck.

"Now, now," Nevren called. "I'll be sure to send you back. Try not to evaporate too rapidly, hm?" Nevren quickly pressed a few buttons, adjusted the charge capacity—there was no need for a large one this time. It would require additional power from the lab, but he would be able to make a small portal.

A few pushes later—their panicked cries were very distracting and not at all productive—the portal opened. Nevren disappeared down and by their sides, where he said, "Well, go on. Take care. I shall try to contact you later. Owen, is that you?"

The smallest wraith said something frantic and Nevren couldn't discern the words.

"Speak slowly, please."

With a frustrated growl, the wraith said, "Help me push them in!"

One of them was practically smoke with a vaguely central core.

"Ah. Of course. I shall try."

With a leisurely flick of his wrist, a Psychic wave gently rolled them into the portal, where the largest one fell first, and the medium-sized wraith fell next. Nevren peered downward even as the smallest one—who looked a little hazy—ran for the portal.

"How will you find us?" the wraith asked.

"I'll figure it out in time. Take care, Owen."

The wraith seemed to nod, and then jumped down. The portal closed, and Nevren watched the empty floor for a long while. The notebooks were overflowing with scribbles and sketches and words and ideas.

All in all? This experiment was a grand success.

Hm?

There was something on the floor…

A bag. Interesting.


It was a miracle that they had survived, and it left a bitter taste in Owen's mouth when he thought that it was Nevren who had facilitated it.

Seeing him after so long, after knowing what he had done to Anam, he didn't know whether to be mad or confused about it all. He still had no answers on what Nevren truly wanted from Anam, or why he had betrayed him. Dark Matter… wouldn't have lied so specifically about that, would he?

Hopefully he could ask Eon about that later, when they returned. For now, though…

Migami had carried a severely weakened Latias back to the caves, evading detection by Void Titan Palkia. Still, it was nearby, and they had to defeat it. But they couldn't do that while Latias was unconscious.

After some time, she came to, but then frantically searched her neck and shoulders. "My bag!" she shouted. "Where's my bag?!"

"Your… bag?" Realization hit him. "Did it fall off during that attack?!"

"I was practically e-evaporating up there," Latias said. "Did it fall right through me?"

"…Gahi remembers that happened to Trina," Migami reported. "She evaporated after passing through a gateway, and… then woke up as a Snivy. Demitri and Mispy nearly had that happen, too."

"I remember…" Latias rubbed her eyes. "I remember it fell on the ground! It was still solid! It's… it's still up there!"

"No, the gateway closed," Owen said. "It's probably with Nevren…"

"Who?"

"Someone I know," Owen said, but then quieted down. Another rumble outside. Close. Palkia was close.

"Consider it gone for now," Migami said. "What do we need to free Palkia?"

"Um… I, what? I thought you knew."

"Right. Right." Migami glanced at Owen. "We need a crystal thing for power… And we need someone to draw that power from… Eon was the one who did—" They were missing Eon. But someone else could channel that power, right?

"Crystal?" Latias looked around. "There are a lot of those all over Nil Plateaus and the forests up north. But they aren't easy to find…"

Migami winced at something, and Owen noticed his vines squeezing the air. "You should split up for now," Owen said quietly. Migami looked away, ashamed once again, but started the same process as before.

Owen rubbed one of the vines reassuringly, then answered Latias. "I can find them. I know the way once I get close. We just need to—"

The rumbling was getting noticeably louder. Owen still didn't know how sensitive their hearing was, if they even had hearing, or if all the individual bodies that made it up simply heard… collectively. He lowered his voice to a whisper.

"If I concentrate, I might find one."

"If you want to use it, it needs to be of a type that you're capable of using," Latias said.

"What? Type? Like, Fire?"

"One I got was pinkish," Gahi said. "Felt like Psychic energy."

"You know a Psychic move?" Latias asked, squinting. "You don't look very… you know."

"What's that supposed ter mean?"

"Um. Nothing. You had a Psychic move?"

"Kinda. Psychic Guardian."

"I don't know what that is, or why you'd be one…" Latias sighed. "But okay. And Owen, what types of moves can you use?"

"I—a lot, I think. Metal Claw, so, Steel… I'm the Grass Guardian… Fire, obviously… Pretty much everyone has a Normal technique or two…"

Latias glanced outside, trying to discern where Palkia was. "Let's try to find one. Owen, I think you'll be able to use those crystals on your own. They're part of Necrozma, after all. You might not even need to draw from someone else like you said."

It was as good a shot as any. "And if we fail, we should fly back to Null Village," Owen concluded. "Sound good, team?"

"If that's the case," Demitri said, "I think we should stay here for now. You guys don't stray too far, but… we need to recover our strength if we want to fuse again."

"Mm. Teleport…"

Gahi sighed, grunting. "Yeah. Not gonna be able ter do that if I'm tired. Need ter recover."

"That's alright. I'll fly Owen around and we'll come right back. If something bad happens, umm…"

"Solar Beam," Mispy said.

"Oh! We'd notice that!" Latias beamed. "Perfect! Okay, Owen. Ready to go?"

Owen half-nodded, but stopped himself. And he paused, which left Latias looking uncertainly at Mispy and the others.

"Um…" Latias tried to break the silence, but Mispy, Demitri, and Gahi all looked at Owen expectantly.

Could this all be a ruse? What if Latias was still under Dark Matter's control? And she was waiting for him to be alone, and she'd abandon the rest of his team right then? He couldn't afford that kind of risk. How could a single touch from his Protect cure her?

"Owen, what's wrong?" Demitri asked. "You look… stressed, or something. Like you flashed back to something. It's—we're still here, alright?"

"Yeah, sorry." Owen glanced uneasily at Latias. "I don't know if you're still under Dark Matter's control."

"Oh." Latias looked down. "Right. That's… that's fair. That's fair. I might not know myself…"

Owen felt rotten. How could he have said that to her? Still, it had to be said. He couldn't harbor something like that to himself.

"No," Mispy spoke up. "She isn't."

"Mispy, what if your aura sense doesn't get that?" Owen asked. "You couldn't tell when Latias first showed up. He can suppress his aura."

"Don't need it." Mispy looked a little more firmly at Owen, practically like she was ready to go off on a lecture. Not that she was wordy enough to get into one.

Owen stared dumbly; was he forgetting something?

"We were, too," Mispy pointed out.

They were… too? Owen gasped. "He touched you, too." An icy pit formed in his stomach at first, but then a wave of realization. "Wait, then… why haven't you tried to abduct me already?"

"Mm." Mispy smiled.

"Because we aren't under his control!" Demitri laughed, holding his chest with relief. "You had me going there for a second, Owen. I was ready to tie myself up so I couldn't hurt anyone! E-especially because, while we were fused, we had some crazy thoughts…"

"You don't always have those?" Gahi asked.

"I mean, kinda, but they were stronger…"

"Crazy thoughts?" Latias asked.

"Uh, not important. Fighting instinct stuff." Demitri tried to dismiss it with a wave.

"Bah, talkin', talkin', so we're safe?" Gahi thumped his tail impatiently. "Owen, go with Latias and Mispy'll keep an eye on yer auras. If somethin' goes wrong, we know we c'n catch up."

"Right. Um, sorry, Latias."

"No, no! It's fine." Latias tried to grasp at the bag around her neck, but when she only touched air, she frowned and said, "We'll be, um, back as soon as we can. Don't move from here, alright?"

Owen carefully mounted Latias and waved back at the trio. With a little care, they'd be able to get a crystal and take down Palkia. From there, long travel would be a thing of the past…


Alexander steadied his aim and fired a beam of darkness into the wall, leaving deep craters in the presumably element-proof material. Seething, blinding rage clouded his vision and his heart thumped in his ears. He visualized ripping that Mewtwo into tiny little pieces, piecing him back together with his dark power, and doing it all over again. Twice, maybe three times. No, that wouldn't be enough.

Why did he trust him to do this trivial mission alone?

Not only did they escape his clutches, they also attracted Dark Matter to South Null Village. And Aster's cheerful summary of his complete failure—

Alexander fired another blast into the wall, leaving a deeper crater.

There was no chance that he would catch up in time. Dark Matter was going to claim the source of power first, no matter how much of a dead end it was. This wasn't a game for resources anymore. It was pride. Dark Matter had defiled his pride. Aster squandered an easy recovery mission. If he had an ounce of logic, he would have razed South Null Village until Marshadow caved and revealed the source.

He should have ordered that outright. But he had been too cautious of Aster's inability to perform under pressure.

Leph would have been back already. Mhynt, the same. Yet he chose Aster. Why? Why?

Alexander roared and used his central head to blast a hole clean through the wall, revealing another room where a Treecko stood, reading a half-annihilated book. She stared at the empty space where it had once been, and then turned her head casually to Alexander.

Alexander growled. "How long have you been there?"

"Mm, only one blast ago," she said. With a flick of her wrist, the book disappeared, and the empty husk of a Honedge reappeared. "Tell me," she added, setting the blade's tip on the ground and resting her chin on the hilt, "did the mission go well?"

"Do not test me."

Mhynt hopped over the hole made in the wall and landed in a slow fall. "If this mission was so trivial that you sent Aster," Mhynt said, "why are you so worked up over it, if I may ask?"

"You may not ask."

"Mm. Of course." She craned her neck to meet eyes with him. Her expression was blank, bored, unintimidated. He hated it. She was the one Pokémon who refused to fall in line, yet she still followed his orders. But only because she wanted to. Of course, he could always force her, yet it never came to that. She always complied. Yet why, then, was it so frustrating to give them?

His badge buzzed. He looked to Mhynt, who wasn't moving. Alexander snorted and spun around. It was from Marshadow. His muzzle crinkled with disgust and he answered. "If this isn't about turning over that source of power, I want nothing of it, and I will command Aster to start his death count early."

He'd start diplomatically.

 "Well, that power source ran off. Yeh probably figured that out."

"Then will you be recovering it?" Alexander asked, voice even.

"Figure that's already gonna happen. Called fer somethin' else."

"My time is far more valuable than you're presuming." Alexander would raise their taxes in retaliation, maybe send a controlled Titan or two on their town to put them in place. Something to give their defenses a scare. He still needed their resources for Cipher City. "Go on, then. I'll give you one sentence."

"Dark Matter says hello."

The call disconnected.

Alexander could barely hear whatever it was that Mhynt had said after that silence. Some quiet rushing of blood through his head muffled it all. His vision blurred with every second, until he caught himself and took a breath. Calm. He was past this. After holding that breath, he turned toward Mhynt, who was waiting patiently for him, her expression blank.

"It's probably Owen after all, you know," Mhynt said.

"Owen…" The very name was like bile in his throat. "The one that refuses to die."

"And to think, Necrozma himself killed him, and yet he remains. Do you think that was part of his plan, too?" Mhynt tilted her head, feigning innocence.

"Don't get wise with me. You'd know Necrozma's mindset far better than I would." He growled, drifting toward one.

Mhynt stepped toward Alexander and kicked up a pebble, grasping it in her hand. She seemed to be looking at the way his Shadows had broken the stone apart.

"It must be so frustrating," Mhynt said. "Of Necrozma's disciples, you only have little old me. And another one is all the way across the Voidlands, probably trying to drink the contaminated water, knowing him."

"I don't just have you," Alexander snarled. "Azelf is effectively—"

"None of them truly listen to you, though," Mhynt pointed out. "I could try to convince them again, you know."

"I can't afford that risk." Alexander drifted to his desk on the opposite wall. Without Aster there to constantly relocate it, he was actually able to get some work done.

"Mm, speaking of not taking risks," Mhynt said, like she'd been waiting for him to bring it up.

Of course she had an ulterior motive for approaching him. Always asking for assignments. If he needed something, he'd speak to her, not the other way around. Pest.

"If it is Owen," Mhynt continued when Alexander didn't answer, "how do you suppose Aster will react?"

That stopped him.

"They were very good friends, you know," Mhynt said. "And Aster isn't very observant. He might not realize until someone says something in the heat of battle. With how unpredictable he is…"

She always knew how to push his buttons, and what he hated more was the fact that she was right. "He's under orders to return the strongest creature there," Alexander said. "He isn't foolish. If he sees Owen, he will know that even if he isn't strong, he is still valuable. He wouldn't spare him."

"Oh, spare him? You're more merciful than I thought." Mhynt tutted and ran her empty Honedge blade against the ground. The Treecko went on, "I heard that Leph gave Aster two Wonder Orbs, as he calls them. Blank ones, to his whims."

"She what?" Alexander snarled. "Why did I not hear of this?"

"Your reaction, most likely," Mhynt hummed.

"Do not get smart with me." Alexander drew toward Mhynt, staring her down from his great height. She returned to him that same indifference. "Or would you like to spend a day among the Shadows again?"

A flash of fear. Yes. That would do. Mhynt would never acknowledge it, but he saw it, and he smirked. By the Void, he loved that look. He'd etch that into his mind later tonight. But he had to keep things professional, so he spun around. "Two God Orbs, and the chance it's Owen. If he gets reckless, Dark Matter will get him first…"

"What are your orders, King?"

With another annoyed grunt, Alexander conceded. "Fine. You're fast enough to catch up to Aster anyway, I suppose…"

"I think I am going to meet Owen when he returns to Null Village. That is the most likely outcome if Aster panics. I do not think there will be much hope in intercepting them now that so much time has passed." Mhynt put a finger under her chin, pensive. "I'll need a motivator, too. I am going to try my hand at convincing that Zoroark to help us again. I suspect she may know Owen."

"Oh? You're so sure?"

"The pieces are fitting together," Mhynt said. "She has a piece of Necrozma's power in her, too. We've seen it. A dim glow, weak psychic powers, levitation… Hmm, perhaps she has a fragment that he had left behind. There must be a link. I will check."

"Fine. She wasn't being cooperative anyway, and she isn't that strong. Do what you want with her. But if you need to kill her, make sure you absorb her spirit."

"Always," Mhynt replied leisurely, holding up her blade. "It's empty, after all. I have plenty of room."


Cipher City's capitol building had several underground floors carved into the dust and rock that made up the Voidlands' surface. After only a few stories, solid, impenetrable rock impeded any further progress down. That made deep basements impossible when on the surface, but it still allowed for a few floors to make captive retainment chambers.

Compared to the more polished halls of the surface floors, the underground levels were dull and less refined. No cracks, of course, but they certainly weren't meant to be presentable to the general public.

Past the cold halls and through one of the doorways, Mhynt entered one of the observation rooms, manned by a single guard. The Swampert had a bag of chips larger than his head on one side and his belly pressed heavily against the desk in front of him. Mhynt grimaced when he wiped his hand on his slimy chest, then licked his fingers.

"Ah-hm," Mhynt announced.

"Buh?" Lazily, he glanced with one eye toward her. In an instant, he yelped and hopped out of his seat—the most exercise he'd done in weeks, she imagined—and stood with his back straight. "M-Mhynt! A p-pleasure to—everything is safe and secure!"

"Mhm." Mhynt tapped her blade on the ground idly. Swampert's eyes followed the blade's edge. "What is the status of Zoroark?"

"The same as always, sir!" He quickly pressed a few buttons to focus in on the screens, putting one on display, which revealed Zoroark curled up in the corner of a white room. There was a plate of half-eaten food near her. "We've been able to condition her perfectly. If she puts on the Nullify Looplet, she gets food. Intelligent ferals are very easy to train."

"How long did it take to condition her?" Mhynt asked.

"Only a few days. She's been like this for a while."

"And there were no security breaches? She is a Zoroark, after all. Why did you not simply attach the Looplet to her so she couldn't remove it?"

"We tried, s-sir, but she somehow kept taking them off. We had to go with psychological conditioning."

"Mm. Talented at escape, then. Yet she never left the room?"

"No, sir. Never. Sure, there were a few times where she kept running away from us and took the Looplet off, but that was when the door was closed. There was no way she'd be able to escape."

"Tell me, were you the one they assigned to chase and capture her, should she escape?"

"No, sir."

"Why do you think that is?" Mhynt tapped her blade again, then released it. By a dark force, it floated above her and then behind her, completely vertical.

"B-because I'm… not… with the pursuit division. I'm observations. Monitoring. Security."

"I see." Mhynt looked at Swampert's belly. He sucked it in and puffed out his chest. "I'm going to see to it that you get increased access to the castle's eateries."

"B-huh?" His gut popped out again, jiggling like an ocean's waves.

"Yes. Specifically, the healthy foods we serve. I will also be sure to give you access to the recreational and exercise facilities in the entertainment district."

Swampert gulped. "But, um, but why, sir?"

"Because your physical shape is unacceptable. If Zoroark escapes, you will never capture her. Now, I'm going to be going on a mission very soon. If I come back and I see you are even fatter"—the blade tilted so the light reflected in Swampert's eyes—"I will remove it myself. Now, go." Mhynt flipped her hand and produced a card with a note on it, written with dark, shadowy burn marks. "Those are my orders. You can't forge my scorch writing."

"S-sir!" He sprinted out of the room, leaving his chips behind.

Mhynt sighed, shaking her head, and then eyed the bag.

And paused.

With a small exhale through her nose, she flicked her hand and pulled a single chip from the bag. It smelled like Cheri. Perhaps Tamato. She always liked spicy. Crunch, crunch…

She snapped her fingers and the chips were engulfed in shadowy flames. Nothing was left behind.

All things considered, she saw why he loved them so much. The flavor gave her a hint of nostalgia, though she pushed the thought away.

Time to focus on Zoroark.

That Swampert had been even more unobservant than she'd thought. Near the very edges of the doorway into the containment chamber, there were tiny strands of fur on the ground. Brown on dark gray didn't stand out, but someone in observations surely would have noticed. There was always the assumption that Swampert or someone else had gotten into a scuffle with her, but that wasn't good enough.

No, Zoroark had escaped a few times. But she did not leave completely. She was scouting the area. Searching for a way out. Planning her path.

This wasn't an average feral. Zoroark were clever, and this one even more so.

She opened the door an inch, then a little more, and then slipped inside, shutting it behind her. Now, she was in a featureless hall meant to separate the observation room from the main chamber.

After taking a few steps forward, she eyed her surroundings without moving her head. Her movement was silent, and she focused on the scents instead. Yes… Just as she thought.

Mhynt slid her foot forward and conjured a rippling darkness through the floor. It bounced off of the walls like a pebble's waves through water, and then hit a disturbance only a few feet ahead of her, then to the left. Mhynt pointed her blade forward in a gliding motion and pointed directly at the ripple. She narrowed her eyes, then smiled wryly.

"Shall we talk in the main room?" she asked the air.

No reply audibly, but the ripples on the floor told a different story. A step forward, then a step back. Weighing her options. Considering whether the tiny Treecko was a danger or not. In the end, the Zoroark chose wisely.

When the disturbances in the dark ripples moved toward the chamber, Mhynt brought her blade down and followed her inside.

Mhynt approached the half-eaten food and prodded the plate with her blade. Solid, so that wasn't an illusion, though she suddenly heard a growl behind her. "Hm?"

The Zoroark loomed over her, snarling.

"Oh, I don't intend to eat it." Mhynt pulled her blade away. "I was testing how elaborate your illusions were."

Zoroark growled, backing away and crouching down.

"You seem like an intelligent Pokémon," Mhynt said. "I don't think the others have been giving you the respect you deserve. Even now…" Mhynt pointed at Zoroark, blasting a small beam of Shadows into her chest. It passed through harmlessly, "You are misleading me. That's something to commend."

She growled again, then snarled.

"Hm?"

"Big words."

And to this, Mhynt blinked. Her stoic mask cracked to reveal a hint of surprise. Then, she slipped it back on. "You can talk."

"Stupid."

"You certainly gave the wrong impression."

Zoroark snarled again.

Mhynt held up her hands, eyes closed. "We didn't know," she rephrased.

Zoroark huffed and crouched down again. Mhynt, meanwhile, crossed her legs and slid her blade across the floor. It clattered and clanged against the wall. Zoroark, perplexed, flicked her ear and leaned forward.

"I'm only here to talk," Mhynt said. "Why don't we begin with names? My name is Mhynt."

Another growl was all that she replied with, and then she snorted and turned away.

"Do you not have a name?" Mhynt asked, tilting her head. "Surely you do."

"Small," Zoroark replied.

"Your name is… Small?" Mhynt asked.

"You," Small replied.

"…Me. You're calling me… Small?"

Zoroark nodded. "Not interested."

Mhynt squinted. "Interested in what?"

"Bad father."

Mhynt brought her hands together and held her chin between her fingers. She stared at nothing, contemplative. This wasn't expected. What part should she correct first?

…Not worth it.

"Do you know Owen?" Mhynt asked.

Zoroark narrowed her eyes at this, like she was suspicious. "He sent… you?"

For what? Why would Owen send her? What did she mean? Was Owen organizing an army? But that did answer a question, that she did know Owen. Perhaps he was more competent than she gave him credit.

"Still not interested."

All gone in an instant.

"Zoroark," Mhynt said, "I would like to take you to see Owen. You must be confused about why you're here. If you work with me, I can take you back to him. Would you like that?"

"Hmm…" And then, a nod. "Okay."

"Good. Now, I'll ask again. Do you have a name?"

"Enet."

Finally. Now, they could work together. "Then it's good to meet you, Enet. I am Mhynt."

Enet flicked her ear, then leaned forward, sniffing a few times. Then, she nodded, as if approving of something.

No. No, she wasn't going to ask.






115. Titanic Rescue


Chapter 105 – Titanic Rescue

"Fascinating…"

Nevren spent several Revisor cycles looking through different parts of the bag that had been left behind from those wraiths. There was quite a lot that he could learn from it. It appeared to have a connection to some form of long-distance communication. However, that connection was not operational. Nevren suspected that it would be open if he turned Quartz HQ into a Dungeon again, but he still needed to work on making that technology portable.

He also learned that perhaps the reason these wraiths were different was because they were sentient—perhaps even sapient. Were his suspicions true? They were very familiar. It had been a spur-of-the-moment assumption, one in particular seemed like Owen. And that giant one… there was something about it that felt… familiar. The fact that Nevren had no proper words for it was a mild source of irritation.

Speaking of mild sources of irritation…

Arceus, are you there? Nevren called. I trust Dark Matter has not made any advances.

"He has not. The storm above Hot Spot has calmed, but the area itself remains corrupt."

Where is Lavender?

"Still quite far from Kilo Village. You know, you could have asked me to relay a message if you needed to…"

I could have, yes.

A pause. "You just wanted him gone."

Not just that, Nevren replied coolly. These experiments are becoming very risky. I'd rather Rim be in Kilo Village where it is safer for now.

"But essentially so Lavender would be away."

In any case, I do actually want you to relay a message to Kilo Village. Tell them to be careful when entering Dungeons and approaching cores. If a wraith appears to be sapient, act cautiously and not aggressively.

"Excuse me?"

Nevren decided to stop inspecting the bag, placing all of the items where they had been previously. Yes, he said, halting his notes. I recently performed a successful Dungeon creation and destruction event. There were wraiths emerging from it. One was a gigantic, hostile creature that was perhaps once too large to pass through other rifts. There were several smaller ones that were fighting against it, going so far as to protect me.

"This… is unprecedented, you know. I don't know if I can believe you."

Perhaps it is too unbelievable to make up. I doubt you can see any reason for me to fabricate this.

"We aren't exactly on the best of terms, Nevren. You caused this by trying to tamper with Anam, who wound up being the seal to Dark Matter."

None of us were aware of this. In any case, I do have another piece of information. Regarding those sapient wraiths…

"Potentially sapient."

One behaved like Owen.

Silence, then. Nevren could understand as much. It was hard to believe himself. But there was no questioning those gestures—and that amalgamation… He would not mistake his own creations, even if they had been warped and distorted. That was the Alloy.

"You aren't one to make such bold claims normally," Barky finally said.

I am not.

And then, more silence. Nevren was finished packing the bag again.

They have great technology, Nevren continued. The world the wraiths come from seems to have its own small society. Advanced. Perhaps that is where they went. Perhaps that is where a lot of missing spirits have gone.

"Then Star could be there."

Indeed. And all of the others as well.

"How can we help them?"

Finally, some progress. Nevren started with his plans. We have a means to enter their realm. Next, we should find a way for them to exit. They can't seem to last when outside of a Dungeon's space, which leads to even more questions. I'll explain more later. For now, tell the others what I found.

"Yes. Should we hold off on attacking Dark Matter?"

…No. Continue. Perhaps it can give more data, and there are still things in Hot Spot Cave that we must investigate.

"Very well. I shall see what those at Kilo Village are planning."

Do not tell them it was from me, Nevren said idly. I do not think they will take kindly to my advice right now.

"…Of course."


"Okay," Latias said. "On three!"

"Three's too long!" Migami said, diving left to avoid a Shadow Blast that singed their antennae. "On two!"

"How do you go by on two?!"

"NOW!" Owen shouted.

It was the best plan they could think of with the information they had, and Palkia's strange abilities were starting to manifest from the behemoth. They didn't want to see how far it could get with them, especially when it had somehow swapped the locations of two plateaus. Owen held a green crystal that they had found after careful scouting. Migami held another psychic one after swatting away a Void Shadow that had been trying to keep it.

Latias had told them that the radiant energy within those crystals was something that could, if tapped and unleashed, defeat a Titan. If they had done it before, they could do it again.

But why did it have to involve throwing Owen into it?

"Get that Protect ready!" Migami shouted, and then hurled Owen toward Void Palkia's shoulder.

He'd fashioned his Protect into wings. Now it was time to fashion it into a spike. Owen crossed his arms and focused, first creating the sphere, and then narrowing the point in front of him into a dull cone. He was seconds away from contact, and Palkia charged another blast meant for Migami. Perfect.

He flew forward even faster thanks to a Psychic from Latias. The wind whistled around his cone, and he hoped the rapid deceleration wouldn't hurt too much.

All became darkness, aside from the golden glow of his barrier. He'd pierced right into the shoulder and lodged himself somewhere in, if Owen had to guess, the upper chest. The Void Shadows that made up the Titan closed the gap behind him, and Owen balanced his feet on the bottom of the spherical barrier.

Now he had to wait. He heard tremors, blasts, other indicators from outside that they were getting their hits in.

The Protect shield was starting to crack. Owen concentrated more and the shield repaired itself. The crystal in his hands glowed bright and, despite his Fire nature, it burned him a little. It was ready. Just like Latias said, he could activate the crystals on his own thanks to Necrozma's blessing. Could Gahi as well, if he tried harder? Perhaps Eon only made it easier…

Please, work, Owen thought to the crystal. Guys? Are you ready yet? But, of course, they could not hear him.

The barrier was cracking again, and this time it wasn't repairing itself. The moment the barrier dropped, he'd have no choice but to attack. He didn't know if he could trigger a radiant attack while Voided, even temporarily.

He saw in his mind's eye a little Ralts, confused and terrified. Those eyes, showing no recognition of him, yet they were very clearly his mother's. He'd see them again. With some luck, maybe his father wouldn't even have to find out until it was all over.

The beast stumbled left, and that was as good a signal as Owen was going to get. He clutched the crystal tight against his chest and then raised it in the air just as his Protect shattered.

Come on, Palkia. We need you!


"What's taking Owen so long?!" Migami shouted, weaving around a claw strike from Palkia. The trailing darkness was like a miasma, rotting their scales on contact. They grunted and swooped down, focusing their powers on healing next.

"Just give it time! That was a strong hit!" Latias called back, hurling several mist balls into the beast's head. Smaller blasts came out from the creature's side, striking Latias in the chest. She screamed, but Migami knew this cycle and blasted Latias back with healing light. Latias regained consciousness mid-fall and used her downward momentum to twist one of its limbs with Psychic.

Up close, this thing was several floors tall, and they had no chance of taking it down effectively from afar.

"Wait, I'm seeing something!" Latias shouted.

Palkia must have been feeling it, too. The Titan held its chest, trying to pull something out, but it was already too late. Huge portions of its amalgamated body were falling away as cracks of light shined out from within; leaves and flower petals seeped out with an invisible wind.

The Titan's body expanded in a disturbing bloat, ripping at the seams where more light poured out. Finally, with an explosive and unsettlingly fragrant blast, the Titan burst. Migami and Latias flew backward and caught the gusts of wind. Latias had more trouble, getting caught by Migami so she didn't go flying too far.

Latias was a frail thing and Migami could feel the muscle and bone under her feathers. Her weak points. They were tempted to press against her neck to see how much give it had, how easy it would be to snap.

After violently shaking the thoughts out of their head, Migami looked down. "Where's Owen?"

"I can't tell," Latias said, squinting. She was blinded, which made her vulnerable to attack. No, the fight was over—Migami had to stop thinking about that.

There was something orange falling amid the scattered Void Shadows. Migami focused on that; in a flash of light, Void Shadows were now raining down upon Migami, but along with them was Owen.

"Uff!"

Owen landed on top of Latias, the wind in her chest leaving in a harsh squeak.

Another frail creature in Migami's arms. They could drop Owen and he'd be helpless; there was no counter for such a far fall. No, he could break it with Flame Bursts.

"Migami, get us to Palkia," Owen said firmly.

"What?"

"Palkia. Look down. Keep it together."

Keep it together? They were just fine.

"Breathe."

"What's wrong?" Migami asked, looking between the two of them. Latias seemed nervous for some reason, and Owen wasn't taking his eyes off of them. What an intense look… They should listen.

Migami didn't realize until just then how firmly they'd been holding Latias. Releasing her, Migami watched a few feathers, tinged with crimson, drift to the faraway ground.

"Palkia," Owen said again.

"Right, right." Migami turned their attention downward. Palkia, Palkia… there! Among the mass of black sludge was the pinkish form of the Spacekeeper. "Okay, how about we—"

Latias squeaked and pointed. "Aster!"

"You're kidding." Migami turned, and indeed, he was seconds away. He must have been attracted by the fighting; that burst of energy was surely enough to guide him there. Had he been following them all this time?

There was a hint of eagerness in Migami's voice that betrayed the gravity of Aster's arrival. Owen must have noticed because he was already shooting an ember in their face to get their attention.

"We aren't fighting head-on. We lost the first time."

"We lost because Dark Matter touched me," Migami said. "We don't have that this time. I'm gonna win." And Migami believed every word of it. This time it was one on five, or three, however they counted. Owen sort of counted as half a Pokémon, and Latias was on even footing, so maybe it was two and a half. Or—

"Migami, focus," Owen pleaded. "Come on, we need to get to P—"

Aster disappeared and the tingling to Migami's left made them reflexively swing at the air. A vine grazed skin. With a manic grin, Migami met Aster's gaze only a few feet apart.

"Hey," Migami greeted.

"Hi!" Aster giggled.

"Round two?"

"No, no round two," Owen said firmly, pointing at Aster. "You—leave us alone! What do you even want us for?!"

"Alexander wants the strongest person here, and that's you!" Aster pointed at Migami. "Who was the one who made that huge blast of light? I won't hurt anyone if you just give that one to meeee!"

"You'll have to get 'im over my dead body!" Migami held Owen forward like a prize.

"Huh? Him? That little Charmander made that huge blast of light?" Aster wavered.

The disappointment Migami felt was immeasurable. Were they not going to fight? Aster didn't look like he was interested. "If I throw him away, can we fight over him?" Migami proposed.

Owen gasped, staring at Migami, wide-eyed. "Migami, think! Don't let your fighting instincts take over, alright? Please?"

Fighting instincts? Was that this?

"Wait a minute…" Aster frowned, but then drifted closer.

Migami beat their wings back and searched for Latias. She was just behind them, on guard, but Migami could tell she was ready to run. Far below, Palkia was unconscious and the Void Shadows were scattering aimlessly. If they waited too long, they might coalesce around him again…

"Our top priority is Palkia," Owen whispered. "It's like Aster doesn't even notice him… And why is he staring at me?"

"Let me see him!" Aster shouted. And Migami knew what was coming before Aster disappeared.

They ran on instinct.

Swinging left, Migami struck air, but the tingling feeling on their side was an easy read. Extra vines shot in that direction, swiping Aster's arm. He disappeared and, predictably, appeared behind next. An easy target for Migami's tail. Flexing a strange muscle, they swung their tail and ejected one of its tail-blade pairs, enveloping it in Psychic energy to guide it toward the assaulting Mewtwo.

Owen was saying something, but Migami didn't hear it, nor were they interested. Not when it was obvious that they were supposed to keep fighting. Aster's little game of Teleport was becoming predictable, like he never had to actually fight someone at his level before. Inexperienced. Softened from too many easy beatings.

Aster got a few lucky shots in, of course. Between using Owen as a Protect parry—which was starting to have more of an effect on Aster than before—and having so many bases covered, Aster couldn't get a solid hit in. Only a few grazing shots. It was odd, actually. Was Aster being cautious of Latias, who didn't know when to strike? Or was Aster holding back? He wasn't this easy before.

Owen shouted something again, and this time, Migami decided to listen.

"Migami, run away!"

Maybe listening could wait for later.

Yet, only a few seconds later, Aster changed his rhythm. Migami faltered, and that was all Aster needed. The Mewtwo's fist knocked Migami in the jaw and sent them spiraling down. They tried to pull Owen closer to his chest, but when they did, nothing but empty air separated him and his hands. Owen was gone.

Migami slammed into the rock and the dull, loud cracks told him that several bones broke from the impact with a nearby plateau. Large rocks fell around them and to the dusty ground far below.

"Owen—" Migami choked out, slamming their whole body against the plateau to get back in the air. They saw a flash, and that was all. Latias was frantically flying toward them, and Migami had half a mind to attack for approaching him too quickly.

"I'll look for him!" Latias said. "He disappeared, but he couldn't have gone far! Oh—but what about Palkia? Do I stay back? Um, Migami?"

All of that was pointless to reply to. Migami ascended, and Latias said something too soft to hear, and they scanned the plateaus. He was around here somewhere…

"Owen…" Migami's heart thumped in his chest. There was a lingering regret in their head and he wasn't sure why. They weren't done with his fight. Aster wasn't about to run away from that. And Owen, he…

He told him to run away. Owen had known it was coming. And they hadn't listened.

A wave of rage shook Migami down to his core. Their fists trembled; his tail whipped the air, his own blades slicing into bits of his scales. The fusion roared, psychic crescents splitting the air and the plateau behind him, leaving massive gashes in the purple stone. Latias squeaked and flew down to Palkia, spending her time brushing away Void Shadows from above.

"I'll kill him," Migami hissed, clenching the air. "He's here somewhere… Owen… hang in there…"

They flew higher, throwing any sense of stealth away in the process. If Aster could see them, then they could see Aster.

And then they wouldn't have to apologize.


Even after being torn away from his team and tossed to the dusty ground, spending several seconds without movement, Owen's world was still spinning.

"Ugh…" He rolled onto his belly and pushed himself up. "Hello?" Was he rescued?

Something wrapped around the back of his neck and pulled him. Owen struggled, but he was already off the ground and he couldn't reach or strike anything. He made feral, chittering noises, tail blazing, but the assailant was unaffected.

"What's your name?"

Aster. It was Aster. His grip was gentle, but firm.

"Why do you want to know?" Owen asked back.

"Do I know you?"

"What do you—"

Owen remembered a much smaller Mewtwo during that picnic. Azelf had been there, too, with the others of that trio. Quite a few Legends had been there…

Aster spun Owen around, leaving the Charmander floating without anyone actually holding him. Aster wore an uncharacteristically serious expression, like he was afraid of something.

"Just tell me your name," Aster said.

The psychic force around Owen felt turbulent. Owen's tail was already sparking from his anxiety. If he said the wrong thing here, would he die? Well. That probably wouldn't matter, but it would be inconvenient. Worse, he might be taken away. But if he didn't answer… Aster was a Mewtwo. Would he simply… break his mind open to find the answer?

"Owen," he finally said.

That Psychic grip wavered.

"And… were you named after your dad, or something?" Aster asked, voice trembling.

"No. My old human named me Owen."

Owen regretted giving that detail; Aster looked like he'd been overcome by a wave of sheer panic and confusion. There was a manic look in his eyes for half a second, some mixture of thrill and relief, and then a dark, dark horror.

"Y-you're really Owen," Aster said, and then he laughed. "Owen, ha… h-ha, you're alive, you're really alive, and you're here…"

"Well, alive is stretching it…" Owen tried, subtly, to break free, but it was no use. Aster pulled him closer, but then suddenly shoved him away, and Owen toppled over the dirt with a grunt.

"I—that means I have to… you're the one he… no. N-no, I can't! H-ha, Alexander wouldn't know i-if I just… h-ha, I can't… you're Owen! S-so there's no way I… we…"

"Aster, what's wrong?" The Psychic hold had completely disappeared. Maybe, if he was lucky, he would be able to convince Aster to work with him. "Aster, I remember you," he said. It was the truth, even if the magnitude was probably being falsely implied. "Please, just talk to me. It's okay."

Carefully, Owen stepped forward, and Aster took a single step back, more than making up for it.

"I'm u-under orders… that i-if I see someone like you, I have to…"

"Then don't follow them. You don't have to, Aster." Owen had no idea what he was saying. "Please, just stay with us. Alright?"

"No, I can't, I can't, I—" He laughed again, squeezing his forehead with both hands. "I can't, I can't, it's his power, it's his power!"

"What's his power? Aster, come on, talk to me—"

"No. I can't talk to you! You… aren't even here!"

This seemed like it was going badly. Owen searched, with just his eyes, for an escape, but he was on top of a plateau. He could probably try to jump, but Aster would catch him. No, he was stuck. He had to calm him down.

While Owen had been thinking in those few silent moments, Aster pulled from a small bag a sphere. It reminded Owen of the Wonder Orbs he'd used in Dungeons, though this one did not seem to have anything in it. Just raw, white essence, ready to shape itself into anything. And that alone filled Owen with a strange, primal dread, like every single part of him was telling him, right then, to run away.

"You're not here… I'm… I'm not seeing Owen! You're… not Owen! You're not a Charmander! You're… g-gone!"

Aster slammed the orb at Owen's feet; he had a second to run, but that was all. A wave of lethargy washed over Owen as strange threads of light wrapped around and dug into the Charmander's scales. He felt its sting and then a gentle warmth, then an uncomfortable chill that only intensified. Owen tried to cry out, but nothing came. He felt immobile—he was shrinking. That cold feeling was digging into his brain. A horrible headache, just for an instant. He felt a sweet taste in his mouth and nostrils. The flame on his tail sputtered out, and then the tail itself seemed to recede.

Then, he blacked out.


Migami split into three after having little luck in finding Aster immediately. They'd have to do extra scouting, or Mispy would need to focus her aura sensing, before they could find him—if that.

Latias and Demitri tended to Palkia, who was still unconscious. The Void Shadows were dazed and injured, most of them already scattering away from the blast that had destroyed most of them. That made getting to Palkia trivial, with Demitri tapping on one of his pearls. "Palkia?" he said. "Are you awake?"

"Palkia, wake up," Latias said. "Can you hear me?" She floated to his head, frowning. He was massive—his head and neck alone were practically the length of Latias' whole body.

"Rrgh… Hm? Mm…" He opened one eye, and Demitri braced for some kind of panic or roar or space-shattering attack. "Ah. Am I awake?"

"Um, yes, Palkia. You are."

"That's wonderful!" He rolled over, crushing several Void Shadows, and got to his feet to brush himself off. Demitri yelped and stumbled away, falling onto his back. Mispy stood on her guard, ready to fight, but then Palkia clapped his hands together.

It was so off-putting that Mispy lost her stance.

"Goodness, I've lost track of the time. Tell me, how long has it been since I was uncovered? I do have a vague dream of fighting back very recently, yes, but that was after I believe I heard Dialga crying out. Ahh, but the passage of time while being sealed away is difficult to discern. Hm! Latias. How have you been?"

"Um. I-I don't know which question to answer first…"

"Oh, nonsense, surely you can answer one of them! Ah, for example, where is Dialga? Do you know?"

"He's, um, back at Null Village," Demitri said. "But we—"

"Oh, wonderful! Point me in that direction and I can take us there right away!"

He raised his arm, but Latias quickly cried, "Wait, no! Not yet! Um—we need to find someone else first! Do you remember Aster?"

"Star's child? Certainly! How is my adorable creation doing?" Palkia looked left and right, then at Latias with those same, bright eyes. "Where is he?"

"Um. He abducted Owen and is taking him to Alexander."

"Alexander? That sounds familiar."

"Emissary of Darkness."

"Ahhh, right. Of course. And Aster is working for him, then? A shame." Palkia sighed and pat down the rest of his scales of any Void mess. "Well, I suppose I should dispose of him. Truly unfortunate. Where is he?"

"I don't think you'll be strong enough. He's enhanced by that same darkness, and, um—"

"Wait," Demitri said, "you're just going to try to kill him? Just like that?"

"Well, he's with Dark Matter now. I certainly must." Palkia nodded. "It's a shame, but he will only be a threat now. If we kill him, then he will be stripped of his power."

"Actually, Dark Matter is fighting Alexander for control."

"Oh?" Palkia hummed, arms crossed. "Are they both simply different sides of evil, then?"

"Kind of."

"Well, I suppose that does complicate matters. If we take out too much of one side, the other may gain the upper hand and we can't win at all. We will have to be more careful. Very well! No killing Aster today. You said you were looking for him, however?"

"That way," Mispy suddenly said, pointing in what Demitri thought was a random direction, yet she pointed with purpose.

"Of course." Palkia lifted himself off the ground, a gentle wind circling over his oddly small wings. "Hmm, I'm not as fast as I would like," Palkia said. "My strength is certainly less than usual. You all go ahead! I shall catch up."

"After all the work we went through to get you?" Demitri said as Gahi flew ahead to where Mispy had pointed. "Um, also, can you carry us? Since Gahi's… flying ahead."

"Well, if you sense something, I imagine he would want to go there soon," Palkia said. "Goodness, what an interesting Flygon. I've never seen a color like that before."

"Yeah, he's the Psychic Guardian." Demitri climbed onto Palkia's back with some effort, but then stiffened. "U-um, how high do you plan on flying?"

Mispy climbed on next and made sure to grasp Demitri so he didn't pass out. "Focus on me," she said gently.

"Y-yeah, sorry."

Mispy smiled. It wasn't that bad when he was fused with someone else, but on his own, getting too far from the ground still gave him tremors.

But Gahi was already returning, looking confused. Mispy sensed an aura—Owen's aura, getting closer, too. He must be on his back. With relief, she said, "Gahi found him."

"No way!" Demitri tried to lean forward, but then realized that they were a lot higher off the ground than before. He yelped in surprise and pulled back. "G-Gahi, where's Owen? Owen? Are you alright?"

No answer. Instead, Gahi said, "I didn't find Owen. Felt like he was s'posed ter be there… Aster was flyin' away, but I dunno. Didn't look like he had Owen with'm…"

"Wait, what did you bring back?"

"Was weird. Never saw one in… fer a while." Gahi held out something that, at first, Demitri and Mispy hadn't registered. It was so bright and vibrant compared to the desaturated purples and ominous reds that they had to make sure they'd seen it properly. An apple. An actual, red apple, even with a stem on top, the size of Gahi's fist.

Mispy was tempted to grab it, but something stopped her. Some strange feeling in her chest.

"An apple, out here?" Palkia asked.

"I've never seen one so pretty before," Latias said, practically in awe.

Mispy squeaked, her antennae twitching. "Owen…"

"Eh?" Gahi looked around. "Where? He in trouble?"

Mispy pointed at the apple. "Aura…"

Gahi, Demitri, Mispy, Latias, and Palkia all stared at the apple, a mixture of feelings washing over Team Alloy. The stem, just barely, wiggled left and right.

Palkia hummed. "Fascinating."






116. Brewing Darkness


Chapter 106 – Brewing Darkness

After the chaos of chasing Aster from Null Village, the whole town had gone into lockdown, leaving Jerry stuck with a lot of the others in the evaluation building. Aster had fled with Latias hot on his tail, and after that, it didn't seem like anybody else had remained. The reason for the lockdown, though, was because Dark Matter had been detected rapidly approaching Null Village at around the same time Latias had been spotted, which led to a lot of cautionary procedures Jerry hadn't even known they had.

That left him stuck in a room with Zena, Trina, and a bubbling, growling Amia in her element-proof container.

"So much for running off with them to find Palkia or whatever that plan was supposed to be," Jerry muttered. "He ditched us!"

"It wasn't like he had a choice," Zena said, though she'd been squeezing her ribbons repeatedly to pass the time. "I do hope he's okay…"

"I believe so," Trina replied. "I caught glimpses of that fused version of Team Alloy. They're fast. I don't think Aster will be able to catch up very easily."

"I'm worried about how quickly Latias fled, too," Zena hummed. "One was real, and I think the other… She used an attack I'd only seen from Anam, when…"

"Kggrrr…"

"Yeah, Amia's got a point." Jerry rolled his eyes. "You guys speculate too much. I just want to get out and see if my place is set up yet."

"Your place?" Zena tilted her head.

"You know, for living here." Jerry sighed. "Now that we're cleared of corruption or whatever they search for, I'm going to get a Class and then a job to go with it. Didn't they prompt you at all?"

"No… They're still evaluating my Class." Zena looked rolled her ribbons again. "Since my memories aren't complete, they said they're determining if I'm B or C."

"Rough. I'm A here."

"They seem certain that I'm a Class B as well," Trina added. "But I can't recall what I forgot."

"Uh, duh."

Trina scowled.

Light footsteps followed by a gentle knock at the door caught their attention.

"Finally, maybe we can get outta here." Jerry stretched his legs from sitting down for too long.

The door slid open; in came Marshadow and a red-white, floating Pokémon. There had been a lot of unfamiliar Pokémon recently.

"Lemme guess." Jerry folded his wings. "Friend of yours?"

"Yeh." Marshadow gestured to her. "This is Latias."

"Sounds familiar…"

"Legendary Pokémon, same ol' same ol'." Marshadow waved dismissively.

"It's nice to meet you," Latias said, floating forward with her hand outstretched.

Jerry tilted his head. She didn't seem very friendly. Polite, maybe, but…

Zena reached out with a ribbon and shook Latias' hand, and Trina, struggling to reach, did the same while looking away.

"The sooner I can evolve again, the better," Trina muttered.

Latias then approached Jerry, holding out her hand.

"Kinda formal," Jerry remarked.

"It's polite," Latias said without a hint of a smile.

"It's not so hard, Jerry" Zena stared at him. "Be polite."

"It may be unorthodox, but we may as well." Trina added.

Something about this didn't sit right with Jerry. They were all staring at him. What was going on? The air in the room seemed… different.

"Bbgg…" Even Amia seemed a little more docile than usual. And that was probably the strangest thing of all.

Whatever. This wasn't important. "Alright, fine, fine." Jerry reached out and shook her hand.

As soon as he did, Latias let go and spun around. Wordlessly, she exited the room. Marshadow followed, but before Jerry could say anything in annoyance, Zena and Trina went next. Jerry blinked and, without thinking, followed after them in silence.

What was that? Jerry glanced at Trina. She didn't look back. Instead, she hopped onto Zena's head and stationed herself there, anchoring herself to her horn using a vine. Zena, too, stared directly ahead, though she seemed conflicted about something. Did I black out? Did I forget a whole conversation? What's going on?!

But Jerry knew that speaking up about everyone else acting strange would only draw attention to himself. Then they might attack him or… something.

Keeping his pacing normal, Jerry followed the others down the hall and out the main building. Dialga was probably somewhere nearby. Would he be under the same spell? That was the last thing they needed.

The strange potted plants that lined the halls were a good distraction while they walked, and it didn't seem like any of them suspected him as abnormal. Or, in this case, normal.

Once out of the building, Latias growled and Jerry was certain that was going to be the end for him. But instead, she was focused on some speck of purple in the sky—and then Jerry growled, too. He'd recognize that shade of purple anywhere… And the fact that it was flying in the sky?

Anam for sure.

Wordlessly, Latias flew high and away from town. Zena, with Trina on her head, went in another direction. Marshadow sank into the ground, his black haze following yet another path. Jerry, following their behavior, took off next and flew in another direction entirely, heart hammering in his chest.

Finally, some reprieve. Alone from… whatever just happened. That wasn't right. None of that was normal. And it was right before his eyes, too. That handshake. It must have been the handshake.

But he had no idea what to do next.

Why did they run from Anam?

A horrible realization came over him: Anam was who he had to talk to.

Why? Why like this?

Banking to the right, he redirected his path until he could see the flying Goodra descending. With a permanent scowl, the Aerodactyl lowered next. It seemed like some scouts were investigating whether Anam was safe to let through or not, but Jerry knew. He knew what Anam looked like when he was possessed by darkness, and this wasn't it.

But for now, he'd have to wait it out, and pray that Zena and the others, under whatever spell they were in, wouldn't come for him next.

By the time Jerry landed, he could hear only the last part of Anam's plea.

"You need to let me in! Dark Matter is right inside!"

And that was really all he needed to know. "He's right," Jerry said automatically.

"Oh, hi, Jerry!" Anam said cheerfully, waving at him.

Jerry didn't wave back. He addressed the guards, "Something weird happened inside with Marshadow and some of my friends. There was someone called Latias. She touched Zena, Trina, and me, and I think Marshadow before, and… it was like they just wordlessly followed him after that."

"He didn't touch you?" Anam asked.

"He did. But nothing happened to—back off!" Jerry beat his wings and hopped away when Anam had lunged at him. "You aren't gonna slime on me again, no way!"

"Please, I need to check!"

The guards were having no effect on pulling him away. Any effort led to him literally slipping through their grasps. Several guards readied attacks. A nearby Luxray's fangs glittered with ice, while a Marowak readied his club, which looked like it had been fashioned out of stone.

"Check what? Words! Use words!" Jerry landed when Anam finally looked like he wouldn't go for another awful Goodra hug.

"I need to look if the darkness in your heart is there or not," Anam explained. "I can purify it! I promise!"

"Darkness in my freaking heart, wow, that's something even for you." Jerry couldn't help but laugh. "Let me guess, you're telling me that it's the darkness in my heart that led to my whole life falling to—"

"Yes! Actually!" Anam clasped his hands together, begging. "Please, just let me try something. It won't hurt this time, maybe."

"You're gonna explain exactly what you're going to do, and then we'll see." Jerry couldn't believe he was humoring him, but Anam, being so earnest… He probably wasn't lying. He was misguided and he probably did a whole lot of bad that he didn't even realize, but for once Anam looked like he knew what he was doing.

And it was better than facing those spellbound Pokémon back in Null Village.

Anam quivered, which left ripples in his semisolid body. "I'm… I inherited my mom's power a long time ago, when she died. She gave it to me by breaking a Promise. Y-you remember those, right?"

Jerry had no idea what Anam was talking about, but he had enough pieces to guess. "I'll assume it makes sense."

"Part of her power was from Necrozma—his light could dispel corruption from Dark Matter. Some of his disciples had the same power. Cresselia, Celebi, um—and Mom, too."

"Was this the same thing you tried on me before?" Jerry asked, a phantom pain throbbing in his chest. "Back with my folks. My dad. You took away his power."

"It was evil, Jerry, I'm… sorry. It corrupts you. But it would have brought you to this world if you kept it…"

"Wow, ain't that something, I'm here now!" Jerry had half a mind to leave. He wanted to. He didn't care what would happen. Just one step away…

"I'm sorry! But… I need to try now. Okay? Please?"

"Look, forget it. I don't care anymore. Just tell me if you can fix what's going on in town. You, guards. Any of what this guy says making sense?"

"No."

"Do you think he's telling the truth?"

The guards hesitated.

"Yeah, I get that feeling, too," Jerry grunted. He hated how Anam somehow had that effect on people. Or maybe it was his sheer power. The guards wouldn't be able to stop him if they tried. Was that it?

"Can you show us what that purifying power looks like?" one guard, a Gallade, asked.

"I'm kinda curious, too," said a Greninja next to him. He poked his slimy fingers together. "Been a while since we had this much excitement." To this, Gallade rolled his eyes.

"I will," Anam said. "But I need to see someone who's like that first. Who was acting weird?"

"Zena, Trina, Marshadow," Jerry listed off, "and this Pokémon called Latias spread it."

"That's Dark Matter. I can try to get him to go away, but… I can't beat him."

Something about that was worrying. Of course Anam couldn't beat Dark Matter—he had been possessed by him, for one. Yet if Anam had been so horribly powerful against Jerry and his father so long ago, and even he couldn't beat Dark Matter…

"Let's just try to find Zena and the others," Jerry said. "Maybe Dark Matter'll just leave. He seemed pretty keen on doing that."

"What's he doing here, anyway?" asked the Gallade guard. "What's the point?"

And as Anam stepped through the town, looking pensive, he said, "I think he's trying to build an army."


Poison spikes clanged against metal walls, leaving Owen startled by how loud it was. But he kept going, and right by his side was Tim, panting and nearly tripping over himself. Ayame had gone ahead with Ire. He and Tim had stayed behind to distract some of the humans and their Pokémon. Smoke Screen did wonders for that, but they had to maintain it and give false paths along the way.

All of Ayame's research and their contacts with the police had led to this moment—a lead in where the rest of his team had gone. It was amazing how the clues had practically fallen into their laps, like someone had been helping them from the shadows. And maybe they were! 

They'd infiltrated one of the hideouts hidden in plain sight. The place had a strange feeling of both danger and mysticism. Danger from the countless criminals that infested the place, ad mysticism because… Owen wasn't sure. He felt a presence here. Were they keeping something important in the area, or was something else here, watching?

But that didn't really matter. They had to get in and get out. The police would have taken too long and they were already on the move, according to Tim.

Owen had a feeling that wasn't a good idea, but he also wanted to get his team back before they were gone forever. Tim knew the way, and he followed. He trusted Tim.

Ahead was another set of guards, each one with a Poison Pokémon. This team really loved debilitating and wearing down their opponents, and Owen couldn't be more irritated at it. Why did these Pokémon choose to side with them, anyway? Was it for the power? Or were they pampered? It didn't make sense…

Did some Pokémon not care who they were with, as long as they could fight?

Another poison needle zipped past his head and he dove out of the way as a delayed reaction. That was a mistake; a violet glob flew through the air and directly toward his chest. He tried to swat it away, but that was his second mistake as it burst violently, smashing him into the wall. He heard Tim cry his name, then yelped as several needles struck where he'd once stood.

No, Owen hissed, you don't attack my human! How dare you!

He shakily got to his feet and spewed a beam of fire blindly forward. Someone cried out—not a Pokémon. That was a human, and Owen abruptly cut off his flames. Through his blurry vision, he saw a human, standing upright, and a slightly burned Weezing.

That was a trick!

And then the Weezing spat up another Sludge Bomb toward him. He was so stunned by the underhanded move that he only barely dodged out of the way. Rewarded by sharp pains in his side, he tripped into the wall, crying out. That one got into his system. That cold, numbing feeling was starting to seep into more than just his arm. If that kept up, he'd be down in no time.

Tim! Was he okay? Yes, and he was running past him.

"Owen, this way!"

"Hang on!" Owen called, panting, and Tim slowed down.

"What's wrong? Ah—you're poisoned! I—okay, hang on, let me—"

"Do it while we're running."

"Okay, okay—"

Now, Owen was ahead, but not by much. A stinging warmth spread over his back and his arm, potent chemicals seeping into him. Owen had no idea how those things worked, but after that initial pain, the relief that followed was worth every battle. Though, he wouldn't have minded powering through the pain for a little while longer. But not now. They had to go ahead. What if they got—

"Ayame!" Tim stopped by the fallen girl, who was clutching at a wound dripping with poison.

"I'll be fine," Ayame hissed, though most of her left side was splotched with purple. Her eyes were tearstained, but it wasn't because of the pain. "Ire. They took Ire. I couldn't…"

"Which way? Which way?!"

Ayame pointed down the left hall. Tim was ready to go, but then hesitated, looking at Ayame. "Take this, okay?" he said, placing down a Pecha Berry for her. "We'll go on ahead. Owen! Let's go."

"But what if they hurt her again?" Owen asked.

"Just go!" Ayame shouted. "I'll catch up. I'm not letting them take Ire away."

That was enough. They ran for a few more halls, narrowly avoiding a few of the grunts that had ambushed out from the sides, and Owen wondered if they'd even find a way out at this rate. He was strong, but he didn't know if there were any truly powerful Pokémon lurking about here.

Most of them weren't. They didn't have strong bonds with their humans. They weren't disciplined. But maybe there were a few that were.

"There!" Tim shouted. He saw it, too. Ire's Poké Ball was just ahead, with the little stickers that Ayame had put on it. It was in the hands of one of the grunts, out in the open down a dimly lit hall. They sprinted, but Tim was faster.

"Stop!" Tim cried, like they'd listen.

Owen breathed out another Flamethrower, torching a Zubat and a Golbat this time, but the moment they rounded the corner, metal clangs sounded behind him, and a cold feeling spread through his chest and gut. When he looked down, the searing pain followed, his whole front riddled with Poison Stings. He slowly looked left, dreading what he would see…

Tim was slumped over, clutching at one of the worst of his wounds. His breathing was quick and shallow.

"Owen," Tim wheezed. "Pecha. I need…"

Owen hastily grabbed one, hoping it would be enough. They weren't as effective on humans, and he had several needles in him…

Before he could pass the Pecha over, several more needles struck Tim, a few of them several inches into his chest. His eyes bugged out. Owen felt similar stings on his side; he turned in disbelief to see that the guard was still there, smirking, with his Nidorina by his side.

Why were they still trying to fight? The battle was over! They won! But… he was still going to attack. And Ire's Poké Ball was right there. He had to get past Nidorina.

Owen stood between Nidorina and Tim, arms spread out. Nidorina crouched down and stomped and snorted. Owen took one step, and then fell to a knee with a pained howl, an older injury from earlier in the assault catching up to him.

The trainer behind Nidorina laughed. "And here I thought it'd be hard! Whatever! Finish them off!"

Everything moved so slowly. The Pokémon in front of him, the human behind her, and Tim… slower, darker. His mind was running as fast as it could, but his body couldn't do anything more.

And then, he heard a voice.

Looks like you guys are having trouble.

It came from inside his head. Was this… telepathy? He'd seen Psychic Pokémon do it before, but only powerful ones. But this voice was so loud, so clear, that Owen could not even comprehend how powerful it must have been. It felt like he was talking to his mother.

These guys are bad news. But I can't show myself to them. They're too crafty, and they might catch me, too. But hey. If you promise to cause some chaos for them… I'll get you out of this mess.

I want to save my human, Owen replied desperately.

Your… human? Why?

Please… let me save him.

You domesticated Pokémon make me sad. Buuuut okay. One miracle, coming right up!

And then, time started to flow normally again. Was that a vision? A hallucination? Owen took a breath and realized that all of his injuries were still definitely there, if not worse. The poison was seeping into him. Miracle, what miracle? He glanced at Tim. The human was barely conscious.

Miracles were useless here. He had to be his own miracle. Slowly, Owen staggered back to his feet, but Nidorina slammed into him. The Charmeleon went flying into Tim and a few of the poison spikes sank deeper into both of their bodies. Owen whimpered, trying to get back up, but Nidorina slammed into him again, and again, even more poison seeping into him. His scales darkened, closer to purple than red.

Nidorina stomped again, snorting, looking back at her trainer for the next order. The grunt was reveling in this, giddy, ecstatic at some sadistic pleasure in what he was doing. "I've never gotten this kind of action before," he said. "Nidorina, what do you say? They can't fight anymore. Should we catch that Charmeleon next, or maybe… Mm, nah. He'll never obey."

"Definitely not. He's too loyal." Nidorina smirked at Owen. "I'll give you one last chance, Charmeleon. Leave your trainer and we'll let you both live. How's that sound? You know, fighting is fun, and you'll get to do a lot of that with us. Your human will slink back to his home and forget all about you anyway. Partnerships aren't meant to last."

What did that mean? Of course they didn't last. Countless humans and Pokémon paired off and then split away when their journeys were over. They had different lives to live.

But Tim was different. Tim was his human. And he wasn't done with him yet.

"I'm sorry," Tim whispered. Owen knew he wanted to say more, but he couldn't.

But Owen had more to say. A seething, burning rage welled up in his chest. Power from someplace he didn't know built further, ready to burst from his throat. Yet when he tried to breathe it out, nothing came, and his vision went white. The last thing he saw was Nidorina and her human flinching in surprise.

Tim was his partner. He was the best human he'd ever met. Ayame and Ire were the same, and these humans were trying to split them apart.

No, he refused to let that happen. Not again. Never again.

He saw flashes of his former team. A Pidgeot, proud and boastful. A Nidorino, reckless and inexperienced but eager to learn… Gone. Taken. And that a sinking feeling that he'd never see them again came back tenfold in that white haze.

Had they been convinced by these humans to fight without Tim? To forget Tim?

Owen's vision returned. Everything was… smaller. He felt heavier. There was a new weight on his back, and when he turned to look, he realized his head had a lot more mobility. His neck had grown.

Wings.

He had wings…

Nidorina's ears pinned to her head. A single Flamethrower took her out, and rather than withdraw her, the human kept running away.

Running away with Ire.

The rage wasn't going away. That seething heat, that power, that elation was only getting better. Tim was propped up against the wall, trying to eat a Pecha. He got a bite.

"Stay here," Owen said, thumping his tail on the wall. So powerful. And that human. He loved to fight, didn't he?

"Owen," Tim said, "wait—he dropped it. Look."

Ire's ball was tossed to the side.

Owen flew past it. The human was close. Slow. Weak. Weak. Weak. He wasn't going to let him take away another Pokémon.

The human looked back and screamed, pointing at something behind Owen, on the ground. Probably the ball. But the Charizard didn't care about that right now.

Nidorina's trainer screamed; Owen roared. His claws sank into flesh. All he saw was crimson.


Demitri was beside himself, and it took assurances from Latias, Mispy, and even Palkia to calm him down. He kept blubbering that Owen was dead, and that had sent him into a full panic, no matter what that really meant in the Voidlands. Mispy wrapped her vines around him and squeezed hard, rocking him left and right while gently shushing him. Gahi, rolling his eyes, tossed the apple from left to right in his hands absentmindedly.

"Um, maybe you shouldn't do that?" Latias said gently.

"Eh?"

"That's… Owen, after all…"

"Oh, right—eh…" Gahi had forgotten. "Look, it ain't like I'm used ter an apple bein'… an apple."

"I'm recovered enough by now," Palkia said, tapping his claws together while grinning warmly. "This has been very exciting! Though I'm still not sure how long I've been gone."

"Centuries," Latias said. "And yet it's like you hardly changed at all!"

"Well, I imagine so! I don't remember most of it. A shame. I was very curious what it would have been like to rampage as a Titan! Instead, I was placed in stasis. I suppose some Legends are simply too powerful to directly corrupt. Perhaps the higher ones such as myself."

Latias seemed unnerved. "Um, double back for a second. Did you just say you were curious about becoming a Titan?"

"Most certainly!" Palkia nodded. "I feel cheated, really."

"But, um, if you actually Voided, you might forget who you are."

"Ahh, that is a disadvantage." Palkia sighed. "Well, I suppose I should count my blessings. For example, some of my strength has returned, and I would love to see Dialga again. Where precisely is your village? I will warp us there immediately!"

"O-oh, um, you need the exact location?" Latias asked.

"Well, yes. I am the Spacekeeper, not the Locationkeeper. I suppose Zygarde would be more appropriate for such a task. Ah! Is he a Titan as well? I would love to witness a rescue of another Legend."

"This guy sure talks," Gahi murmured to Demitri, who kept staring at Owen's shiny, round, fruity form.

"I'll try to give a good guess," Latias said. "Can you warp multiple times?"

"Certainly!"

After some descriptions and several back-and-forth frustrations on how far a 'minute of flight' was, Palkia nodded and raised his right arm. "Now, stand back! I shall carve a portal for us to go through. It's not the most powerful use of Spacial Rend, but it does clear a path, so don't go between it, yes?"

Palkia slashed the air; the light itself seemed to part in that line before spreading into a black void. A faded image took its place, like a rip in fabric, and a cracking noise vibrated across Gahi's head.

"Geez, sounded like glass breaking," Gahi mumbled.

"Ah, that was not the portal." Palkia clutched at his shoulder, where that large, pink gem inside had gained a few lines, ready to shatter.

"P-Palkia! Are you—"

"Hurry through, now!" Palkia urged cheerfully. "We can handle this later! I shall follow behind."

They didn't hesitate and slipped through. It was surreal; it wasn't like one of the distortions seen within Dungeons, passing through a vertical barrier of water-like ripples. It was simply a flat portion of space that, no matter which way they looked at it, seemed to transfer into a different place than it should have.

In this case, only for a small portion of their vision, there was a forest, and everywhere else was more of the Nil Plateaus. Gahi, curious, quickly sprinted around this segment of space, and found that no matter which way he looked, the forest was always only there in that part of the flatlands. Palkia disappeared completely when he was opposite to the Spacekeeper, the tear in space between them.

"Now, now, in you go! It won't last too long," Palkia added as his second gemstone made worrying crackling sounds.

They all passed through, and Gahi made sure they still had Owen's apple. Now they were in a forest, but Latias' directions hadn't been quite enough to direct them to the proper spot. Latias cautiously went above the trees, but not for too long in case there were hidden Void Shadows among the dead forest's hideaways.

"Not bad!" Latias said, descending. "We're close. If we fly, it'll only be a few minutes. I see the spire ahead!"

"Flight… may not be an option," Palkia admitted, and finally a hint of pain leaked through his expression.

"Are you okay?" Demitri asked, stepping closer. "Those… those stones in your shoulders, they're—"

"A bit of a natural conduit of my power, yes," Palkia said. "Unfortunately, under the strain, and my recent… recovery… I may have overexerted myself. Yes, very unfortunate."

"Then we'll walk the rest of the way," Gahi said, marching. "Gotta be some way ter fix Owen. I liked'm when he was a plant, not an apple."

Mispy whipped Gahi on the arm not holding Owen. "Oi! Plants're nice!"

"Careful with the apple," Demitri squeaked. "Owen might be scared…"

Mispy closed her eyes to check, then frowned. "He's… dreaming."

"Apples c'n dream?"

"Same… feeling," Mispy explained. She looked at Gahi, then at Owen again. "Telepathy?"

"Eh? Telepathy?" Gahi looked down. "With an apple?"

"Mm. If he's dreaming… then…"

"Hey, yeah!" Demitri piped up. "If he's dreaming, then maybe you can use some Psychic power to communicate with him! Try it, Gahi!"

"You'd have… a strong connection," Mispy said.

"Eh? Why us?"

Mispy stared. Like she knew something. Was it something from earlier? Not like it mattered.

"Bah, whatever." He pressed his head against the apple. Owen? Y'there?

GAH!

Gahi, pulled the apple away, staring. "Yep, he's there."

"What'd he say?"

"I think I startled'm."

"Ask him if he's alright!"

Gahi rolled his eyes and obeyed. You alright?

No! I don't know where I am! It's dark and I can't move or see or… I don't know! Am I in the aura sea? It feels… kinda similar.

Nah, yer an apple.

Gahi didn't get a reply, so he used the time to explain to the others, "He doesn't know he's an apple. I told him. He ain't talking."

"Understandable." Palkia nodded. "Goodness, I wonder what it would be like if I were an apple. Hmm, perhaps I could—"

"No tests!" Latias peeped.

The ground shook and a series of panicked cries emanated from town. The team picked up the pace, Gahi leading the way with Owen in his hands. "Dark Matter might still be fighting in there," Latias said. "Be careful. Don't let him touch you."

"How'd we recover last time?" Gahi looked to Demitri and Mispy, but they both shrugged.

"It just wore off suddenly," Demitri said. "Right when… When did it happen for you, Latias?"

"When I bumped into Owen's Protect, it was like Dark Matter flew right out of me."

"Protect…" Mispy nodded to herself. "That."

"Owen's Protect did it?" Demitri looked at the apple.

"Of course!" Latias flew a little higher. "His spirit is infused with Necrozma's light. That Protect must be manifesting it. Just like Cresselia or Celebi!"

More shrieks, and it sounded like a gushing blast of water had slammed into stone.

Just at the edge of town, a Goodra stood beside an Aerodactyl, the former missing an arm. Instead of blood, the Goodra oozed purple mass.

"Anam?!" Demitri shouted.

Anam glanced back, then turned completely around. He gasped and leaned a little, like he was waving, but it was with the missing arm. He leaned the other way and waved properly. "I'm—"

Another blast of water knocked his head clean off, sending it skyward. Jerry watched in horror before diving out of the way of another beam of water. Anam's head landed in Demitri's arms.

"—so glad to see you guys!" Anam finished. The rest of his body wobbled toward them. "Can you guys help me get Zena? I already caught Trina, but Marshadow and Zena are still controlled. Eon's trying to get Marshadow."

"Owen can purify, too," Gahi held up the apple.

"Oh! I didn't know the Grass Guardian could do that."

"Well," Palkia said, raising a claw, "I do not believe that's the case here."

"Hey, can we do reunions later?!" Jerry shouted. "She's getting away!" He gestured left, where the faint prismatic sheen of a Milotic slithered around one of the buildings.

"I got this," Gahi said, speeding forward. He pressed Owen's apple form to his forehead. Hey, you awake?

Am I really an apple?

I want you ter try a Protect.

Why am I an apple? How?

We kinda need a Protect!

Can I even do that? …Okay, fine, but answer me after. Hang on.

Gahi saw Zena ahead. When she looked back, she glared and opened her mouth. Blue energy and mist circled around the edge of her mouth like a vortex; Gahi waited, timing things just right.

I'm gonna do it, Owen said. Ready?

The apple had a faint, golden glow. It wasn't nearly as strong as Owen's standard protects, and he had a feeling he'd have a lot less time to touch Zena, too. Would it even purify her? Gahi tried to channel some power into the apple, too. Maybe that would help. A light, fluttering feeling in his chest, accompanied by a brighter glow in the apple, at least gave him some confidence.

Yeah. Do it when I say, Gahi replied.

The mist flashed white and expelled a concentrated beam of water. The speed would have been too much for anyone but Gahi, who weaved out of the way as it carved a hole in the solid roads behind him.

Now!

Gahi disappeared and reappeared next to her. Zena reared up and slapped Gahi across the face with a watery tail. It stung and left a sharp ringing in his ears. But the apple was golden and Gahi slammed it on Zena's side.

The Milotic went stiff, gasped, and then leaned onto him. Gahi fell over and let go of Owen, grunting. "Oi, get off!" he hissed.

"What happened?" Zena asked breathlessly. "I—why was I—I was attacking you, what did you do to me?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, there must have been a very good reason I wanted to kill you!"

"There ain't!"

Zena narrowed her eyes, pulling away. "Well, I don't anymore… I don't understand. It… was a feeling that came over me—"

"Dark Matter got yeh," Gahi said. "Happened ter me, too. Yer fine now."

"I… what? When? How?"

"Can we discuss this when we're safer?" Latias asked. "Where's Dark Matter now?"

"Away," Anam said. "I think he wants to avoid me…"

"Good! Then let's gather everyone. Who's missing? I, um, I don't know any of you…"

"Eon?" Mispy asked.

"He's at Dialga's," Jerry reported.

Palkia perked up.

"Alright, then let's go there," Latias said.

Palkia clapped excitedly. "This has been a wonderful first day back."






117. Dark Addiction


Chapter 107 – Dark Addiction

"What do you mean you lost sight of the power source?"

Alexander stood in his office, opposite his table. He stared at the empty space, his thinking spot. The open area was good for leisurely flying under the high ceilings to keep his wings stretched and not make him feel so trapped, even if the furniture was therefore sparse. The wall had been mostly repaired by now, with the repair crew retiring for the day. For some reason a Swampert from the observational division had been among them under related orders from Mhynt, but Alexander decided that wasn't worth questioning.

What was? That Aster failed in his mission after being attacked by Dark Matter. And not only that, but finding it, then losing it, when it was supposed to be trivial.

"I, um, I didn't find it. I thought I did but I didn't, because it died too easily. Um, so it wasn't what we were looking for."

"You KILLED the potential power source?!" Alexander yelled into the receiver.

"No, no, no, I didn't kill anyone! I, um, I just blew him—uh, it away! But when I went to investigate, he ran off, and, um—"

"Who? Who was he? Search for him now."

"No, he's gone now. And he wasn't what I was looking for. Um—"

"WHO?!"

"Ummmmm Leph! Someone who looked like Leph."

He was shaking. He could hear the blood rushing through his head. Seeing red. Seeing black. He was so mad he could destroy the whole city. "You're lying to me."

"No, no, I'm not! I'm not! I wouldn't lie to you, I just got out of the fight, I don't remember it that well!"

"Then tell me the truth. Who was it, and why? What REALLY happened?"

He heard sniffling on the other side of the receiver. A sick grin crossed Alexander's face. Good, he was scared. He'd actually answer soon. Aster deserved a little terror after failing so miserably. Dark Matter might have taken the source instead, and then he'd have to find another way to fix the setback.

"Well?" Alexander pressed on, trying to hide the grin in his tone. "What did you do? If you're honest with me, I won't punish you as harshly. And you know what the harsh punishment is…"

Aster gasped on the other side of the receiver. Alexander's heart pumped more. Just a little more terror and he'd be satisfied. The Hydreigon was breathing heavier. Couldn't let that get across to Aster, so he held his breath, waited for a few more sniffles, and then said, "Answer me, Aster. Now."

"It was Owen," Aster sobbed. "I'm sorry! I couldn't do it!"

Whatever thrills he was getting evaporated instantly. "It was what?"

"Owen. He's alive! And he has Necrozma's light! But I couldn't do it, I—I… I'M SORRY!"

"So you killed him instead?"

"N-no, I… I used one of Leph's Orbs and… turned him into something else. So now he's just like that."

"Turned him into what? Get him and bring him back."

"I dunno where he went. I ran away, they took him, he's an apple, I—"

"Is he dead?"

"No, I felt his presence inside. S-so he's alive, um…"

He could thank Mhynt later. "Come back to Cipher City, Aster. You're done for now. Mhynt is going to see Owen instead."

"I'm sorry."

"You will be. Now return."

Aster's whimper as the call ended gave Alexander no pleasure.

Still shaking, the Void King looked at his papers, his reports, and then the rest of his empty office. Owen was here. Alive. He could have had him. But Aster ruined it. And Leph… Leph was responsible, too.

Where was she?

He needed to make up for this travesty.

Alexander flew down the halls with his spectral wings outstretched, making leisurely curves around the corners. He considered knocking over a few tables to give the cleaning staff something to get busy with. He decided against it. While he was in an irritable mood, he could at least direct it at the proper offenders.

He made it up one of the upper floors of the castle, passing by a window. It overlooked Cipher City, a twinkling network of buildings tens of stories high amid a cleared-out portion of the Void Forest, like an island of stars dropped in an ocean of darkness. The watchtowers were active and several Titans under his control loomed in the horizon.

Just ahead was Leph's door at the end an ornate and shimmering passageway of silver and gold. Her name was embedded into the center, and Alexander wondered if he could blast it open for an entrance. He had half a mind to. But he'd see if she'd open it first. He could sense her inside.

"Leph!" Alexander barked, pounding the side of his left, smaller head against the wall. It, too, was snarling to suit his mood. "Open the door, now!"

"It's unlocked!" she called back, indignance in her voice.

"I said open it!"

She was mumbling something but he couldn't hear it. That throbbing anger knocked against his temples. The door clicked and slid open.

Leph's room was filled with little, round, multicolored baubles like stars that infested the air like dust in an old library. All the bright colors annoyed him, reminded him of the Fae, and wondered if that was done on purpose.

The younger Arceus herself, meanwhile, sat at the far end of the squarish room, curled up in a round, soft bed on the floor. She had a thick blanket over everything but her head, with the wheel around her abdomen shrunken down for comfort. In front of her, a book.

So, she didn't even get out of bed to open the door?

"Why did you give Aster your power?" Alexander demanded.

"He asked." A soft glow overtook a bookmark, which slipped into the pages before they closed. "He said he needed it for the mission."

"I didn't approve of this," Alexander said. "And what you gave him ruined the mission entirely!"

"What do you mean? How did I ruin this?"

"You know Aster doesn't work well with any toys he wants," Alexander hissed back, drifting forward threateningly. He made sure the darkness in his body coursed visibly through his already blackened wings, giving off a menacing, dark haze.

Leph tensed, avoiding looking at them. "He wouldn't leave me alone, and I figured it was important enough. That's all."

Not good enough. Alexander leaned forward again and said, "You simply didn't care. You know well enough by now, and do you know what he messed up this time?"

"Wasn't it just a potential power source again?" Gaining her interest, she glanced at Alexander.

"Not just any power source," Alexander said. "Necrozma's prized disciple."

Leph tried to hide it, but Alexander saw that disgusting glint of hope in her eyes. "What?" she asked. "Owen's alive?"

"And Aster turned him into nothing but an edible fruit." Alexander snarled at Leph. "And then left him to the rest of his team instead of bringing him back. I lost my best opportunity at taking that stubborn flame here for good, all because you sabotaged the mission."

"Sabotaged?" Leph stood on her bed and hopped down. "How would I have known Owen was alive?"

Alexander flared his wings again, but this time Leph didn't back down. He drifted closer, but Leph didn't even step back.

"Well, what are you going to do next? Why are you in my room?" Leph tapped her hoof on the ground, making an ethereal ringing noise. "I was ready to take a nap."

"Do not take this lightly," Alexander rumbled, feeling his anger tipping again. He was here to blow off some steam. And this… this insolence. Why? She was supposed to be cowering, showing respect.

"I won't," Leph said, then gave a respectful bow. She had no fear. He couldn't sense any. He was hungry for it. Starved. Ravenous.

"What are you doing?" Alexander growled.

"Whatever do you mean?" Leph asked, her near-featureless face staring at him.

"You aren't taking this seriously." Alexander's mouths leaked a bit of dark haze.

"Are you going to send me to see Owen next?" Leph asked. "Because if not, I want to get some sleep."

"How dare you disrespect me." Alexander rose higher, so much that Leph had to tilt her head. He was smaller, but she was weaker, and they both knew it. She'd better know it.

"I would never," Leph replied, closing her eyes. "You are the Void King, true ruler of the Voidlands and the rightful heir, by might alone, to its full powers." She turned around, stepping toward her bed. "For now."

Defiance. Did she just—did she just—do that? Why? Since when did she have the gall to—

Before Alexander could stop himself, he shot toward her and loomed over her shoulder. "What was that?" he spat, black smog sticking to the back of her neck.

"I said"—she coolly turned her head back—"for now."

That throbbing, seething anger was back and stronger than ever. Darkness wormed its way into the corners of his vision.

"You should be more careful if you want to keep your power," Leph went on, like she could save face. "I wouldn't want to see you fall because a light source is out of your control."

Like she was trying to be helpful.

Leph continued, "If you want me to help, I can, if you'd trust me."

He knew what she meant. That slip-up when she'd felt emboldened. She was hoping that Owen would be coming for her. That was it, wasn't it?

The Creator's daughter took another step away. "So, that's all I meant."

For just a second, he sensed a flash of fear from her, and that was his tipping point. He needed more.

The left diminutive head clamped down on the back of her neck and she froze.

"What are you doing?" she asked, her voice stiff and composed, but by now her fear was growing.

"Do you really think"—Alexander squeezed harder and she winced, but refused to crouch—"I'll allow you to say something like that to me?"

"I didn't mean—"

"LIAR!"

In one fell swoop, Alexander hurled her into the wall, smashing several fixtures that had been in the way with a loud, silence-splitting clatter. Crimson mixed with black on the fur around Leph's neck.

"It seems that you've forgotten who's in charge here." Alexander formed a ball of darkness in his right head. The jaws widened, and he made sure Leph saw it before he fired into her side.

She cried out, all of the fur incinerated, leaving gray, burned skin in its place. Black electricity and haze rose from the impact site. Alexander fired again, this blast even stronger than the last. The blast split the air and deafened them both; the shock rumbled through his chest, which meant it would be even worse for Leph, who was now gasping and curling away around a now bleeding, open wound where the blast had struck exposed skin.

"St-stop!" Leph shouted, but that fierceness in her voice had all but evaporated.

Now he was getting somewhere. Alexander moved closer until his shadow cast over her body. He readied another blast, a spiral of black energy coalescing in front of his left head's jaws. This time, Leph deflected it with a tendril of light from the very wound that the Hydreigon had inflicted. The blast left a crater in the wall, destroying even more baubles in a harsh clatter.

It flickered and faded; that was the extent of her strength against him. His dark energy, flowing through her, inhibited her too much. This time, he wasn't allowing her the liberty of channeling her energy on her own accord.

"You should remember who really controls your power, Leph." He drifted closer and her fear grew, feeding him. His heart thumped in his head and his breathing deepened, more black haze pouring into the room, sticking to her fur like dust. "Let me remind you."

"N—"

Another beam slammed into Leph, but this time it stuck, like it was solid. Leph couldn't even scream; the spear broke something in her chest, then glowed, sucking the light out of the air. Leph's eyes darted this way and that, at her hooves, her fur, her body, as it darkened and lost its shape. Her whole chest lost its fur; her hind legs looked more like black tendrils than limbs.

And finally, she found her voice, and she used it to scream. "ST-STOP! PLEASE!"

More of her body lost its definition, looking more and more like a common Void Shadow. Alexander made sure it was slow, until nothing but her upper body remained vaguely like what she used to be. All the while, she writhed and tried to crawl away, but it was all useless.

And there, he stopped, by the time he had gone right up to her side.

"Stop?" Alexander repeated. "Will you listen?"

"I will, I will." Black tar oozed from what had once been her eyes. "P-please…"

Complete despair and hopelessness, just as he wanted. He was tempted, oh so tempted, to leave her this way, but she'd be of no use as a Void Shadow. He pulled the darkness from her core, draining it until just that usual filament remained in the center so he could maintain his hold. Her body became solid; her fur came back. In a much better mood, Alexander also restored the parts he'd wounded.

She was sobbing, and Alexander ran his right head across her back as he rose above her. Leph stood, too, though she couldn't look at him. To think that a failed god's face could be so satisfyingly ugly when crying. An ecstatic grin spread across all three of his faces.

"I'll do what you want," Leph finally said, sniffing. "I…" She looked like she wanted to ask to rest. She was tired. Perhaps she was telling the truth when she said she was going to sleep. And maybe he'd allow it. But there was one last thing he had to make sure of, first. He needed to see it. Just a little.

"Kneel."

Leph tensed, letting in one last sniffle. And then, she did, golden hooves and forelegs pressed on the ground. She lifted her head, her teary eyes staring at his.

And there it was. Amid all that sorrow and hopelessness, he saw boiling, bubbling, pure hatred. That, above all, was better than any feeling Alexander could hope for. He held his shuddering breaths for later, gestured with his left head for her to rise, and she did so.

"You may rest," Alexander replied sweetly.

Leph nodded and walked shakily to her bed, though she put every effort into feigning composure. Alexander left the room and waited by the closed door, listening.

A little longer…

Muffled by the walls, Leph screamed into her blankets, pounding her hooves into the fabric. Alexander drifted down the halls with a long, deep sigh, ready to take on the rest of the day.


Anam said that Dark Matter was far away from Null Village, but he wasn't going away. He also wasn't coming closer, which suggested he was waiting for something. But that would be the best they were going to get for now, so the team headed for Dialga's room. Seeing Palkia had, understandably, put the town in a mild uproar. With some shouts from Jerry to lay off, they were allowed through. They had to repeatedly stop Palkia from getting sidetracked talking to the locals.

"Then it's Marshadow and a handful of guards who are still missing?" Dialga summarized.

"As far as we can tell," Jerry said. "I went and tried to send a message over to Hakk and Xypher, those two who were assigned to us as, like, escorts or something, to see if they knew where he might've gone. But they might take a while to get here."

"Dark Matter must have gotten control of him," Anam said, frowning. "Marshadow isn't a higher Legend, so his spirit must not have been strong enough to resist Dark Matter… that's too bad."

"Higher Legends," Dialga repeated. "So, essentially myself, Palkia, Giratina… Rayquaza, Xerneas, Yveltal… as opposed to the lower gods."

"How do you guys know which ones are which?" Jerry asked. "I'm not really all too familiar with that pantheon junk."

"It's mostly cognitive knowledge," Palkia said. "There isn't quite a pattern otherwise. Still, alright. What do we do?" Palkia tilted his head. "My powers over space need… work. Dialga, how are you feeling?"

"I've only been able to pause local areas and not much more." Dialga tapped a hoof on the ground, grumbling. "I'm far from my best. I feel as though I'm missing something…"

"Hmm…" Latias looked to Anam. "Is there a way to stop Dark Matter? What does he want?"

Anam winced, poking his claws together. "Dark Matter, um… he wants… he wants the Hands of Creation. Because he wants to use it to rewrite reality in a way where he can be happy."

"Happy?" Latias chirped.

"Dark Matter can feel every negative emotion of everyone in all of Kilo, and probably here." Anam clasped his hands. "He just wants that to stop! That's all he wants… but…"

"But he's trying to flip the world upside-down to get it," Jerry concluded. "So, these Hands or whatever. How many do you think he needs?"

"I don't know." Anam toyed with his fingers. "But… if Dark Matter wants to rewrite something like that… something so fundamental to the whole world's creation like him… He'd need at least half of them."

"Half." Jerry looked back. "Let me guess. Star has half?"

"Star has a third-ish," Anam said. "Barky has another third-ish… and the rest are in Hunters and Guardians."

"So, he just needs to grab two of the three." Jerry rolled his eyes. "Great. Cool. Who'd he already get?"

"Mew is somewhere here," Anam said. "And a bunch of Guardians. But… I dunno where Mew is… She's been missing."

"Safe to assume Dark Matter's already got her?"

Anam shrugged.

Jerry's eyes trailed over to Gahi, who had been pressing his head against an apple. "Okay, Gahi, c'mon. What're you doing?"

"Talkin' ter Owen. He's askin' why Necrozma doesn't have any Hands if he's supposed ter be more important than Star 'n Barky."

Jerry glared. That had more questions than answers.

"Oh, that's right." Demitri nodded. "Necrozma was supposed to be a god above Barky and Star for some reason. But that doesn't really add up. Between Star, Barky, and the Guardians, that's already supposed to be a thousand Hands. Where'd Necrozma's go?"

"Owen says the Orbs might be Necrozma's power," Gahi relayed. "Weird."

"Okay, no, hang on." Jerry pointed at Gahi. "Is that apple seriously Owen? How? Why? I could accept the whole Florizard thing, but turning into an apple is where I'm drawing the line."

"Aster did it with Leph's loaned power," Latias said. "It's… it's blank magic. Raw divine power. Leph is Arceus' daughter."

"Oh, well, excuse me," Jerry said, followed by muttering various curses under his breath. "How is that even possible? Not even the Book of Arceus mentions a daughter."

"The more we hear about the outside world, the more it seems like we were somehow… forgotten, or erased completely from history." Latias floated a little lower. "Even Necrozma…"

"Where is Necrozma?" Gahi asked. "Y'keep talkin' about the guy but never where he is."

"Far north," Latias said. "That's where everyone says he is. They call it 'north' but it's just a general direction people feel his presence. Almost like he's calling out to them… But the problem is, it's far, far north, across the Abyssal Ocean. Anybody who's tried to cross it either turns back half-Voided, or not at all."

"Sounds like a great place ter fly," Gahi pointed out, smirking.

"Not even Aster tries to go there," Latias cautioned. "You'd need another way to get across. And if you tried, I'd bet money Alexander would try to stop you. He wants Necrozma, too, but not if someone else goes with him."

"Wants?" Gahi asked.

"Let me guess," Jerry said. "Necrozma's the key to more power here, right? This Alexander guy and Dark Matter are competing for control over the Voidlands, and Necrozma is there holding down the fort."

"That's… exactly it. H-how did you—"

"Same thing is apparently happening in Kilo, except between Arceus, Mew, and their disciples." Jerry snorted. "Except this time, they aren't even trying to look trustworthy."

Eon tapped at the doorway before walking inside. He was still a Charizard.

"Late," Mispy said with a frown.

"Sorry, sorry," the transformed Ditto said, waving them down. "I wasn't sure if it was safe yet, and—excuse me?"

Anam held Eon by the cheeks. After a moment of stunned silence, Eon pulled away and winced. "Not interested," he growled, wiping slime off his face.

"He's safe," Anam reported.

"Good to see you, too, I guess," Eon growled, tense. His body shifted pink and lost some definition, but extra focus brought him back to normal.

"We don't have to be enemies anymore," Anam said. "Mom thinks there are bigger things to deal with."

"M—wait, Madeline?" Eon asked, a hopeful uptick in his voice.

"Mhm! She's in my head right now."

"H-how is she doing?" Eon asked. "Er, aside from…"

"She's been better."

"Right…" Eon shuffled in place. "Right…"

"Cool. So now that we're nice and awkward," Jerry said, "what's our plan from here?"

Demitri held up a hand. "Dark Matter might have Marshadow. Can we rescue him?"

"If we get close enough…" Anam frowned. "But now that Dark Matter knows I'm here, and Owen's here, and stuff, he might not want to come in…"

"What, we can beat him here?" Jerry asked.

"Not alone," Anam said. "Which means… maybe someone else is making him worry? Do you think someone else is trying to fight him?"

"Maybe Kilo is still fighting Dark Matter in the living world," Demitri proposed.

"Both sides," Mispy added.

"Just like when Starr took over Owen," Gahi remarked. "She could beat us from one side, but if we're fightin' in the livin' world and the spirit world, she can't do both. What if it's the same way here?"

"Perhaps we can defeat him the same way," Dialga said. "This is an unprecedented change in the tides."

"Ahh, but if we defeat Dark Matter, that may give Alexander some relative power." Palkia glanced at Latias. "That's what you told me, yes?"

She hummed worriedly. "My brother is warning North and West Null Village. East Null evacuated a while ago… Anam! Is—is—"

"Everyone's fine," Anam said, and the brief panic Latias had worn immediately disappeared. "Dark Matter skipped the town and tried to throw me off. That's why I was late to get to this one… It's kind of a good thing you were able to get away. I dunno what he wants with Owen or the others here, but…"

"Orbs?" Mispy asked.

"Oh, maybe…" Anam nodded.

"Orbs? That's the Guardian stuff, right?" Latias asked. "Hmm, if Alexander finds out, he might try to gather them, too. That's the source of all that light crystal energy, isn't it?"

"…Oh, that reminds me," Eon added, coughing. "I, er, I probably should have opened with this. The scouts told me to find Marshadow and let him know that Mhynt was coming, but if he's not here—"

Latias gasped. "Mhynt? Here? Now? How soon?"

"They said she'd be here in an hour, about half an hour ago."

Latias bolted toward Gahi and shook him violently. "You need to hide."

"E-eh? Who's Mhynt again?"

"Treecko Mhynt—I—I know this sounds silly, but you absolutely need to stay away from her. No matter what. Okay? If you see Mhynt, run. Immediately. Maybe she won't try to chase you."

Gahi narrowed his eyes. "I ain't running from a freakin' Treecko."

"Please," Latias begged. "Mhynt isn't any normal Pokémon. There's… there's just something more to her. She's too strong. I had a brush with her once, and I do not remember what happened. B-but I know what she's capable of. She can absorb spirits, just like that. Like it's nothing! And then… and then I don't know where she takes them, i-if she takes them anywhere at all!"

"How strong can she be?" Gahi asked.

"Flygon, do not test this." Latias' expression was fierce, to the point where even Dialga and Palkia looked unsettled.

"Why a Treecko?" Dialga asked. "Of all Pokémon?"

"The rumor is that she was one of Dark Matter's corrupt, but then stole some of Necrozma's light for herself," Latias explained. "So she has both. Nobody knows for sure. They say that anybody who finds out the truth gets Voided. Don't. Fight. Her. Okay?"

"Ehhh, I'll think about it."

Latias clenched her fists and shook them at Gahi, but Mispy placed a vine on her shoulder and shook her head.

"Can't fix stupid," Mispy explained.

"Oi!"

"Where can we hide? Do we distract her?" Eon asked.

"I'm gonna take Owen someplace they won't think ter find," Gahi said, speeding away.

"Um, where?" Demitri asked.

"I ain't tellin'!"

And he was gone.

Mispy sighed. "Hakk's," she predicted.


"Oi, Hakk!" Gahi pounded on the door. "Open up!"

"Screw off!"

"I'm gonna Teleport!"

"Oh, for the love of—" The door opened, but by the time it did, Gahi had already disappeared inside. Hakk swung around and flicked a dull ice shard at the Flygon's back. "Do that again and I'll draw blood!"

Xypher squawked loudly; Gahi shouted back; Xypher squawked louder, and Hakk waved his arms around to calm him down. Xypher beat his steely wings in response, then made a few chirps, and finally settled down.

"What do you want?" Hakk said, collapsing into a bed that had near-perfect imprints of his spikes. Xypher eyed the apple Gahi was holding.

"We gotta hide here fer a bit," Gahi said.

"…We?"

Gahi held out the apple.

"Oh, you've finally cracked."

"It's Owen."

Xypher looked concerned. Hakk, sighing, said, "Alright, fine, sure. Keep 'Owen' nice and safe, alright? And make sure he's not in the fridge because I might mistake him for food. That apple looks really good, actually, where'd you get it?"

"I'm tellin´ you, it's Owen! Aster did somethin' and turned him into an apple."

"Aster—right, he was after you… Wait, how'd you escape Aster?!"

"Teleported and fought a bunch."

"R-right…" This, of all things, shook Hakk. "You actually fought Aster and escaped alive."

"Yeah. And Owen's an apple. But we're gonna figure out how ter fix'm."

"An effect like that sounds like something Leph gave him."

"Leph?" Gahi had a feeling that name had been said before, but he hadn't paid attention during their talking. It was all boring. In fact, he was getting bored now, and he'd realized that if he had to hide with Owen, that meant he was going to be cooped up in a little house again. Annoying.

"Forget Leph—Aster's still chasing you? Because he's already been here. He might check again."

"Nah, Latias said ter hide from Mhynt."

Hakk audibly gasped, then looked at Xypher, who had gone stiff as a statue.

"Get out."

"Eh?"

"Nope. Out. That's the line. I'm not harboring you from Mhynt. I like my soul right where it is, thanks!"

"No yeh don't, we're in the Voidlands!"

"Shut up and get out! I didn't see you here!"

"Explain why! What's so scary about a Treecko?"

"That's not just some Treecko," Hakk said. "She is the one person under Alexander who's got power over light and dark. She not only has Alexander's darkness, but she also absorbed the spirit of a creature of light."

"What does that even mean?" Gahi said, exasperated. "And I'm stayin' until you do."

"It means," Hakk said, "that she has the power of a Legend inside her."


"Careful. You're going to fall." Mhynt leaned forward, holding Enet's lower back.

"Won't fall," Enet replied with a growl, adjusting her position atop her ride—a shadowy, winged creature with two great crescents at the edges of her large wings.

"If you say so, but if you fall, I'll be carrying you in rope."

"Hmph!" She flicked her head, making sure some of her mane got in Mhynt's face.

The Treecko sighed, brushing it away before pulling on the shadowy tendrils wrapped around her hands. Lunala, below her, stretched her wings and went into a gentle glide, wordlessly staring forward. Enet looked down at the shadowy creature, then at Mhynt with concern.

"Hm?"

"Hurts?"

"Hurts? What hurts?"

Enet pulled at one of the ropes that went from Mhynt's wrists to Lunala's body.

"Oh. No, it does not."

Enet's gaze narrowed, but then she turned ahead again. "Plan?"

"You want me to go over the plan again?" Mhynt leaned left, trying to get a closer look at Enet's face, but she was hiding it deliberately. "Well, yes. The plan is that you will help me find Owen and your friends so we can have a talk. After that, I plan to leave you there to stay near them."

"To spy."

"Yes, to spy."

Enet's claws squeezed into her fur. "Don't like that."

"You can tell them if you like," Mhynt said. "How do you think Owen will react?"

Enet looked away.

"Oh? He won't be happy?"

"Don't know."

"Well, it's up to you what you say," Mhynt said. "But you do want to see them again, don't you?"

"…Using me."

"I am." Mhynt tilted her head. "Was that ever in question?"

"Mean."

Mhynt smiled a little, looking down. "I suppose I am. But this is necessary. You have no choice. You want to see Owen."

"Maybe not."

"But you do."

"I don't like you."

"You're free to feel that way." Mhynt tilted her head left, leisurely but narrowly dodging an arc of electricity. "We're close to Null Village, by the way."

Enet growled lowly, crinkling her muzzle, and then looked forward with a huff. She made sure to brush her mane against Mhynt's face again, and then draped it over her so she didn't have to hear her at all. Mhynt tried to say a few things, but Enet didn't respond.

Mhynt reached for her blade carefully, but the moment she did, Enet spun around and hissed at her.

"I'm only preparing for the landing." Mhynt pulled it closer and brushed Enet's fur away. "You wouldn't want that clattering on someone, would you?"

"Why?" She pointed at the sword.

"Why? Well, it's dangerous to leave a blade unattended."

"No. Why blade?" She poked at the lifeless eye of the Honedge, which of course did not respond.

"It is a container for those that I vanquish," Mhynt replied. "It's convenient."

Enet frowned. "Who was it?"

"The blade?" Mhynt turned the blade over, noticing a small nick in the edge. She'd have to fix that later. "Merely a shell."

Enet looked skeptical. "Lying?"

"I am not in a position where I need to lie."

Enet leaned forward, sniffing Mhynt's face. The Treecko narrowed her eyes and reeled back, suppressing the urge to sneeze.

"…Mint."

"Yes, that's my name."

"No." Enet sniffed Mhynt's face again, which was starting to disturb Mhynt. "Smell. Mint."

"Oh." Mhynt sighed. "Yes. That was why my father named me Mhynt. It was because of the natural scent of my Grass attributes."

"So… if you smelled like… Lemon, you'd be… Lymn?"

"…Yes."

"Weird."

She wondered how Owen dealt with this. "It was a bit of a family tradition," she conceded.

"Still weird."

"Well, I didn't have an intention of following it with my own child." Mhynt held her blade a little tighter.

"Child?" Enet asked, tilting her head.

"We're done talking. It's time to land."

Lunala disappeared in a sudden, black haze just as South Null Village came into view, and Enet yipped in surprise. She flailed and tried to grab something, eventually reaching for Mhynt, pulling her close.

"Let go! You'll hurt yourself on my blade!"

Enet didn't listen, squeezing her tighter.

"Unbelievable." Mhynt growled and freed one of her arms as the ground rapidly came closer. Their fall slowed, though Enet still clutched onto Mhynt for dear life until the Treecko found a way to squeeze through her arms and onto the ground.

"There." Mhynt frowned at Enet, who was trying to figure out why the fall had been so soft. "I have some of Necrozma's power, just like you do, Enet. That includes levitation. Don't you know you can fly?"

Enet stood up, looking around uncertainly. "I forgot."

"Mm. Guardians all have the power of Necrozma, Enet. Light, levitation, some Psychic abilities, and all-around power. That you didn't know this means perhaps even Necrozma's fragments' true origins are still lost to the living world."

Enet's blank stare suggested she understood perhaps two of her words. Mhynt, exasperated, gestured forward. "Just help me find Owen. I'll help."

The feral Zoroark sniffed the air, which Mhynt, by now, had realized was her means of sensing Pokémon energy. She led her down one of the roads speckled with light crystals and clay tiles. Enet scampered forward, waiting impatiently for Mhynt to catch up, and she tried, but her stride wasn't the best.

Several passerby Pokémon yelped and ran away when Mhynt passed, to which the Treecko rolled her eyes and wondered if the floating blade behind her was what frightened them. She could make it disappear, she supposed, but she also wasn't in the mood to socialize. She'd rather get frightened looks than cooing or funny looks.

Mhynt had a strange sense of familiarity, like the air was a little thicker. Many, many familiar energy signatures nearby, so much that it made her scales feel like they were brushing past thin water.

Unown. Why did she sense Unown? And in such large numbers, all concentrated into a single—

"Gahi!" Enet clawed at the door to one of the residential rooms.

A muffled, hissed curse came from inside.

"Gahi?" Mhynt repeated.

"Owen's friend!"

"No, I know that," Mhynt said, stepping toward the doorway. She knocked the hilt of her blade on the entrance. "Gahi? Are you in there?"

"Who're you?" Gahi called back.

"Open the door, please," Mhynt said, holding her blade in preparation, because she knew he wouldn't.

Someone else was talking, shouting in an angry hiss, and Mhynt tapped her blade on the door. "One." Nothing. "Two?" And again, nothing. She sighed. "Three."

Silence. Well, she'd said three. She flipped her blade and made an upward, diagonal slash. With her free hand, she pushed forward, and a black gust of wind pushed the bisected door into the home.

Before her was a Flygon, an icy Sandslash, and a Corviknight. The latter two looked frozen with fear, while the Flygon looked down at her with an impressed smirk.

"Hey, ain't that somethin'," Gahi said. "Cool sword."

Mhynt weighed her options. It wasn't Owen, but it was close…

"And hello to you, too," Mhynt replied, rotating her blade as it floated behind her. "Where's Owen?"

"I dunno," he clearly lied, bringing his arms behind his head.

Mhynt made sure the gleam of her blade flashed in Gahi's eyes. "I don't ask twice."

"An' I don't answer twice."

That gave her pause. She squinted. "You didn't answer once."

"Guess that means I ain't gonna do it twice neither."

The Sandslash looked like he was going to suffer an aneurysm. The Corviknight might have passed out upright.

Mhynt chuckled. "You haven't changed much."

"Eh?"

In a deft motion, Mhynt grabbed her blade and sped toward Gahi in a blink.






118. The Reaper


Chapter 108 – The Reaper

Mhynt hit empty air, sticking her blade into the wall instead. The Sandslash shouted in lamentation and anger, but then covered his mouth when Mhynt flashed a glare at him.

"Uh—he broke in, by the way," he said. "I'm not harboring—"

"Stop talking."

"Y-yeah, okay."

The Corviknight fell over, unconscious.

"Hm…" Mhynt slowly pulled her blade from the wall, eyes closed. Enet had run off somewhere. Gahi, where did he go? She couldn't sense him anymore.

Except for one instant—right beside her. He grabbed her arm, and suddenly she was high in the air above Null Village, hanging by his grasp.

"Nice try," Gahi said, smirking.

Mhynt hissed and swung her blade, knowing she'd miss. Gahi was too fast to fall for something so basic, and indeed, he disappeared and left her to fall. The Treecko grasped the air and caught a ledge she'd conjured from the darkness. There, she feigned helplessness, dangling in midair.

…He wasn't falling for it. How could someone so dumb be so sharp? No wonder he paired off with Owen.

Letting go, she landed on a dark platform just large enough for her feet. She adjusted her stance and the platform adjusted with it. From high above, she could see the buildings of South Null Village and the many Pokémon staring in awe from the ground. Gahi was probably among them, looking for an opening, because distance was not a factor for him. How long had he been with her Orb? Apparently long enough to become adept at Teleportation. She was almost jealous. Almost.

"Hah!" Gahi was behind her, so Mhynt swung around and blocked the claw attack with a conjured, circular shield. Gahi's speed forced her to skid back on her platforms, which followed her feet.

"You telegraphed your attack, you dolt!" Mhynt spat. "Who shouts just before they're going to strike?"

"Someone who's totally gonna win and doesn't gotta be careful!"

Mhynt twitched. "Are you seriously doing this right now?"

"I think so. Dunno, feelin' playful."

"Things aren't the same between us anymore, Gahi." Mhynt tilted her blade behind her. "I'm not here to spar."

"Eh?"

Mhynt kicked off of the shadowy platforms and accelerated through a dark vortex. Her blade followed behind, inches from Gahi's chest before he'd vanished again. She looked up; wrong guess. Indigo flames crawled across her eyes and a sharp pain in her chest sent her flying higher. Half-blind, she grabbed at the air and slowed her fall, but another blow sent her plummeting to the ground. She twisted in the air and landed on her back, leaving a small crater from the speed. Clay tiles and dust rained down.

Gahi was shouting something, but he was too far away to hear. Mhynt grumbled, arms crossed in thought. So, he was fast, but his attacks weren't very strong. Typical. He hadn't improved much, it seemed, even if his appearance had changed. And why was he carrying that apple? Was he toying with her?

And that aura of all the Unown in his system was messing with her senses. She wasn't going to be able to find Owen like this. Restraining him, or perhaps even subduing him to find Owen, would be the right plan of action here.

And then Gahi disappeared.

Right. What trick was he doing this time? She couldn't feel him nearby yet, but—

And now she was doing cartwheels across the ground and out of town. Another strike; she didn't even know what it had been this time. His tail? He wasn't this fast before. Not even the Psychic Orb could do that.

"Uff!" Mhynt hit one of the trees at the edge of town hard, smashing further into the wood. She came to a stop on her back and stared at the sky, eyes narrow.

So, he was too fast to hit. Hm. She'd have to get him while his guard was down. Thankfully, he was an idiot. Perhaps some acting would do.

Mhynt clutched at her blade and staggered to her feet, feigning weakness. "Ngh, don't think a lucky shot or two is going to be enough to win, Flygon!" she shouted, wincing at how humiliating this was. Like she was acting out some kind of play. "The… the darkness will claim you!"

"The darkness will claim me? What are ya, a comic book villain?!"

He had a point. But she couldn't drop the act now or he'd get suspicious. "We'll see who's laughing when I'm through with you!"

Gahi liked attacking from the left. Or perhaps that was coincidence because of the way she often rotated when fighting. When he approached, Mhynt knew that he would be at the highest alert. She'd have to focus her efforts on withstanding the hit without losing her stance, and then counter with a jab. He was fast, but he was predictable.

Countless lesser souls were watching her. Guards, civilians, those of Null Village seemed surprised at how she was being attacked by Gahi. If she didn't demonstrate her power soon, they'd pester her about her true strength. As a Treecko, she only had her reputation to go by. If that was tarnished, it was square one again for building it back up, no matter how established the truth had been in the past.

The air shifted and the tingling on Mhynt's scales meant Gahi was approaching from the left again. She planted her feet on the ground, firm, and spiraled tendrils of darkness from her ankles into the dirt, deep and hooked.

Gahi's claws slashed along her scales, leaving only a small blemish, but that alone surprised her. It cut through the dark armor just beneath her skin. So, Gahi really did still have Necrozma's light in him, and not just from the Orb…

Just what she was hoping for.


"This way!" Demitri shouted, riding atop Mispy's back. "Mispy sensed him fighting on this side of town!"

"Why does he have to be such an idiot?" Jerry beat his wings to fly higher.

"Condition," Mispy theorized, charging a Solar Beam as she kept up.

"It's rhetorical!" Jerry dipped below when Mhynt glanced his way. "What are we supposed to do about this Treecko? How is she taking such a beating and looking like she's not even hurt?"

"We keep being told that we just don't beat her," Demitri said. "We need to hide. And especially hide Owen! They're after him, right?"

"Don't say that out loud!" Jerry hissed. "We don't know how good her hearing is, either!"

"Oop! S-sorry." Demitri lowered his head, then pulled one of his tusks, ready to throw. "They're so far… I can't aim from here. Gahi was the one who guided them last time."

Gahi and Mhynt were still clashing in the air. Mhynt lacked wings, but she made up for it with platforms that appeared to be made of nothing but black haze. She didn't have any maneuvers otherwise, and Demitri wondered why this was the one they were so afraid of. The sword did look kind of scary, though. Did she kill a Honedge just to use it like that?

"Gahi!" Mispy suddenly fired a Solar Beam at him. The flash caught his attention and he weaved out of the way, which was just in time to dodge an upward slash from Mhynt.

"Oi! I don't need yer help!" Gahi shook his fist at Mispy, but then dodged out of the way of another slice. This one grazed his thigh, leaving a tiny trail of blood.

"Gahi! Watch out!"

Mhynt didn't move naturally. It was like some other force was moving her body, but nobody could see it. But Mispy's eyes were darting in odd directions, too.

"Mispy, what is it?" Demitri asked in a whisper.

"Something's… moving with her," Mispy said. "It's dark…"

"More of that dark power? What's it look like?"

Mispy shuddered, not wanting to look for long. "I don't know."

Gahi flew down, narrowly dodging another slash. He was losing his momentum. No matter how much he struck Mhynt, she didn't tire out. Every scratch he made closed up before she could even bleed. Every pummel that should have broken half the bones in her body only tossed her around like a dense bag of sand. Gahi was panicking. Demitri could feel it. They had to help. Maybe if they—

"Here." Gahi had appeared right in front of Demitri and handed him an apple. And in another blink, he was gone.

"Ga—"

They were clashing again, but Gahi had a more desperate look in his eyes. And that's when that playful look in the Flygon's movements had transitioned into something more primal. He was acknowledging what he verbally couldn't, and what the others were realizing… Mhynt really was stronger.

And she wasn't even trying.

She said something to Gahi in midair that made Gahi stumble.

"Like I'll tell you!" he shouted back.

Mhynt tilted her head. She seemed to be smiling, amused.

"Shut up! Y'don't know! I'm way too—"

Mhynt said something else, then gestured to Demitri, whose blood ran cold.

Gahi turned toward them and shouted, "Look out—"

Mispy suddenly pushed herself off the ground to look larger. "Gahi, up—"

A shadowy figure materialized above Gahi. The silhouette of a Sceptile. It smashed into Gahi's back, sending him tumbling into the ground. The Flygon wailed and roared, cut short when he hit the clay roads. Tiles clattered against tiles; a plume of smoke and debris obscured the state of Gahi's body, aside from the silhouette where he stood. Mhynt's small figure rushed toward it; Mispy, Demitri, and Jerry all fired at once, a Solar Beam, tusk, and rock flying toward her at the same time. Every single one was dodged.

She pulled her blade back—

"GAHI!"

—and plunged it into his spine.

His head jerked upward and he froze in place; Mhynt jammed the blade a little deeper, a faint glow radiating out of the impact site. Gahi's wings drooped and his arms went limp.

Mispy choked. "No…"

The sword trembled a little. As the dust settled, they saw Mhynt pushing the blade lodged into Gahi's back, her feet planted on his upright body like she was bracing for a climb. Her fingers wrapped tightly around the blade, and then, for an odd moment, she looked like she was bracing for something else.

Mhynt's eyes widened. "Ng—"

A bright light erupted from Gahi's back and Mhynt was jettisoned across town, into the outskirts, and against a tree. The blade followed, soaring so fast that its metal whistled in the air before landing with an audible thud. Mhynt shouted, but it had been cut short—the blade was lodged directly through her chest, into the wood behind her. She was pinned.

Gahi's body moved on its own and disappeared toward the rest of Team Alloy. He looked at the others unblinkingly, his wings twinkling with cosmic light. They were see-through, and his body darkened until it looked like a starry sky.

"Gahi? You… your back," Demitri pointed at the wound, which was slowly closing.

It was not Gahi, but the Unown inside of him.

"What?" Demitri blinked. "The Unown? Since when did—"

"Psychic Guardian," Mispy said. "They're still there?"

They were, and with Gahi's spirit taken away, the Unown took over. They had to get away and devise a strategy to rescue him.

"Wait, we need to get away?" Demitri repeated. "H-how are you—wait, you all heard that, right? Gahi isn't talking."

The Unown were communicating with them in their usual way, and they shouldn't be alarmed by it.

"I'm kind of alarmed," Demitri admitted.

There wasn't any time to waste. The Flygon gestured for them to follow, and then disappeared, because he had left further into town. They knew where Palkia and the others were.

"Wait!" Demitri shouted. "Ugh, this is weird…"

"Let's go," Mispy said, pursuing.

Demitri glanced at Mhynt, who was still pinned to the tree. Did she really take Gahi's spirit? How could they get him back?

"Even like that, I get the feeling she's still too strong to take on," Jerry said. "Let's go before she gets another one of us."


The Ice Orb's inner realm was starting to grow on Alex.

Yes, for a while his true, Dragon nature—and his preferred climate being the Fire Orb—made the Ice Orb nearly inhospitable to him. Perhaps it was psychological, or perhaps it was due to the nature of his spirit, but Alex had barely been able to move in the icy tundra for quite some time.

But now, his scales, and whole body, were transparent like the many other Pokémon that lived there. The bitter cold of the snow was like a welcome breeze, and now, he was nestled under a thick layer of soft snow. He wriggled, testing his six tendrils that made up his wings, and then flicked his tail.

Aside from the snow, it had been awfully quiet lately. He still wasn't adept enough at his new element. The other spirits that Step used for battle were much stronger. And so, the Hydreigon stayed behind, buried in snow with his thoughts.

"Do you really think Owen and Amia are okay?" Alex said softly to nobody. Perhaps to himself.

He pushed his left, smaller head forward, opening and closing the mouth like a puppet. "They're too strong to simply be killed, aren't they? They aren't in the spirit world. They must be fighting somewhere else."

This comforted Alex a little. He always did this if he was truly conflicted. Alex brought the right head forward next, making similar motions.

"But if they're sealed anywhere, it's in Hot Spot, amid all that darkness. If they're fighting, it's not a winning battle."

Alex whined a little. He didn't like the right head. But he also knew he spoke the reality he often tried to ignore.

"Xander, please," Alex said for the left head. "Can't we have some hope?"

"Only if that also includes action," Alex said for the right head, deepening his voice. "Look at us, moping around in the tundra!"

The left head nodded. "We'll do action, as soon as we—"

"—As soon as someone tells us? That Aggron doesn't take us at all seriously." The right head's face twisted into an annoyed snarl. "Meek as always, Alex."

The left head shrank away, as did Alex himself.

"Owen is out there, lost and confused, no doubt. And Amia… She's probably holding her own, but she could use our help, too." The right head stared the left head down.

The left head sank down. "We're usually just in her shadow…"

The right head glared. "What a better time to change than now?"

"Um, what are you doing?"

Alex shrieked and leapt out of his snow puff, spinning to face a Kommo-o standing only a few feet away. How had she come up so quietly? Behind her were two others of the same species, one a little smaller, and one much larger.

"A-ah, hello. I, er, um, I was just resting."

The largest Kommo-o, Ra and mate to Step, crossed his arms, his large, icy scales clanging dully. "I overheard that you were talking about trying to help out?"

The two daughters, Cent and Ana, seemed pensive.

"To be honest," Cent, the larger one, said, "trying to clear a safe route from here to the other side of the spirit realm would be nice, but even Hecto is saying we shouldn't bother because of how strangely the aura sea is flowing."

"Sorry about your family, um, by the way," Ana added.

Cent and Ra both glanced worriedly at the smaller Kommo-o.

"Um, we won't bring it up if you don't want us to," Cent added.

"It's fine, it's… well, it's not fine, but I appreciate the concern. I just don't know where to begin with trying to find them. How is planning for the assault on Hot Spot going?"

"Mobilizing is taking a while." Ra huffed. "We're growing impatient, too."

"I suppose I'm the same way." Alex poked his two smaller heads together. "Ohh… I just wish I wasn't so…"

"Meek?" Ana asked, repeating what the right head's commentary.

"Unaccustomed?" Cent asked, gesturing to his icy body.

"You don't have to say it," Alex muttered, floating a little lower. "I'm not even used to this species in general sometimes. I haven't used it for combat in such a long time…"

"Right." Ra frowned. "Despite this being your original form, why did you choose a Magmortar, of all things?"

"Well—similar arms, for one, and it's used to the fire…" Heads and cannons weren't quite the same, but they were reminiscent. He did miss flying, though. But he also enjoyed not having to fear Amia's Fae element… Ah! He shouldn't call it that. Old terms. Fairy.

"You alright?" Cent asked. "You're kinda…"

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry." Alex shook all three heads. "I'm all out of sorts. I don't really like this body but I know that I'm ultimately better in it for fighting."

"How come?" Ana asked.

"Y-you don't have to answer if you don't want to," Cent added again.

"Oh," Alex said with a sigh, "it's really okay. I'm just not proud of my father's lineage. I suppose at some point I made the decision to change what I looked like to defy it. Silly when I say it out loud…"

"Oh. Daddy issues." Ana nodded. "I get it."

"Ana, please," Cent begged in a whisper.

Ra rubbed his forehead.

"I'm, um, I'm sorry for your dad," Cent went on. "It's… fine, right? Your dad isn't around anymore?"

"Goodness, no." Alex shook his heads. "He's long dead. And g-good riddance, at that." He felt awful for saying it, and the brief fire that burned in his chest felt like it'd melt him. "He's… he was truly an awful person. I'd rather not get into it. But he held great power, the—he was the Fire Guardian, once."

The three all flinched.

"What?" Ra whispered. "But is your mate not the Fire Guardian? How did she acquire it?"

"Well… typically, to extract an Orb, you must kill the host."

"Then, your father is within the Fire Orb, or did he leave afterward?" Ra asked.

"No duh he left," Ana said. "I bet Amia rejected him the second she gained control."

"She didn't need to," Alex replied, feeling his mood plummet. "I'm not really sure what happened. But somehow, he'd been killed, and Amia took the power before anyone else could. After that… we fled."

"…Fled?" Cent said. "Why?"

"There were a lot of people after that power," Alex said, "as I'm sure you know. Whole wars had been fought over them in the past… Though I don't think you were aware?"

"I kept to myself per Star's advice," Ra said. "It was… lonely. But if the alternative was war…"

"How big was the war?" Cent asked. "How long ago was it?"

"Centuries," Alex said. "So much was lost… We had to go into hiding before it got out of hand."

"What stopped it?" Cent leaned forward like a journalist getting a big scoop. "I don't think I was around for this."

"This… feels familiar," Ra said, "but I don't remember, either. Too long ago, perhaps…"

Alex shook his head. "I don't know what stopped it. I was only a small part of something that ravaged the whole world. Civilizations and settlements wiped from Kilo. We probably don't even follow the same calendar system after something like that…"

"But this war—it was over the Orbs?"

"Yes. A-and…" Alex hesitated. "And… my father was the lord of the losing side, so to speak. N-no… there were not really any winners here. But in the end, my father lost his power, and the southern area off Kilo was fragmented from its former kingdom."

A beat of silence passed over as the three considered Alex's words. Then, Ana blurted, "Hang on a second! That means you're a PRINCE?!"

"Don't… please do not call me that," Alex begged. "I truly don't want that."

"Oh, um. Right, sorry. It just—"

"I don't really think Ana gets it, but we won't call you that," Cent promised. "Right, Ana?"

She nodded, and then said, "So, that means your father was the southern king way back when?"

"Yes. I don't really know if my lineage survived for very long, but I was not the only child. I'm certain that darkness carried on…"

"Um. Darkness?" Cent asked. "As in… the same darkness above Hot Spot right now?"

"It feels similar," Alex admitted. "I don't know. It's been so long. Perhaps this is a new darkness, or something related to what my father had. Passed on by blood, I—"

"But your spirit doesn't seem all that dark," Ana said. "What gives?"

"Anam took it away from me," Alex said. "Amia and I fled from the kingdom after my father was slain. And we took the Fire Orb with us. And for a while, we remained in hiding, hoping to not be detected or found by anyone. And goodness, we were good at hiding. But… Anam had a sense for darkness. When we met, we had a talk, and he asked me if I wanted to be rid of that power. I… don't really know what kind of power it was, but, oh, I was more than happy to get rid of it if it had anything to do with my father."

"Anam was able to purify you?"

"I think so. Just as he was able to seal Dungeons and make them safe to traverse. So… I suppose that's how we became involved with the Hearts."

"I see…" Ra nodded. "Very… interesting. I did not know this about Anam."

"For some reason, he never talked about it much," Alex said. "Still… oh, I've rambled…"

"Well, regardless," Ra said, "I hope this shame of your species won't hinder you when we put it to use. Perhaps we can train, Dragon to Dragon."

"I, er, perhaps." Alex shrank at Ra's glare. "I-I mean, yes! I definitely would like to train under you. I, er, oh, dear, I don't know where to begin…"

"Hmhh." Ra gestured to Cent and Ana, who went left and right. "We'll start with some basic sparring to get your fighting instincts active. We'll train you in the traditional Dragon way."

"Oh, I see. Er. Traditional Dragon way. What does that mean, specifically? I do not believe we are from the same regions…"

"You'll learn. Are you ready?" The icy Kommo-o entered a battle stance.

"Um! Ah! Right now? We're beginning training now?"

"Yes."

Ra socked Alex in the jaw, spiraling him across the tundra.


Hakk emerged from his rudely destroyed home and checked the damage of the street where he lived. Somehow, only his house had been damaged in all that carnage, even if parts of the road had also been destroyed. Annoying. At least Xypher wasn't hurt. He wasn't sure about his tech, but he could at least replace those with time.

"Xypher, let's get out of here before—oh, come on." Hakk spotted a bunch of guards gathering around Mhynt, who was pinned against a tree by her own bla—

"Holy—"

Hakk cursed several times, rubbing his eyes as if he'd been hallucinating. No, that was it. Mhynt was stuck against a tree, pinned by her own blade. She was reaching for the hilt, but he couldn't tell what her expression was like. Morbid curiosity drove him closer.

Xypher, finally outside, cawed at Hakk.

"It's alright. She's stuck," Hakk said. "I need to see this."

And a crowd was gathering anyway. If she broke free, he could scatter with the rest of them. He knew the way around, and from the outskirts, there was an easy way to escape while the others fled in the open.

They only got close enough to hear what they were saying. It was easy since nobody dared make too much noise while in her presence.

"Well, this is annoying," Mhynt muttered. She reached for the hilt again. "Curse these short arms…"

Hakk dared get a little closer until he could see the basics of her expression. Narrow eyes, gritted teeth, and the sword glowed a little. She really was stuck. Dark energy coursed through her arms in spirals, fizzling out when it tried to leave her scales. Something was sealing it away. Hakk had seen this before—her method of attacking by summoning the spirits of those she'd absorbed. That was the rumor, and apparently there was also a Legend or two. How much was true? Could he find out? Did he want to find out?

But it was how she was so strong. How she could do that, he didn't know… but he didn't want to be her next victim, either.

Most of the crowd was civilians. Several guards were telling them to disperse, but this unprecedented situation left them lingering. And who could blame them? Mhynt was their superior, yes, under only the Void King in terms of authority. And there she was, pinned and helpless. South Null Village didn't view Cipher City in the most favorable light, either. What were they going to do?

"Someone." Mhynt had been glaring at them, the words at the tip of her tongue, yet she'd hesitated until now. Perhaps swallowing her pride? Something about that forced Hakk to hide a smirk. "If someone could remove this blade…"

Nobody moved. They all hesitated.

Mhynt growled again. "Now," she snapped.

Hakk's claws twitched into a fist, but he didn't move. He felt even more frozen than his breath. Just being around her made the air cool over his spikes, ready to snap into frost at a moment's notice. This was Mhynt, the strongest hand of Alexander, pinned to a tree. What if they—

"ATTACK!" shouted a nearby Espeon, followed by a wave of psionic energy warping the light around Mhynt. The rest of the idiots followed, blasts of water, fire, electricity, rocks, everything all at once concentrated on Mhynt. Several of them missed wildly; it was all topped off by a Hyper Beam where Mhynt was still pinned to the tree, which was amazingly sturdy. Hakk didn't know why until he saw several vines curling around and reinforcing the trunk thanks to a nearby Venusaur.

Unsurprisingly, Mhynt was still there, the blade still in her chest, and the Treecko still pinned to the tree. She was dripping with water. Lingering elemental energy danced around her body, dissipating into the tree behind her.

"If one of you removes this blade from my chest," Mhynt said, her lungs completely undaunted by the obstruction, "I will pretend that didn't just happen."

Hakk was positive at least a few of the guards were looking for a way to run, now. Tails between their legs, ears pinned behind their heads… What happened to all that bravado?

"You."

Her gaze pierced right through him. Hakk stiffened and gulped. Gods, was she looking right at him? She was! Why? Why him? No—it was because he'd been there when Gahi was—curse that Flygon!

"Come here."

All eyes were on him, now. He could turn around. Ignore it. Walk away. But then he'd be dead later. Dead now, dead later? Maybe Mhynt would be in a good mood because he hadn't tried to attack her.

Just to survive. He just had to survive another day, and then another. This was the next step. And so, the icy Sandslash approached, his legs like lead.

"Pull the sword out?" Hakk asked.

"Yes. Thank you."

He was going to regret this. There was no way he wouldn't. But he already had his claws over the hilt and, after pushing away one final doubt, and ignoring all the Pokémon that were staring at him, he tugged.

It was really jammed in there. He grunted and pulled a little harder, sticking his foot on the trunk behind Mhynt. "Nnnngh! What did you do to get pinned like this?!"

"I'm still trying to figure that out myself."

"Well, just remember, I was the one who helped—agh!" The lifeless Honedge broke free and Hakk tumbled onto his spikes, wincing. "Ugh. There. H-happy?"

The blade lifted out of his hands, but not because Mhynt had grabbed it. It was floating on its own. Mhynt, still with a large wound in her chest, stepped forward. Darkness poured from the wound, and within her body seemed to be a core of golden light sealing itself away.

"Yes," Mhynt said.

The blade spun until its point was aimed at his chest.

Hakk couldn't react in time. "Wait—"

Hakk jolted and stiffened, trying to gasp, but it wasn't working. He heard the crowd shriek and he looked down at the blade plunged into his chest. It didn't hurt. Why didn't it hurt? He felt warm. Too warm. His vision was going dark, and something tugged at his torso.

Then, nothing.

He was falling. He couldn't hear anymore, and he only had a body because he remembered what having one felt like. He flexed his claws, and it didn't feel real, even though he was sure he could.

He couldn't breathe, but he also didn't need to. In this endless darkness, the only thing he saw was a slim Flygon floating in the void. The Flygon crossed his arms, looking pensive and irritable, floating in a slow rotation. Their eyes met.

Gahi snorted, looking off.

Hakk snarled back. "You're an idiot, you know that?"

Gahi dug his claws into his arm. They were intangible, and it seemed like they pressed far more than they should have. Despite this, he did not bleed. "So?"

But before Hakk could respond, another tugging motion pulled him up and away. Gahi rapidly became nothing but a distant, green speck of light.

And then he was standing again, taking his first breath, staggering forward before catching himself. "What? What happened? I—" He felt his chest. Bruised beneath his fur. But there was an odd color there, some mark. It looked like a star.

Mhynt cleared her throat. "Your help is appreciated."

"Gah!" Hakk jumped away, then blinked when he realized he had to look down quite far to see the Treecko. "What? When did you get so small?"

"Try again."

Hakk looked himself over, marveling at how everything suddenly looked a few heads shorter. He felt a little heavier… but the strength in his movements made him light as a feather.

"Where is Owen?" Mhynt asked.

"Uh?"

"Owen. That is your first assignment under my command. Get him, bring him to me, and we can work from there."

The guards and civilians—those who remained, at least—watched with their breaths held. Hakk knew that they only didn't move because they didn't want to attract Mhynt's attention, like she was some motion-based predator.

"So, what, that's it? Just like that, I'm under your authority?"

"You always have. The difference now is I'm giving you direct orders."

"Fair." Hakk still didn't like it. He rubbed at his chest. "What's this supposed to be?"

"The mark of Necrozma. I have his power. Now, you have a hint of it as well. …The growth is a side effect."

"You don't say." Hakk tried to get used to his new size, unnerved at how he made the ground rumble a little more than he was used to after so many centuries being the same.

Mhynt still regarded him with that cold, indifferent stare. She tapped her foot. "Are you going, or not?"

"I'm thinking, I'm thinking," Hakk growled back. "You know, I don't really like this whole recruitment thing."

"You don't need to like it. You just need to understand that you have to."

"Or what?"

Mhynt tilted her blade.

"Okay, okay! Geez, it was rhetorical." Hakk steadied his heart, then looked down at her chest. Defiance was welling up inside him, though. He wasn't going to let this Treecko get control of him without a fight. "I think this mark thing is pretty stupid, though. It gets in the way."

"A slightly different color gets in the way?" Mhynt frowned.

"Yeah. Now people are gonna ask, and that'll blow my cover, won't it?"

"Hm, perhaps you're right," Mhynt said, though her tone hadn't changed in the slightest. "Do you want it somewhere else?"

"Yeah, how about the same place you can kiss?" Hakk snapped, stomping his foot. "Why do you think some threats are gonna—" An electric feeling forced him to crouch and clutch at his chest. It had lasted only a second. When he looked down, the mark was gone. "What did—"

"I put it where you wanted me to kiss." Mhynt smiled wryly, crossing her arms.

Hakk flinched and felt around his mouth, like the color would have a different texture.

"Try again."

Hakk snarled. "You b—"

"Pray I don't change it further." Mhynt's glare intensified. "Is there anything else you want, or are we through here?"

Hakk gritted his teeth, frosty air circling around his spikes. But before he could continue with his death sentence, he heard a squawk from far away. A Pokémon had bumped into Xypher, and he was trying to stay calm. The Corviknight kept muttering apologies and bowed frantically.

He'd stared for too long; Mhynt had followed his gaze. Cursing under his breath, he looked back at Mhynt and said, "Don't… hurt him."

Mhynt stared up at Hakk and tilted her head, inquisitive.

"…Please."

And she continued to stare, calculating, thinking. Then, she closed her eyes and nodded. "Understood."

Some sort of caveat or snide remark was the next thing Hakk was expecting, but when none came, he hesitantly stepped away and said, "Well… okay. I'll go find Owen."

He didn't know why she couldn't just do it herself.

Wait, if he was trying not to be obvious, why was he twice as big?!

Before he had the chance to question it, Mhynt was already gone.






119. The Light of Hope


Chapter 109 – The Light of Hope

Rhys stood at the top of the Thousand Hearts HQ, ready to address them now that he was back at full strength. Countless questions were flitting about, and he had a whole paper of them to answer, as well as notes for each one to guide him. Elder stood next to him, the giant Torkoal surveying the crowd with an anxious hum.

"You don't suppose they will reject your assurances, Rhys?" Elder asked.

As he spoke, a nearby Infernape, slightly transparent, stepped past Rhys to light the nighttime lanterns. Its orange glow flickered against the cool evening darkness. From the top of the stairway, similar lights dotted the wide, wide path that led all the way to the town square. The glowing eyes of nocturnal Pokémon stared back at him, blinking, occasionally looking at one another. Waiting for him to talk. But it wasn't time yet.

"They might, but I have to try." He sighed, running a claw over no line, just the paper itself. The words wouldn't mean anything to him until he started talking. To what was rapidly looking like all of Kilo in his mind. Or all that was left.

No, he couldn't think like that. Even with Waypoints ruined and most supply chains disrupted, there were surely other patches of civilization out there holding their own. Villages and towns and settlements that didn't rely on Kilo Village or its network for everything. They were few and spread far, but they were smart. Pokémon were smart. Especially the ones of this world.

"Where are they?" Rhys muttered, looking to the left.

"They had to wrap up a report from another of their rescues." Elder nodded at the Infernape, who made a wave goodbye before evaporating in a flurry of blue embers. "But if Roh was just here, that means Manny must be nearby."

Rhys wished the Infernape had at least told them. "Right. Mm. I can start without them. Most of this is good news anyway." Relatively speaking. His empty platitudes of hope and perseverance were no longer bluster. Kilo Village had finally stabilized after a moon of uncertainty and decline.

The hospitals were no longer beyond capacity. Injuries were frequent but manageable. Several Pokémon abandoned their old careers and took up a new passion of helping others with all they could. Those with innate healing abilities shined the most.

Of course, the lowered demand was also because so many Pokémon had succumbed to their injuries. Mutants had run rampant, but they, too, were neutralized. And from what Arceus told them, unlike all the other times, they weren't reincarnating. They were gone.

The lives that had been lost due to the world's collapse were impossible to estimate, even now that the initial crisis was over. Communication lines were severed. They had no way of knowing if, for example, Pyrock had been abandoned, killed off, or maintaining themselves in isolation. But for Kilo Village alone, of those who had been rescued or saved, the dents in their populations were a literal decimation. That did not bode well for settlements less equipped.

But he couldn't focus on that. Low morale would only increase casualties. His speech was to show them all that despite the state of the world, they had a path forward.

"Oi, sorry fer that."

A muscular Lucario with fairy wings approached with a firm nod. "Rescued survivors over at Centi River. Lots."

"They're fine?"

"'T's why I took so long."

A Joltik hopped onto Manny's head. "Five people called me a hero! How many times have you been called one, huh?" She raised her body threateningly.

"Enough, enough." Rhys waved them off. "I think it's time I get to announcing. Thank you for coming, Manny, Willow. Please stand here while this happens…"

"Fer confidence?" Manny asked, crossing his arms while folding his fairy wings back.

"Essentially."

With Manny and Willow standing nearby on one side, and Elder firmly planted on his other, Rhys felt ready.

The audience's murmurs died down and even more of those glowing nocturnal eyes were on him, watching and waiting like a sea of tired stars.

The Lucario produced a small orb from his bag, one of the few that were made in the recovering industry. This one was simple, making his voice louder, now that the amplifiers they had once used had lost their enchantments.

A gentle warmth from Elder helped him break through with his first word, and the rest followed.

"Thank you," Rhys began, "everyone, for all of your hard work this past moon. It was not without the efforts of everyone here that we were able to stabilize Kilo Village and rescue countless Pokémon from the brink of death and societal collapse."

The murmurs had come to a complete stop. Now, they were all listening in total silence. His voice, amplified by the orb in his hands, would only be able to carry across Kilo Village for a short while. He had to make this speech count.

"Our work is far from over, but the initial storm has passed. Yotta Outskirts has been recovered with minimal casualties, and a supply chain of berries, grain, and other essential foods has been established along a secure trade route. The survivors of Milli Town and many others like it have been welcomed with open arms into our stronghold here on Kilo Mountain. Dungeons have been guarded to keep wandering souls from getting lost within. And thanks to the good graces of Arceus Himself, Dark Matter is unable to advance beyond his vortex to the north, nor can the shadows beyond the horizon come any closer to our homeland.

"We have stabilized."

No objections and no murmurs. Rhys saw in the eyes of his audience equal parts hope and exhaustion. They needed direction and the idea that the end of their struggles would be over. That helpless feeling couldn't win over the hope to press on.

But they also had to stop and reflect. If they didn't allow that, they would burn out.

"This newfound stability did not come without a cost. Many of us have perished during this new era, and some perished to save many more souls that are still with us today. We all know… at least one person important to us that we have lost. Those that we wished still here today to enjoy what will be a better tomorrow.

"For those who have been lost… let us now have a moment of silence."

Rhys lowered his head, clearing his mind. He used this time to consider the second half of his speech. He was surprised at how deafening the silence had suddenly become. Even the lanterns that dotted the walls had quieted down.

Several important Pokémon had made their way to the front in their respective spots. There was Incineroar Phol, the keystone leadership of the medical facilities, who had risen not because of his natural abilities as a healer, which he lacked, but his clear dedication to organizing a once overwhelmed infrastructure. There was Smeargle Angelo, the multitalented but meek descendant of one of the strongest Hearts of modern history, barring the Elites and Mystics among their ranks. There was Team Alight, Spice and Leo and the rest of their team, as well as so many Hearts who had gone above and beyond to protect their fellow Pokémon. And then, he turned his gaze to the mutants who had come from Trina's former abode. Compared to the implied army that she had once held, more than half had gone missing. He could only hope they were lost, waiting to be rediscovered.

Ani, the Meganium parallel to Mispy, was notably missing, but Rhys was not surprised by that. As one of the best healers left in the world, she was hard at work at the hospital, no doubt tending to the Pokémon Manny had returned.

That silence was enough.

"We can only hope that they have found peace across the aura sea," Rhys said, and while that was possibly reassuring to the Pokémon of Kilo, Rhys had a sinking feeling that it was not true.

"But now that we have made it so far together to bring the world back from the brink, it is time now to seize what we once had. And to do that, our greatest and strongest have all been prepared and briefed on what their next mission will be."

As he spoke, several Hearts straightened their backs and firmed their stances. Spice and Leo turned around to face the crowd. They both held dull badges, no longer imbued with the power of Heart of Hearts Anam, but symbolic nonetheless of their drive to carry on his wishes. Phol held a badge, now. It was new and shiny, and he looked reluctant to have it in his hands, but he held it nonetheless. His tail thumped against Angelo's back, and the black-brushed Smeargle jolted and stood with him. He, too, had a badge. His father, Rhys was sure, would be proud. And then Har, Lygo, and Ax, the mutant parallels to Team Alloy, turned around next, all three of them with the same emblems in their hands. Several in the audience cast them wary, reluctant stares, but the three stood strong and resolute.

"These elite and many Hearts like them will be spearheading assaults against Dark Matter to drive him to the void from where he came. Our top researchers are finding solutions to push back against the dark storms covering the world as we speak, and our elite fighters are on standby to put our mission into action. Arceus, too, is prepared to give everything to save our world.

"And I ask of you all, while we prepare for our most important mission yet, to do what you can at home during your daily lives. Support your neighbor and those in mourning. Conserve your resources and share excess with the needy. And most importantly, remember to care for yourself and those around you, no matter their origins, appearances, or powers. Our hearts shall beat as one."

It felt like the world's eyes were on Rhys. What was left of the world. And then, their eyes trailed to one another, a few glancing toward the mutants that had aligned with them. Others looked at the Hearts, who were tired but resolute. And then, as Rhys' aura sensors twitched behind him, he could tell that many of them were hardened. And this fed into his own confidence. He stood even straighter and took a breath.

"A thousand hands, a single heart, working and beating as one."

Tense silence. Rhys pressed onward. He had to ignite that hope.

"Unite the lands, from worlds apart, until our battles are done."

There were a few murmurs. Those ripples spread as hesitant Pokémon followed the more eager ones. Their voices picked up…

"We serve Kilo and all its parts. Under one name: The Thousand Hearts!"

The sky rumbled. Surprised cries and yelps rippled across the audience, followed by shouts to look north. Even Nate, the great leviathan curled around Kilo Village, turned his many eyes to the sudden light that sailed over the horizon.

The streams came from Destiny Tower to the east, bombarding the dark vortex above Hot Spot. The storm fizzled and shrank, snapping rumbles leaving bright, golden waves in the sky. By the time it was over, the vortex was less than half its size, having crept larger and larger over the course of several days.

Awe washed over the crowd, and then, starting with a few enthusiastic Pokémon, cheers spread next. And then more, and more stomps and roars, flames and sparks and beams of energy tearing through the sky, the same beams that had driven away the darkness just one moon ago.

Manny punched Rhys on the shoulder, smirking. "Looks like we've got work ter do," he said. "Go on, wave at 'em."

He'd nearly forgotten. Rhys held his arm up and waved at the crowd, bowing and firing a small Aura Sphere into the sky. A sign of power, the light of hope. The applause only grew, and Rhys felt that now was the time to take his leave.

As he retreated into the Heart HQ, a voice echoed in his head.

Did that help? Arceus asked, and Rhys was positive he could hear a wry smile.

Rhys found himself mirroring the expression. Immensely.


"And you killed the human because you feared for your life?" Alakazam asked, his gaze stone-like.

"Yes." Owen curled his tail forward, displaying his flame in a gesture of honesty. "And my human's life."

The Charizard looked to his left, where Tim was sitting up in a hospital bed and talking quietly with a police officer, wrapped in bandages while drinking a bitter tonic.

"Did, at any point, the human try to run away from you?"

"Yes."

Alakazam's expression cracked a little, like he didn't want to hear that answer. He glanced at Owen's tail, then back at his face. Owen felt a dull pressure in his forehead. Alakazam was trying to read his mind to see if it had been a lie, which was odd. He'd given the honest answer, and he knew the answer wasn't favorable.

"When running," Alakazam said, "did you think he was going to try to hurt you again?"

"No. But maybe my human."

"Did you feel provoked into attacking?"

"Yes. They were trying to kill us."

"If you could do it all over again, would you have killed him?"

Owen hesitated. He remembered that terrified look in the human's eyes as the light left them and his face grew rapidly paler. He remembered that metallic taste in his mouth, that sticky feeling on his scales. Tim's frantic look when he'd pulled Owen away from the human, who had been grasping at his wounds in futility. Ayame catching up with Ire, covering her mouth in shock.

And he remembered that they had no idea where the rest of his team was.

"I might have," Owen said.

Alakazam stared for a while longer, like he was waiting for Owen to elaborate. But he didn't. He didn't know. He still didn't know if he regretted it. That human probably had friends and family. He probably had Pokémon that looked up to him. And maybe, just maybe, he wasn't a terrible person like he'd been for the few minutes he'd known him.

But he also tried to take Ire away, just like all his teammates. His friends. And he tried to kill Tim.

Burning fury roiled in the back of his mind. It was only when Alakazam spoke again that he broke out of it.

"Would you," Alakazam said, "ever do it again?"

More uncomfortable silence. Would he do it again? Was there a reason to do it again? …Yes, there certainly was. If he ran into someone who would try to steal from Tim again, or from Ayame, or anyone.

But he also knew Alakazam was looking for specific answers. Owen wasn't helping. If he gave the wrong ones, what was going to happen to him?

"Only in self-defense," Owen replied. "If the life of my human is threatened again. That's fair, isn't it?"

"It is." Alakazam said, and while he seemed to be staying neutral, it was clear that the answer gave him some relief. He asked another question, "Do you hate humans?"

"Humans like them," Owen said simply. "But Tim isn't like that."

"Okay." Alakazam stepped back, then looked at his human, who had finished talking to Tim some time ago. They stepped aside and spoke to one another, nodding quietly, and then the officer wrote something down. After confirming, she looked to Tim.

"Alakazam says that Charizard is shaken, but not any danger to civilians. But… we're going to recommend therapy. For both of you. It'll be provided, and I'm also going to make sure you guys get protection against that organization you infiltrated. You're probably a known target. Which means… well, if we get approval, we don't really know if you'll be safe in Kanto anymore."

Not safe in Kanto? Where would they go? How powerful were these humans if even the police didn't know how to handle them?

"But—but what about—I had a journey to go through, a… I was part of the program for, I…"

"Like I said, we're going to see. Right now, you need rest."

And after a few other things were taken care of, the officer left, and Owen and Tim remained in their room. The shock hadn't really registered until then, and even now, Owen didn't totally understand what that officer was talking about.

Sometime later, maybe a whole hour, Tim started crying.


"Goodness! This Treecko sounds like an extremely powerful Pokémon. Imagine how strong she would be as a Sceptile!"

Palkia tapped his claws together excitedly. His tail flicked against the pristine walls of Dialga's chamber, and several rocks meant to accent the false mountainous environment rotated around Palkia's head like moons. Palkia didn't seem to be taking this with the same gravity as everyone else was.

"I don't think this is something to be excited about," Demitri said. "We need to run before she gets Owen! He's—just an apple. He can't defend himself…"

"Well, I think our first order of business is finding a way to transform him back," Palkia said. "Unfortunately, I don't have that kind of power at my disposal, nor does Dialga. And if this is power from Leph, I do not think anybody can very easily override it short of Mew or Arceus themselves. And Necrozma, too… but as we know, he isn't available at the moment."

Gahi's body had his head pressed against the apple.

"Still talking to Owen?" Demitri asked.

The Unown were, and Owen was a little disoriented at a new voice speaking to him. He did claim to have a plan. The Unown themselves, however, did not have the reality-altering powers necessary to override Leph. Unown were able to replicate such powers, but not now.

"Wait, that's right!" Demitri perked up. "Mispy, didn't we read about a story once about how Unown and Arceus are kind of related?"

They were. Unown could link their auras together with some of the greatest efficiencies, to the point where large numbers of them could replicate the powers of Legends themselves, like false Hands.

"Ahh, that's true. The Hands are not the only form of reality-bending powers. All Pokémon have some of that, to an extent." Palkia leaned against a nearby boulder, which toppled over. He hopped away, shrugging at the glare Dialga shot him. "But I suppose with that option also off the table, perhaps we can work within the bounds of what we have. Owen is an apple. If we channel more power into him, can he return to his former self on his own? He can use Protect, albeit limited. His power isn't entirely gone."

"He's also the Grass Guardian," Demitri said. "So, what if—"

This was related to Owen's idea.

"What?" Mispy looked at Gahi. "What did… he want?"

It was a similar idea to what Haxorus might have been thinking of. He needed a source of power, and the help of Dialga, Zena, and Eon.

Zena, who had been pensive and staring at the apple, flinched at the sound of her name. "Me? What could I do?"

"Where is Eon, anyway?" Jerry asked, looking around. "I thought he was with you."

"I am."

The tiny voice startled Jerry and he looked down. "Oh."

"I've… had a lot on my mind."

It was an Applin. The little fruity dragon, nestled within the shell of an apple, looked up at the Aerodactyl apologetically.

"You know, that Impostor thing is pretty rough," Jerry commented.

"I know."

The Unown waited for the others to stop talking.

"Oh, right. What was Owen's plan, then?" Jerry asked, looking at the apple.

Power from Eon, water from Zena, fertile ground, and a lot of time.

"...No." Jerry pointed at the apple. "His brain's applesauce. Don't listen to him. We aren't about to—"

"Oh, that would work," Palkia suddenly said. "At least, it might. Better than what we currently have planned. That is to say, nothing."

The Unown were keen on trying to get things started now before Mhynt caught up to them.

Someone knocked on Dialga's door.

The Unown had a feeling it wouldn't be friendly, but it did not feel like Mhynt.

"I guess we have to check anyway," Demitri said, glancing at the others. "Um… Who wants to answer?"

Palkia was about to suggest it, but Latias smacked him on the thigh. "It can't be us! That would give us away."

"Well, I don't see myself hiding very easily," Palkia said.

"Just-hide in the corner or something!" Latias urged, then motioned for Jerry to answer.

"What? Why me?!"

"Hey! Open up!"

"Oh, it's just Hakk." Demitri sighed, relieved. "Okay, we can answer."

Gahi's body took on a cautious stance anyway, legs tense and galaxy wings flaring to life.

"Hey, is it just me, or does Hakk's voice sound a little deeper?" Demitri asked just as Jerry opened the door, revealing a Sandslash that had gone through quite a growth spurt.

"H-Hakk!" Jerry hopped away. "You, uh, since when can Sandslash learn Growth?"

"Is that a southern thing?" Demitri asked. "Pretty sure Sandslash are usually, you know, sandy. Maybe this is—"

"Listen, I don't really know what's going on, but can you just hand over the apple?" Hakk interrupted, holding out a hand. "Mhynt sort of… needs it. Needs Owen. And if that's gonna be what gets her out of here, better sooner than later, alright?"

"If we refuse?" Mispy slid between Hakk and the Unown controlling Gahi's body.

"Uh." Hakk looked at Mispy, then at Gahi's body, then the literal Legends behind him, and he likely realized that he stood no chance. "Okay, hey, you don't have to spell it out to me," Hakk growled at the Flygon. "And what's with the new look? That more of that… whatever you guys have going on?"

"Leave." Mispy loomed over Hakk.

"Or what, plant?"

Several of Mispy's vines split open into mouths.

Wordlessly, Hakk spun on his feet and walked out of the room.

After he left, and closed the door behind him, the group silently agreed that he was about to report to Mhynt. Hakk was under her command for one reason or another and probably didn't have much of a choice. The fact that he hadn't even put up a real fight meant he was only doing the bare minimum. But that also meant Mhynt would be coming next, since Hakk knew where they were.

"Right." Demitri looked at the Unown. "Can you do anything to, um, hide us?"

Mhynt would easily detect the Unown. There was someone who could help. She was in the corner of the room. She was going to attack Hakk, but when he turned around, she stopped.

Heads turned to an empty corner between two large boulders. Mispy closed her eyes and scanned it, only to see more nothing. When Mispy shook her head, the Unown explained that the illusion had distorted just before the strike, and it was a Zoroark.

"Wait—Enet?" Demitri said. "Enet! It's alright—you can show yourself!"

"Lucky," Mispy remarked.

It was brief, but Zena, Mispy, and Demitri all gathered around her to ask how she was doing, and the Zoroark looked pleased with herself. She growled and nudged against Zena, nipping at a ribbon in greeting. Zena, a little unnerved, smiled and patted her on the head.

"How did you even get here?" Demitri asked.

Enet came with Mhynt. The fact that she attacked Hakk meant she wasn't aligned with her. Probably.

"Okay, so we can hide from Mhynt. Let's not waste any time and try whatever stupid idea Owen has, because it's better than standing around here and waiting. Alright? Where do we have to go? What's a good power source?"

The Unown had been observing from within Gahi for a while and knew a good place to start.


The Unown called out to Owen, informing him that they were nearing the central pillar of Null Village.

Okay. Thank you. Do you think this will work?

It was likely, eventually.

What?

No reply. Owen was getting really sick of not being able to see. Everything was cold and stiff; he had nothing to move and yet he felt cramped. Gahi had been dropping him and he was pretty sure, based on Gahi's worried questions before getting replaced by his Unown, that he'd accidentally punctured parts of his skin at some point. He hadn't felt a thing.

The most Owen had felt was a jostling sensation when Mispy had knocked the apple away from Gahi's mouth which, after some interrogation, had been because Gahi forgot he was holding him, not a regular apple.

But even then, Owen hadn't felt anything. Was that good? Was that bad? The most he could do was try to wiggle, and even that had faded out.

Which meant he was probably something deeper in the apple. Was he a seed? Wonderful.

Being in total darkness, Owen had taken to meditation. Getting back some of those memories was nice. Occasionally, he felt flashes of seeing something, or someone, or perhaps hearing them. He wasn't sure if he could hallucinate if he didn't have a proper brain anymore. It must have been a manifestation of his Mysticism. Unfortunately, he could still not tap into Klent, Amelia, or the other Grass spirits, but he could feel their presence. Despite being unable to hear them, he felt comforted anyway. He occasionally sent them thankful thoughts.

They have arrived at the pillar.

Okay, plant me at the base and have Eon try to channel energy from the pillar into me. Just a little. It won't take too much energy, right?

That was doubtful.

Owen missed talking to Gahi. The way he spoke was always so casual and comforting. These Unown felt like they didn't have any sense of tone to them; it was practically a thought in his head. A thought that wasn't his. Creepy. Did he even have a head? Was the seed his head or his body? Maybe this was how Jerry had felt when he lost his body…

Owen had given the plans to the Unown, and with any luck, he'd have enough power to get away from Mhynt. As an apple, he had a lot of time to think and plan for a lot of scenarios and thank goodness Gahi realized he could talk to him so he could stay updated. It wasn't totally hopeless. First, he needed to stop being an apple, and chances were whatever Aster did wasn't going to be easy to reverse.

It was silly. But it was all he had. He was the Grass Guardian. He had total manipulation of plants and his element. He could summon spirits. He could even change his form. If he had enough power and time, could he do the same now?

There was an odd, tingling sensation on what Owen could only assume was the equivalent of his back. What's happening? No response. Anxiety started to build within his fruity core. Hello? 

The Unown assured him that everything was okay. Mhynt was nearby, but she could not see them.

Then, all was quiet, and a few seconds later, the Unown asked Owen how long it had been since they'd last talked.

What? You just talked to me.

This was good, because Dialga had tried something on Owen's body, but thankfully not his spirit. And now, Owen had to brace for the next step.

The former Charmander wanted to enter his usual meditative stance, then, but he had no eyes to close, no legs to cross, and no flame to quell. It had to be something purely mental. Ease his mind, steady his spirit...

He felt hot. Too hot. Energy flowed through him with nowhere to go but up and out. He wanted to shout or yelp but that, too, had no way to escape. Flashes of white filled his vision after what had once been total darkness. Images of familiar faces surrounded him. He saw the outline of Dialga, Mispy, and Demitri, their auras, the flames of their life force radiating like little, anxious infernos. Zena was there, too, channeling energy toward him in the form of a rapid beam of water. He saw Enet, but her aura was all around them—that was her illusions, suppressing detection from anyone else. He saw an aura he only recognized from ancient memories—Palkia.

Jerry looked worriedly to his left, where a Treecko was walking toward them. She didn't seem aware of them, but she was also drawing near. Something about the Applin near Jerry's feet was familiar, but he wasn't sure why. And it was hard to see much more from Owen's current angle so low to the ground.

Can you—

He could only get that thought out when a searing, splitting pain felt like it was cutting him in half. Again, he tried to scream, and again nothing came of it. He tried to kick without feet and flail without arms. Parts of him he didn't know he had felt like they were growing and stretching impossibly. He felt like he was both drowning and taking in too much air. And he still had no way to scream.

He instead yelled in his thoughts, desperately, for them to stop whatever they were doing. His vision of them had been completely blinded by white energy.

And finally, amid all the pain and heat and chaos, a new sensation overtook him. Legs. Did he have legs? No, he had far too many of them, but they were on his lower half, like tendrils that dug through the dirt and tile. He saw flashes of the town around him in more detail, the many souls that lived in the buildings giving enough of an outline of where everyone was. And he saw something else, a great structure wrapping around and completely engulfing that great spire in the middle of town.

More clarity came to him. He didn't know how, but sight of some kind had returned. He was high above the town, atop an ever-growing and widening tree trunk. The leaves were of vibrant greens and reds, mixing his Guardian's colors with the soil of the Voidlands. Gold flashes coursed through the branches in waves, each one like fire through his veins.

No… he wasn't on top of the tree. He still had no arms, no legs. He felt like he was still planted in the ground.

Ah… Owen.

Without thinking, Owen gasped. For the first time, he got the sensation that air had filled his lungs. He had arms, and legs, and he was a Charmander again, floating in a void. This was oddly familiar. He half-expected to see Barky standing before him, demanding allegiance.

But instead, he saw a silhouette of a golden, tall star with eight points.

"Necrozma!"

The shape morphed, some of the points becoming wings, a tail, legs… But it was too bright to look at.

This power is too much for you to contain, Owen, Necrozma told him.

"Wait—where are you?"

I am too far away for now… but you will always know where I am.

"Do you need help?"

Necrozma chuckled a little. Always. But right now, you need help more.

It was true. Even now, Owen felt that heat running through his body. They'd given him too much power. If this kept up, he was going to explode!

The heavens, Necrozma said. Shoot toward the sky… and make a statement for all of Void to hear.

Owen's vision was fading to white again. "How do I do that?" he struggled to get out.

He had a feeling Necrozma was smiling. I will guide you.

And then, Owen's vision returned to the tree. Everything was searing. The tree would burst into flames at this rate, and Owen had a feeling that wasn't going to feel good compared to his usual body. But then, a strange instinct took over. It felt like words from far, far away. The energy stopped flowing chaotically and instead swirled in spirals along the trunk, down into the roots, and then rapidly upward to the branches.

Like fingertips. It was like scorch writing, but hotter. Upward, toward the heavens…

The energy released all at once with shockwaves that cracked the ground far below. Nearby buildings trembled and fell despite any reinforcement; a shockwave kicked up dust and snapped several trees in the outskirts of town.

Radiant, golden energy carved through the impossibly dense clouds and the red skies beyond, dissolving it like cotton candy in water. The red light disappeared, giving way to a deep, black sky speckled with tiny, white dots.

Stars.


Arceus stood at the top of Destiny Tower as he always did, overseeing everything he could through the Mystics' reports, Hecto's regular updates, and his own eyes. The moon was bright tonight, not that it mattered, and Dark Matter's vortex continued its steady expanse. He'd soon have to launch an all-out Judgement again to cut away at it again…

This stalemate was becoming tiresome, both mentally and physically. Emily, on the opposite side of the world, continued to corrode the atmosphere and the oceans, and weather was becoming more and more erratic and hostile.

Was there anything they could do other than this desperate assault? Or would the world simply rot away if they took no action?

It was a suicide mission. Attacking Dark Matter when even his Judgements were only enough to stall him… whatever Nate had done to attack had left the leviathan completely lacking in energy.

Arceus sighed. All he ever wanted was a world where Star was no longer in power, the Hunters were no longer a problem, and he could sit at the top, alone with his thoughts.

Now he had all that. And yet now he wished… that perhaps Star had worked with him instead.

Thunder sounded, and Arceus thought that it was another explosion from Emily's maelstrom. But it sounded different. Nearer. And from another direction, too. Worried that perhaps Emily's influence had expanded faster than expected, he turned his attention to the west.

From the epicenter of the vortex, above Hot Spot Cave, a pillar of golden light erupted into the sky.






120. Halves


Chapter 110 - Halves

Hakk had forgotten what the sky was supposed to look like.

He'd gone blind for a long while. Suddenly, everything had been a bright light, originating from the center of town. Only after some time passed did Hakk feel it was safe enough to open his eyes again.

"Oh, you're kidding me…"

In the center of town, where the sentinel tower had once been, an even greater structure now loomed over Null Village. At first, Hakk didn't recognize it; it was too foreign. Tall, cylindrical at the base, but with a great, overflowing bloom of prismatic leaves and golden lights. It hurt to look at for long and Hakk averted his gaze.

Something brushed against his nose and he sneezed, blinking several times. His vision was spotty, glimmering lights obscuring his view, before he realized that the spots didn't move with his eyes. He grabbed blindly at one and felt something in the air.

Transparent leaves, like feathers, rained down. It got in his spikes and clung to his body.

The leaves sparkled against the bright glow that the tree gave off, and for a while, despite everything that happened, Hakk could only stare at it, transfixed. He'd never seen anything like it in… ever? Had he ever seen something like this before, even when he was alive? He couldn't remember anymore. It had been so long. Shimmering, prismatic rain.

Someone pecked at his shoulder. He knew the feeling anywhere; there was no need to look. "Hey, Xy." He rubbed his cheek, thoughtful.

Xypher cawed.

"Pretty, huh?" Hakk said.

"You're big. Big, big…"

"Oh, yeah. That. Don't worry about it. Hey, did Mhynt mess with you at all?"

"No. No, no. We ate."

"You… ate?" His heart skipped a beat. "You didn't cook anything for her, did you?" Trying to keep his tone even, he glanced at the Corviknight. He had to crane his neck a lot less to address him. This wasn't so bad.

Xypher cawed again. "She liked it! Good. Good, good."

But then, someone just down the road caught his attention. Mhynt was coming closer, though she was speaking into her badge.

"Yes," Mhynt said to it, "I am not able to get Owen at this time. The mission was a failure. I will be returning with my intel as soon as my powers return."

"Until your—what do you mean, return? Where are they?!"

"The sheer radiance of that tree, combined with my encounter with the new Psychic Guardian, countered your power, sir. My powers are not usable. I will return once I am able."

"Is Dark Matter also there?"

"Yes. He is likely also not going to be able to approach Null Village."

Hakk wasn't sure if he was supposed to be hearing this. Mhynt was looking right at him. Oh, Stars, he was dead. He was supposed to get Owen and he just walked away. Did she find out? Suddenly, Hakk wanted Xypher to get away as fast as possible.

"Rrgh, fine. I'm going to send guards your way to escort you back early so you can't be attacked. Wait a day in hiding."

"Of course." Mhynt shut the badge off, then stared at Hakk. "You are now my bodyguard. Understood?"

"What?"

"You heard this. Now, hide me in your home." Mhynt gestured behind him. "I will be sure repairs are funded."

Hakk stood back in slight awe, but then sighed. "Well, guess I am under your authority," he muttered. "Fine. But keep Xypher out of this, you got it?"

"Very well." Mhynt looked at the Corviknight. "I suppose he should be earning his ranks over time anyway."

"Right." Hakk wondered if Mhynt could undo the memory locks within Xypher, maybe upgrade him to Class B… There was no telling with her. She kept those powers quiet. Only now did he realize how truly powerful she was, despite only being a Treecko…

"Are you going to continue staring?" Mhynt asked.

"Geh—no. Right. My place." Hakk spun on his heel.

"And how did acquiring Owen go?" Mhynt added with a knowing hum in her voice.

"One of those freaking mutant things threatened to eat me, so that was way above my pay—way more than I could handle."

"A wise rephrase." She tapped her blade on the ceramic tile. "Very well. And they evaded me, as well, so I suppose I cannot blame you completely."

Oh, completely? "Yeah, they're clever. Y'know, they know where I live. They might find you."

"Hmph. Even if I'm weak, I can handle them," Mhynt said leisurely. "Let them come."


The peace and quiet that Nevren had to work on his projects had been a true godsend. And, ironically, it was largely because a certain god was not trying to speak to him. Nevren greatly preferred ninety seconds of silence so he could Revise as much as he liked to think and think and think over the same issue before finally putting something to work.

Nevren was very particular about his free moments. If there was any little disturbance or any sudden noise, he'd reset his countdown. Any idle noise, any constant hum, even the smallest pitter-patter of a mutant walking outside counted as a disturbance. And once he was met with a completely empty moment, that was the best time to revise. Peace, for as long as he wished.

And with all that time, he was finally able to get the next mockup of his Dungeon opener, and this time with a faster closure mechanism! He could only hope that whatever that pearl resonated with would not resonate again… or they were at least less hostile. Owen—or someone that was certainly much like Owen—had been fighting that behemoth. It would be safer now, yes? Or they were dead. That was also possible. But not knowing was worse. If they were dead, he could report that as a certainty to Arceus and the others. A decrease in morale? Likely. But they at least would get it over with and focus their energy elsewhere.

Back to the repurposed Beammaker he went. Standing in the observation deck, he revved up the engines required, drew from the power like before, and idly wondered if Lavender would be back soon to exchange the spirits within so they didn't get stir-crazy. He supposed it wouldn't be much of a bother.

The beam fired, forming another eight-sided star that constantly felt familiar and frustratingly at the forefront of his mind, yet unreachable. Cursed Decree. Nevren wondered how long it would torment him.

Below, a truly unexpected sight greeted Nevren. This time, it was a town with a huge, glimmering tree in the middle, with bright bark and glassy, rainbow leaves. A town of dark stone and clay streets, which he saw from a bird's eye view. Countless wraiths shuffled about inside, near the edges of town, and Nevren hopped down when he realized that there was no titanic monster this time. Still, he kept the remote shutdown switch in his hands to be absolutely safe.

Several wraiths stopped moving and looked skyward—at least, he imagined so. Why else would they stop moving? Their undiscernible forms made it hard to read where they were looking.

Nevren squinted. Could that be right? Were those… actual Pokémon? It was hard to tell with the rainbow leaves speckling the ground with color, but—

Yes! They were! Though, they were only gathered around the tree. He recognized a few of them instantly.

"Team Alloy!" Nevren called, hoping he was close enough and loud enough that they noticed. "Hello!" He waved from the edge of the portal, careful not to fall in. Curiously, the portal's edge felt rounded and warm.

And there was someone else there. Two someones that were so large they were hard to ignore.

Nevren's heart fluttered. Dialga. Palkia. He recognized them. Dialga especially, with an odd fondness. And Palkia… His form had been so thoroughly missing from his memory. He couldn't look away. Those pearls within his shoulders glowed brightly. They looked cracked.

"Ah…" That explained it. The pearl he had used for the Dungeon resonance machine and the power within Palkia were one and the same—yes! That meant if he had another means to resonate with someone, he would be able to create a portal above them! Frantically, Nevren wrote down several of these notes as Palkia ascended to the sky and toward the portal.

Halfway there, his form suddenly dissolved into a monstrous, blackened creature that was only vaguely the same shape as before. Nevren steadied his heart and prepared to close the portal.

"Hello!" greeted the beast, waving.

Nevren was millimeters from pressing the button when he stopped.

"From what I was just told," it said, "you have opened the sky twice now! Congratulations! That means your experiments are slowly forming a pattern. Very good!"

"Yes, very good indeed…" Nevren slowly lowered the device. It really was Palkia. Inhabitants of that horrible landscape appeared this way naturally, and yet when near that tree, the illusion was dispelled. Or was the realm itself the one casting an illusion? Or were they both real? So many questions… He could start with one he suspected the answer to. "You are… Palkia?"

"Indeed! And you are Alakazam!"

"Yes. I am Alakazam Nevren. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"Likewise!" He gestured below. "Do you recognize anyone else? Perhaps my comrade in arms?"

"…Dialga?" Nevren said. "Yes. I remember Dialga fondly. I'm… afraid I do not recall why."

"Ahh. Erasure from history, and yet your bond with Dialga has not been shaken! How poetic! I do hope we can compare notes on how we have interacted with that phenomenon."

…He liked Palkia.

The titan attempted to emerge from the portal, but once he did, he seemed to wince and fall back. "Ah… I'm afraid I do not think I can go through here. Quite painful. You are in the living realm, correct?"

"Yes. And where are you?"

"A place known as the Voidlands. It is Dark Matter's domain, though I have recently been told that it is also Hydreigon Alexander's, too. They are competing for power. Very curious."

"Hydreigon? Alexander?" Nevren tilted his head. "I know an Alex of the same species. Are they related? What is his temperament?"

"Quite evil! Devious! Devilish!"

"Ah, unrelated." Nevren noted it down regardless. "In any case, I will be opening this portal regularly within the next few days to continue contact. Will that inconvenience anyone?"

And he wondered why Gahi was not flying toward him. Surely, they felt a need to do that. In fact… where was Owen?

Dialga was coming with Demitri and Mispy atop his back. Curiously, Gahi was not present. Their bodies also dissolved into shadowy wraiths, and once again Nevren suppressed his reflexes to close the portal.

"Demitri, Mispy," Nevren greeted, but then smiled at the four-legged titan they were riding on. "And… Dialga."

"Nevren. I can't believe it… After all this time, you're still alive."

"I could say the same to you, old friend." Nevren's heart fluttered a little. "I kept your charm safe all this time, by the way."

A horrible rumble that was supposed to be his laugh shook Nevren's chest. He suppressed a wince. This darkness was truly awful; he had to find a way to free them.

"Really!" Dialga shouted. "Well, I hope it was of use!"

"It certainly was. But right now, I'd like an update on what exactly is happening down there. Who all is there?" Nevren pulled up yet another notebook. "We're missing quite a few from Hot Spot,. But seeing everyone there is encouraging."

"Right, um, Zena, Jerry, Enet, and Trina are with us, too. It's called the Voidlands, and we're in Null Village. And Anam, but, um, he's busy searching for Dark Matter. Owen's that tree." Demitri pointed down toward the radiant landmark. "Gahi got… attacked. We're trying to find a way to get his spirit back. Right now, he's under control of the Unown."

Nevren jotted it all down and decided to cover the more absurd statements later. "And what of Star and Valle?" he asked. "Those are the two still unaccounted for."

Demitri made what might have been a shrugging motion. "No idea for either of them."

"Hmm." Well, Valle wasn't very important, but the fact that Star was missing was worrisome. "Thank you. Now, I'd like to return to something you said."

"Okay."

"Owen is a tree."

"Yeah."

"How and why?"

"Um, Aster turned Owen into an apple, and Owen had the idea to be planted with a bunch of energy so he'd become a tree. Actually, it was kind of both the Unown's idea and his, or something."

That… led to more questions than answers. He wasn't sure how much energy was left in the Beammaker to maintain the connection.

"I see. Well. I will try to resonate with you again shortly," Nevren said. "It was good to see you again, Dialga."

"Likewise," said the Timekeeper.

"Ah, and Palkia… from what Rhys has told me, I will be sure to send him your regards."

"Ah, perfect, perfect! So he's alive as well? That's truly wonderful."

"Rhys, Rhys…" Dialga hummed. "I don't know who that is."

Nevren was about to explain, but then paused.

Something… felt strange about that.

Irritatingly, it was rattling around in his mind but he had no means of sorting it out with the Beammaker's distracting hum in the air. "Right. I will contact you all later. Do take care, and—ah. I would like to return the bag that one of your companions dropped. One moment."

After a few Teleports, Nevren returned and handed it over.

"Oh, that must be what Latias lost," Demitri said. "Um… thanks, Nevren. So you're helping us now?"

"I always have been," Nevren said.

A tense silence followed, and Nevren was glad the Beammaker was starting to fizzle, because he did not have the time nor patience to explain himself again.

"The portal will close soon," Nevren said, "Goodbye for now."

"Right…"

With a wave, they descended back into the Voidlands, and the portal closed.


The pillar of light had briefly turned the nighttime sky to something like the late afternoon. And when it faded, and after only the stars were left to light the sky, a meeting was held with all the top Hearts. Leo and Spice came first, followed by Phol carrying a half-asleep Angelo; Rhys, Step, and the other Guardians with their spirits were also there. Representing Trina's mutants, Har also attended, though the Charizard's dim flame suggested he'd barely gotten up from the mutant encampment in Kilo Village's outskirts.

"Right." Rhys sighed. "This complicates things. What do we do? Was that a signal? Not even Arceus knows what that was truly about."

"All I know is when I first saw it, felt like I'd been in the sun for five days straight." Spice rubbed her arms, as if the burn was still there.

"It was very bright," Leo agreed. "I was seeing spots for a while." The Delphox gestured to the Salazzle next to him. "But it also looked like it really took out that dark vortex. Do you think it'll happen again?"

"If it does, that may be our best time to storm Hot Spot and eliminate the vortex completely." Rhys paced in the middle of the main lobby of the Heart HQ. Bright lights countered the nighttime sky and felt somehow more intense, perhaps because most of the mortals among the crowd just wanted to sleep. "If only we knew when another strike like that would happen…"

"Hey, so, what's this mean for our current mission?" Spice asked. "I'm set to go to Void Basin, down southwest?"

"That may still be necessary for scouting," Rhys said. "But perhaps a smaller team, if we decide to go for that vortex. We're communicating with Arceus now, who is speaking to one of our researchers to see if we can get more information before heading in."

"Speaking to Arceus," Phol said with a wry smile. "To think he's saying that seriously, and it's true. What a time to be alive."

Elder stood by the Lucario's side, leaning his shell against his thigh. "There is a lot that we still do not know, and yet that light is one of the greatest beacons of hope we'd seen in a long time." The Torkoal smiled at the corners of his mouth. "Blinding as it was, I think everyone was filled with hope from that."

"Gyehh." Nearby, one of the many shapeless things that came from Nate bobbed in affirmative. There were a few speckled around the conference area.

Rhys tried to be cordial. "Nate, or, er, one of Nate's… disciples… do you have any news?"

The thing trembled and three of its seven eyes blinked.

"That means… no, I believe. Well. It's not a bother. Thank you. Has Nate's strength returned at all?"

"Nngg."

Spice shifted uncomfortably. "What are those things? They've been here for days and I don't really know what to think of them. Do they eat? Breathe? Sleep?"

"As far as we can tell," Rhys said, "they appear to be the Dark Guardian's spirits. But I've never seen creatures become so warped by a host's influence—well, aside from ADAM, but that's beside the point."

The Porygon-Z in question buzzed. "Systems are fully operational."

Suddenly, Rhys' gaze shot to the ceiling of the Heart HQ. "What? …They—they're really alive? That blast… was Owen?!"

A ripple of surprise washed over the group, striking Willow the strongest. She jumped onto Rhys' head in a single bound. "What? Owen? We talked to him?! Where? Let's save him NOW!"

Rhys plucked her from his head and placed her on Elder's shell. "Owen… has apparently been residing in a strange world where the inhabitants all appear as wraiths. And not only that, but Legendary Pokémon that have been faded into myth are there, too. It must be a plane of reality that is beyond just our own. And if they're wraiths…"

"Whoa, that was five different crazies you just said there." Spice raised a hand. "One more time, and slower."

"…It's apparently called the Voidlands. Our top researcher is investigating it now, opening a portal several times to ask more questions while he can. And Owen has become something that can blast from within the Voidlands, and apparently to our realm. Since his body is probably still in Hot Spot, that must be where it manifested…"

"Owen became something?" repeated Brandon, looking incredulous. His steel fingers tapped loudly against his biceps. "What's that mean, exactly?"

"Er. A tree. A large tree."

Silence.

"Eh. I buy it." Brandon shrugged. "Better question: can he do that again?"

"We don't know. But it's likely he can, when he has the energy. I think we have our new mission." Rhys faced them all. "Most of us will be preparing a timed assault on Hot Spot to see what we can do against that vortex and, if immediate action can be taken, eliminate it right then. Some of you will continue investigating points of interest." Rhys nodded at Spice and Leo, who were tasked with investigating Void Basin. "Some will also remain behind in Kilo Village to continue defending the city." And at this, he nodded at Phol.

"Is everything clear? I will be setting out specific assignments to you all in the coming day."

There were various affirmations from most of the team. Rhys took note that Angelo had looked away, murmuring something. He'd have to talk to him later.

"Good," Rhys said. "Dismissed. Good work, everyone. Perhaps this will be over soon."

Mercifully, the rest of the night passed uneventfully.


"MUTANT!"

"H-hey, get out!"

"Get out!"

"Seriously?" Ani snarled, her many vines thrashing in random directions. "I'm here to help!" She pinned the injured Croconaw down and channeled healing energy through one of her vines and into his shoulder.

"G-get off! AAAH! It's—it's gonna eat me!"

"Oh, shut up!" Ani tossed the terrified creature into a few of the other onlookers, several of them making empty, threatening gestures toward her. They scrambled behind tables and hid around the corner of the hallway that led into the patients' room, where several recently rescued Pokémon lay injured. Healing supplies were short as usual and the usual healers were totally tapped out of energy. Ani had sensed their dying auras through the wall. How could she turn away from that?

An Incineroar shoved his way past a few terrified nurses. "What's going on in here?" he snarled. "We—oh. Ani."

"Can you get your idiot subordinates to lay off?" the mutant Meganium pointed an accusatory vine at them. "If they actually removed me, these Pokémon would have died!"

"They seemed stable…" Incineroar pointed out.

"Their auras were weak. I could tell from the outside," Ani said. "In fact, everyone here seemed weaker, maybe from fatigue, but these ones were a flicker away from dying."

"…Ani, the walls here are Protect-insulated. It makes it harder to see through by elemental sight. For privacy."

"What?" Ani looked back again, even as the Croconaw and others pressed firmly against the wall.

"They were healthy."

"O-oh."

The head nurse sighed and rubbed his snout. "Go back to the rest of your team, please. I—"

"Hang on," she said. "Is there anyone here who does need healing?"

"I don't know what you can do that we can't on our own," Incineroar said, "and there isn't anyone who—hrm." He stopped himself. "How powerful is your healing?"

"Mutant injuries linger because they disrupt aura," Ani said. "But I can heal even aura. What's wrong?"

"…Come with me."

Ani followed Incineroar—who, after asking, said he was Phol—and entered a small room that had several patients resting on small beds in different parts of the room, and then, curiously, a single empty bed that had and odd, red capsule. Ani recognized it immediately. "Why do you have a Poké Ball here?"

"The Machoke who gave it to us called it the same thing but didn't bother explaining what it was," Phol said, gesturing to it. "Inside that ball is a Vaporeon who was very badly injured. We brought Rhys here to take a closer look, but he said that her aura was so badly damaged that her body can't sustain itself. Vaporeon are known for relying in part on their latent energy to keep their bodies together… and something disrupted it for this one."

As Phol spoke, Ani inspected the capsule and saw a little, scrunched up ball of energy hidden inside. It was weak and faded, but stable, which was expected if they were stored in one of those. She didn't know what would happen if they released her.

"I can help," Ani said. "Or, I'll try. It's hard for me to heal when they're inside that, though. How much time do you think she has if you release her?"

"I don't know." He looked pensive. "But she's been in there for days. We don't know how it's possible to—"

"It's fine. Don't worry about it. Just release her, but be ready to bring her back in, alright?"

"Brandon showed me how to do that." Phol picked the capsule up. "When you're ready?"

After some time for Ani to charge, Phol clicked the sphere, expanded it, and tossed it clumsily. Out came a Vaporeon that oozed with dark, blackish-purple liquid from several wounds, and radiated a horrid aura that made her antennae scrunch up. Ani fired her mutated Heal Pulse at the creature and—to her surprise—a significant portion of that dark energy had disappeared like brush to a flame. So, she pressed, and indeed, more and more of that darkness washed away until just a depleted, weak, and oddly melty Vaporeon remained.

But she still sensed a dark nugget in the center of her aura, and Ani wasn't sure how to get rid of that. Most of that had been rot, but that core of darkness felt… different. Worse. "Okay," she said. "I did what I could. But she still seems like there's something wrong. Can you do your other checks or whatever?"

Phol was already on it, taking a few devices and tools from the nearby cupboard. He placed one on Vaporeon's chest and looked at a needle that bobbed in a radial meter in his hands. "Hm." Then, he grabbed a small towel and placed it on Vaporeon's thigh, then pulled away and inspected the dry cloth. "Mmhm." Finally, Phol pulled away. "She's healthy. Weak, but healthy. You really are a miracle worker." Despite his words, his expression remained stoic.

Vaporeon stirred, one eye barely opening.

"Tanneth, correct?" Phol said, looking over a notepad that had been by the wall. "You were rescued out at sea by a Machoke Brandon. Do you remember—"

"No…"

"Right. That's okay. All you need to know is you're safe now, and—"

"No, I'm… I'm not… Tanneth."

Phol stared, eyes looking up from the notepad without moving his head. "You aren't Tanneth? Who are you? Brandon seemed very certain—"

"Tanneth… isn't real. I was never real…" The Vaporeon weakly curled up, her voice barely a whisper. "I'm… Emily…"


"Thank you for the tea." Mhynt sipped the cup that was two sizes too large. The starry sky was above them thanks to the destroyed roof from their recent clash. "How did you know I liked mint?"

"…Hunch." Hakk didn't make eye contact. He kept struggling with all of his tools. Everything was so small. He had to be extremely delicate when pouring, delicate when putting things back in the fridge—how did Xypher deal with it all?! Maybe that's why he kept breaking everything.

"I will not be here for very long." Mhynt took another quiet sip. "Escorts from Cipher City will be here in a few days to return me there, and I intend to distance myself from Null Village."

"I take it the roaming Void Shadows aren't a problem for you, even if they're out of Alexander's control?"

"Trivial," Mhynt confirmed.

Xypher kept eyeing the dead Honedge next to Mhynt. The Treecko finally noticed, following Xypher's eyes. He squawked and preened his feathers.

"It's a sword," Mhynt said. "A weapon from the era of humans meant to augment their fighting abilities, because humans themselves did not have much. They modeled swords after the effectiveness of a Honedge and, in fact, there are old, old tales of a human and a Honedge who worked together in combat."

"So, you killed a Honedge to make that happen for you? Why not craft a 'sword' yourself?"

"Natural blades from Pokémon are simply much stronger than what can be crafted by underdeveloped metallurgical facilities." Mhynt pulled the blade toward her. "They naturally sharpen themselves through Infinity Energy. I only have to channel some into it and the edge is good as new."

Hakk wondered if Mhynt would kill him if it would be more useful that way.

"And for the record, I didn't kill this Honedge," Mhynt added. "I displaced his spirit and made use of the body left behind."

"Oh, that's much better," Hakk let slip, realized his mistake, and quickly added, "I mean—okay, sure. I, uh… take that back."

Mhynt eyed him, expression stone-like, and Hakk searched for the best thing to do to look busy. More tea. Yes, that would do. Hakk brushed aside a few feather-weight, glassy leaves from the counter and got to work.

"So, uh." Another bag in the kettle. "Why a sword?"

"As a Sceptile, I made use of Leaf Blade at all times. As a Treecko, it's not very large."

"Why not evolve? You're probably, like, a bajillion times stronger than what's needed for it…"

"Simple." Mhynt rested her chin against the end of the blade's handle. "My strength is not drawn from my body nor my evolution. Evolving would only provide a marginal improvement in what I can do. Far less than the benefit being a smaller target provides. Using this blade to augment my reach is all I need."

"Still seems pretty out of the way," Hakk said. "Especially since it looks like someone used it against you in a fight, eh?"

Ah, he shouldn't have said that. Mhynt held the blade, now.

"N-not that—I mean, you were caught off guard and stuff. That's no big deal—"

"No." Mhynt sighed. "You're right." Her grip relaxed, as did Hakk's muscles. "I suppose… some of it is sentimental and nostalgic."

"Sentimental, huh…" Hakk knew not to pry there.

"Yes. Someone important to me once said it was… appealing, the way I fought with Leaf Blade. And I'm used to the fighting style as well. There are simply a lot of factors that make it the best approach." Mhynt tapped the blade's hilt, thoughtful. "Of course, that was a long time ago. Perhaps now I'm just used to it on a practical level. Muscle memory."

"Yeah, that's fair, too. Dunno how I'd be able to change up my strategies in a fight, either, after all this time." Hakk sat down again, having to use one of the spare seats once meant for Xypher. "Y'know, you aren't half bad."

"Don't get comfortable, soldier." Mhynt glared, but for the shortest, briefest instant, Hakk saw a soft look in her eyes. It… puzzled him. "You are still my subordinate."

"Right, right." He raised his claws. "My bad, sir."

"That's more like it." She took another sip of her tea.

Knock knock.

Mhynt tensed. The door had been pieced together and then taped. It was still barely functional while awaiting repairs, so whoever knocked must have been very polite. So, not any of that Team Alloy crowd. Through the cracks of the door, however, Hakk was surprised to see that it was Gahi.

Which was the last person he expected to kn—wait. Gahi was dead.

"It's the Flygon," Hakk mumbled.

Indeed, it was, and it would be nice to open the door. They wished to get their spirit back.

"Bodies don't move on their own! What's going on!? You should be dead on the ground!" Hakk stepped back, his spikes bumping into the table behind him. "Ugh! It's like you're talking in my head! Who are you?"

Open the door, Hakk.

"Go away!"

The door fell forward, nearly crushing Hakk's toes had he not jumped left. Xypher squawked and Mhynt was already on her feet.

"I'm not keen on giving up anything right now," Mhynt said.

The Unown knew Mhynt was vulnerable.

Mhynt hissed and jumped away, her nimbleness allowing her to get to the broken wall's hole in a single bound. The Flygon followed with a jittering, cosmic wingbeat, disappearing and reappearing in front of her and grabbing her by the throat.

"Ghk—!"

And then, she disappeared with him.

It took a while for Hakk to find the courage to move. Slowly, he advanced to the tea, where a few more prismatic leaves had fallen in.

"…Right… she'll… be fine, I think." Hakk didn't want to help. He also didn't know how to help. "You alright, Xypher?"

Xypher was upright and conscious, but he'd gone mute until just then. He opened his beak, made a little, uncertain caw, and closed it again. He shook his wings and several fallen leaves drifted to the ground.

"I want things to be normal," Xypher said. "Normal, normal…"

Hakk dug his claws into his fists. "Yeah," he said. "Me, too."

The Sandslash patted the Corviknight on the back and gestured to the wall. "How about we relax in the basement for a while?" he asked. "Just for some quiet."


Mhynt smashed against a tree near the southern outskirts of Null Village. The buildings were several stone's throws away, and this was a dangerous place for anybody who didn't know how to fight Void Shadows.

Sliding down the trunk, Mhynt glanced to her right and saw her blade sliding along the dirt. She reached for it, only for the Flygon's claws to plunge into the bark around her arm, pinning her there.

"Tsk." She eyed the Flygon directly, those blank, stoic eyes staring back. "It's been a while."

It has, to a mortal.

Mhynt smirked and the Flygon let her go. She reached for her blade and shoved it into the dirt, using it as something to lean on, like a tall desk.

"What's been happening in the living world, hmm?"

Typical stagnation under the rule of the Thousand Hearts.

"Oh, Thousand Hearts? Someone expanded."

Indeed.

"And the… idiot that claimed your Orb. Was that your choice? Mm. Don't answer. I suspect you had to pick the least of all evils." Mhynt tapped her chin. "I think I've done enough. Owen's smart, and between all the allies he's amassed, they're bound to realize Alexander's weakness and how to exploit it."

The Flygon approached the blade and pointed at it, because that was something they intended to retrieve.

"Yes, yes, but I don't want him hearing this." Mhynt sighed. "Don't tell him anything. I still need to work by Alexander's side, and I'm sure you know how unable he is to keep his mouth shut."

He was not the ideal host.

"Indeed. And perhaps not the ideal mate for Owen, either." She rolled her eyes. "I digress."

Owen was with another.

That one gave Mhynt pause. "Oh?"

The Milotic. They recently wished to only be friends as they discovered their codependency, but inevitably the Unown suspected they would rekindle.

"I see."

The Unown were curious whether or not Mhynt harbored ill feelings because of that.

"Do you really think I'm so petty?"

The attacks against the Flygon's body were more than necessary.

Mhynt chuckled, shrugging. "It was part of the plan. I only added some flair."

The Unown stared, then gestured to the Honedge again.

"Very well. I hope to see you soon. Be careful while you're here. If Alexander gets too agitated, he may attack on his own, and that won't be good. They aren't ready, not until they become whole. They will hopefully think to go to West Null Village next."

The Flygon unearthed the Honedge and looked it over, but they were not familiar with how to retrieve Gahi.

"I need to touch it and I can work from there." She gestured for it to be handed over.

Nodding, the Flygon flipped the blade in the air, grabbed it by the hilt, and then lifted Mhynt with a Psychic hold.

"What are you—"

The blade plunged into Mhynt's abdomen, pinning her to the tree.

Mhynt tried to gasp, then growled and tried to pull herself free. Once again, it was out of her reach, and her dark powers weren't properly manifesting yet. "What are you doing?!"

The requirement was needing to touch the blade; the Unown were only adding some flair.

Confusion, befuddlement, then anger, and then resigned defeat in that order washed over Mhynt's face. She sighed. "You win this round. Now, hold still."

Mhynt drew from the blade, tugging as if from a loose thread on a scarf. Out came a strand of gold, and then a hazy glob. She lobbed it toward the Flygon and, like a magnet, it flew into the body, and suddenly it went stiff.

"Ngh—you pest!" Mhynt shouted, struggling against the blade as it started to loosen. "How dare you—consider yourself lucky, because I will not allow a—"

"Hah! Well, lookie there, I really can beat yeh in my sleep!" Gahi sneered at Mhynt, leaning forward. "What's the matter, eh? Couldn't beat me over my dead body af'er all?"

"You spent far too long in my blade coming up with those," Mhynt said as she finally managed to get her palm against the base of the hilt so she could push.

"Eh…"

By now, Mhynt suspected the Unown were telling him something to get him to flee.

"Geh! Yer lucky I ain't gonna finish yeh, but I gotta make sure y'ain't got an ambush fer the others. That's right, I saw through yer plan. Y'ain't clever." With a smirk, Gahi disappeared in a flash.

Left alone with her thoughts, Mhynt pushed the blade out as her wound sealed itself without even a scar. Some of her Shadow power was back.

She picked the Honedge up and, if only to get out some pent-up frustrations, sliced the tree that she'd been pinned on. The trunk fell, and countless extra blades of darkness diced it into firewood.

"Idiot."






121. Truth Isn't Bright


Chapter 111 – Truth Isn't Bright

Dark Matter lay on the ground in the outskirts of Null Village, vomiting darkness as countless holes on his body sealed themselves shut. He groaned and wheezed as half of his body struggled to keep its shape while the other half barely retained what form it had left. Currently a Goodra, the other Void King tried to stand again, but his leg collapsed from underneath itself and he fell back down.

"That cursed tree will be the death of me," Dark Matter hissed. "How? How did he replicate it? Why?" He rolled onto his back, staring at the starry sky. "My realm… he tore open my realm…"

"Looks like he tore more'n just that." Marshadow watched uncomfortably from the edge of the clearing. Dark Matter could feel it. "Need help?" Marshadow asked.

"Yes. Stay quiet." Dark Matter tried to stand again. "That radiant power ripped a hole through the Voidlands. Though me. I can already tell that this will accelerate Kilo's efforts to attack from the living world. The last thing I need is for them to be another thorn in my side."

Speaking of thorns in his side, he sensed another presence drawing near. "What do you want."

"Um, hi, Mister Matter."

Dark Matter closed his eyes, wondering if dying would have been favorable just then, not that he could. Not on his own. He turned his attention to Anam, who was nibbling at his fingers as he always did when he was nervous.

"Are you okay?"

"I am never okay."

"I—I mean, less okay than usual?"

"A hole was ripped through my spirit. How do you think I am?"

"Probably not very good…"

"Then don't bother asking."

"Was kinda obvious," Marshadow pointed out. "Yer gonna wanna be quick. He's all outta sorts."

"Okay." Anam approached. "I think you should try something different now."

This song again. "No."

"But you're going to lose!" Anam motioned behind him. "You can't beat Owen. I told you! And, and, well, and now you see why! All he has to do is touch someone and your Shadow Aura goes away!"

"Incorrect." Dark Matter rolled his eyes. "My trivial Shadows are dispelled by touch, yes. However, thorough corruption is not. Given time, Owen won't be able to cure someone with deep Shadows." He gestured to Marshadow. "Soon, I will have one lower Legend fully corrupted in the Voidlands. Lugia in the living world will pull Kilo into the Voidlands next. That will be more than enough."

"But now Owen found a way to disrupt that," Anam said. "All you want is to be happy, right? That's what you said?"

"Enough. I don't need to hear this again." Tiredly, Dark Matter got up. He was still pained, but it was fading, and the gashes in his spirit were finally healing. "Marshadow, let's complete your Shadow Aura."

"Y'know, I do wonder if yer friend there's got a point," Marshadow said. "If they beat me up, I'm gonna go right back ter their side. Sure, a touch ain't gonna do it, but enough with that Radiant Aura and it's gonna nullify."

"Hmph, Radiant Aura. Just because someone has more of Necrozma's power doesn't mean it's enough to nullify mine." He stared at Anam. "After all, you couldn't."

Anam winced, looking down. "…Well… I'm not like Owen. He was a direct student."

"Your mother stood no chance, either." Dark Matter stared at Anam. "Ask her yourself. She was powerless against me."

To this, the Goodra frowned, and he was no doubt listening to Madeline saying a few taunting or defiant words toward him. Words that Anam was wise not to repeat.

Of course, Anam didn't know that he'd also caught Madeline at her weakest. Radiant power like that was a weakness he had to be cautious of. And, indeed, Owen was not at his weakest. He was too alert, that cursed Perceive, and now he was a Tree of Life?! When would it end?

Necrozma must have orchestrated this.

Someone gave Owen the idea. Owen was clever, but he shouldn't have had any knowledge of the Tree to replicate its power. It had been erased. That memory hadn't returned to him, had it?

"I still don't think you need to fight," Anam insisted.

"Why are you still here?" Dark Matter growled, walking away from town. "Leave. I need to assemble more of the mutants that died."

"What if you talked to him just once?" Anam asked.

"Give me one reason why that will be worth my time."

"Because if you work with everyone else, you can beat Alexander together. And maybe they can help you be happy!"

To this, Dark Matter stopped, but not because he was convinced. Ohh, no. He had been convinced of something else long ago.

"Anam." He spun, facing him again. "I am not looking to be happy anymore. Joy is an illusion. Propped up by harming and exploiting others to keep what little you can. The world revolves around taking from others. It is rotten at its base. There is nothing to salvage. I am going to destroy it so something better can take its place. And sometimes, nothing is better. Literally nothing. That isn't my goal, but it is an outcome I am willing to accept over how things are now. Do you understand?"

Throughout it all, Anam only frowned defiantly, like he always did, like he was disappointed in him, or that he knew better despite being eras younger. And he wasn't going to leave him alone, either. Just get in the way until Dark Matter could get rid of that last speck of hope that he refused to let go.

"You need to try," Anam lectured.

"Why? Because you'll stop me if I don't? I'll send my army at you. You'll never catch up."

"Because you still can't win without their help."

"And how, precisely, do you think I will be able to so much as have them listen to me? It's too late. I threatened their existence. I intend to destroy their world, just as your precious Necrozma intended."

"You don't mean that. It's not the same. You—"

"I know myself and I know what I want. Why should I bother with anything else?"

Anam stepped forward, a hand to his chest. "There's still hope, Mister M—"

"Go away." Dark Matter stepped back. "Your hope is sickening, and I'm already in a vulnerable state." The blackened rot around his face sizzled as if to demonstrate.

"Sorry…" Anam fidgeted.

"Er, if I c'n interject at all…"

Marshadow cleared his throat, standing on a fallen tree to gain some extra height. It wasn't much.

"Did I just hear that Necrozma wanted to destroy th' world? That ain't right."

"How little you know," Dark Matter said, scoffing. "And telling that to Owen, who is surely learning about all the good Necrozma did?"

"He might be trying to hide it," Anam said, frowning. "If… if you told Owen the truth, what if we can all work together so everyone is happy?"

"Again with happy." Dark Matter snarled. "If I align with them, it will be solely to betray them when they're no longer useful. They know this. You know this. Why bother?"

"Why do you have to be this way?" Anam blurted before he could control himself. He gasped at that, then looked down, like he was ashamed.

"Why indeed?" Dark Matter gave Anam a twisted, cruel grin, even if the smile was a little painful. "I have already accepted that I will not be able to change without the Hands. And I have learned that even with the Hands, true happiness will be beyond me."

"But that's not true! You don't know that, we—"

"Enough." He raised his arm. "I have an army to prepare."

"Please," Anam begged. "Just once. Tell him, um… all the lies that they've been keeping from him because of history being erased. You know what Owen dislikes, but I know what he likes! If you told him the truth, even if—"

"If I speak to him once," Dark Matter said lowly, "will you shut up and leave me alone?"

"I…"

"Will you go away and let me assemble my army, put the world to its proper end, and you won't complain?"

"…I'll…" Anam hesitated again, and Dark Matter waited for that hope to go away. Just one moment. He wanted to see it. The light leaving his eyes, when was that going to happen? Dark Matter's glow darkened in anticipation.

Finally, Anam continued. "If you talk to him, and he doesn't listen… then I won't ask you to try that anymore."

Specific, how specific. He was still searching for ways around it. "Will you make it a Promise?"

Anam shrank away. "I—I don't want to make another Promise with you."

"Hmph. The last one is no longer valid anyway, now that I am known generally. Why not fill the void with a new one?"

When Anam didn't answer, Dark Matter walked past him and toward town.

"I will ask," he said, "once. And when he refuses, I will assemble my army, strike Kilo, and plunge everything into the void. You will lose hope, admit I am right, and then I shall personally send you into your eternal darkness." The false Goodra turned his head back only slightly to see Anam balling his fist, trembling. "Does that count as a promise?"

Yet again, Anam didn't say anything, but he could tell that he was trying to hold back tears. That would do.

"Stay there," he told Marshadow, and then started on his way to Null Village.


Owen had been slumbering peacefully in that strange half-sleep of torpor that prolonged time in a Poké Ball tended to put him in. He liked it. He was conscious, yet only barely, just enough to be aware, and yet so snugly asleep. That sort of pleasure wasn't possible in the world of matter, where sleep passed in an instant and he had no memory of it but strange dreams.

Ever since that encounter to rescue Ire, and also to find his team and failing, Owen had been plagued by stranger dreams than usual. Fighting humans, blood on his claws, metallic tastes in his mouth, and Tim shouting. He saw flashes of a pink, small creature that he'd never seen before in his dreams, too.

It had been a few days since then. They hadn't gone on any battles. Apparently, their adventure through the League was over, and Tim was laying low in a nearby human settlement for some news from that nice human, or the ones she worked for. But for once, Tim was walking through a forest. Owen liked forests. Though he didn't like fighting in them.

Trees…

Simple thoughts flitted through his mind as he stared at different angles from his ball, no body to shift with, only a general, floating consciousness. He wondered how Tim was feeling. The pacing of his steps was different. Tim got like this when something was bothering him. Happened a lot lately.

"Okay," Tim said, and he raised Owen's capsule. "Time to come out."

He didn't feel like it, but he supposed he could. With a toss, Owen poured out of the ball and his body was back and heavy and solid. A gentle tingle and the fresh scent of the air hit him first, and then he spread his wings and stretched his body. Psychological, not that he truly needed to, and then he smiled down at Tim.

Wings. It was so nice to have wings.

But it was so strange to look down, rather than up, at his human, now. It didn't feel right. Not yet.

Tim looked so small. Owen had gone through a growth spurt as a Charizard, going from smaller than average in his lowest form, to something much more towering. It must have meant that Tim was a strong partner to have, for Owen to grow so quickly. Why did his eyes look so defeated?

"It's time for you to go," Tim said, and the human couldn't maintain eye contact with him for long.

"What?" Owen asked. "What do you mean?"

"I mean that you don't need me anymore." Still no eye contact.

Owen's flame crackled. Tim wasn't supposed to be this weak.

"You came with me to be stronger, right? To go on this adventure through the league?"

Yes, for years. That was part of the process. Sure, Tim was slower, but whatever program he worked with provided for a lot of time to get things done before it was over.

Owen narrowed his eyes. "Sure…"

"Well, I can't go through it. The police got back to me. I can't stay in Kanto anymore. I have… to go away from this region. I might not even be able to go back to Unova anymore, either. Ayame's coming, too. We're providing the police with everything we know and then we have to go away so they can't get us. It's for our safety. But they won't recognize you like they would other humans. Your home is Kanto."

Tim was speaking nonsense. They had to run because of a bunch of weak humans? He was giving up just like that?

"Why do you have to run? They aren't strong. I killed one of them."

"That was… that's not how it works, Owen." Tim shook his head. "There are others way stronger than him, with Pokémon so much worse. We can't… we can't beat that."

"Why not? Why can't we get stronger?"

"We don't have time to get stronger." Tim was shaking. "I—I made a huge mistake trying to go in there. It was reckless. We got lucky with that information. We don't even know how we got it in the first place. I… I just, I wish I could go back where it never happened at all. Then I'd…"

"Then we never would have tried to get Duos and the others back." Owen growled. "We wouldn't have done that."

"I guess not, but… That doesn't change how things a-are now. I have to go away somewhere. You're my only Pokémon and you have so many other things you can do here. I don't. Not anymore. Just… stay here. Go back to the lab and find a better human, okay?"

"You're being stupid," Owen said, his voice rising into a crackling growl. "There isn't a better human. I spent my time with you."

"I'm not special, Owen! I'm just another trainer who failed the league! I wasn't gonna win anyway, I couldn't even get my fourth badge! Just find another human who's better!"

"You may not be special, but you're special to me," Owen snarled. "You're having a nightmare but you're awake."

"What? Owen, this is real, it's going to be a nightmare if I…" Tim shook his head. "Oh… forget this." He pulled out his capsule, and Owen was ready for Tim to withdraw him to continue the argument later. But then, Tin popped the ball open, hollow inside, and used his hands in an odd way to pull it more than it should have.

"What are you doing?" Owen asked, confused.

A horrible squeaking noise followed as the hinges of the ball creaked and cracked, until finally it snapped completely. Owen felt a strange jolt of energy in him, like something had been returned, some tiny thing that connected him to that ball. And it was back. It felt… wrong.

Small chips of the capsule and the two greater pieces fell to the grass.

"I'm… not your human anymore," Tim said. "Find someone better. That's… my instruction to you. Okay?"

He stared at the fragments for a long, long time. Tim didn't move. Owen didn't move. The wind didn't move.

The Charizard's body moved on its own. A single, swift motion. His wings flared, he lunged forward on a burst of heated tailwind that caught in his wings, and he slammed hard into the human, who hadn't seen it coming. He pushed with flaming claws and let go; the human sailed across the clearing, rolled on the ground, and hit a tree with a gasp. His bag was left behind and his clothes were singed in places and torn in others. The tiniest of embers shrank and became small streams of smoke along parts of the fabric.

Little sniffles sounded from the clearing's edge as Tim sat up. He didn't stand. Slumped over, he looked even smaller than before.

Owen stomped over to the human's bag and riffled through it. Found what he needed. He put the bag over his shoulder and approached Tim, setting it down nearby. Then, he tossed an unused, empty Poké Ball at the human's forehead, where it landed in his lap, inert.

"What…" Tim picked it up dumbly.

"Humans are supposed to be smart," Owen said. "You're acting like a wild Pokémon. Dumb choices. I'm not your Pokémon anymore so I don't have to follow what you said."

Tim didn't reply at first, but then he looked up. Their eyes met for the first time and Owen just realized, with a frozen pit forming in his stomach, just how tired he looked.

"You… said you were my Pokémon." Tim stared with dull, yet wide eyes. "You never say that…"

To that, he flinched and glanced away. "…What of it? We're each other's."

The wind picked up again, the breeze of the forest filling Owen's senses. He sighed heavily and took a few more steps until he was by Tim's side, then let his legs fall out from under him, landing with a ground-shaking thud.

"Why?" Tim said. "Why do you want to stay? I failed you. I…"

"Because I don't think you did. And I want to go with you. That's all." He snorted. "If these are the decisions you make without me, then you need me anyway."

That earned a small laugh. Tim played with the button on the empty ball a few times, like he was contemplating it, entertaining the idea. Of course he was.

Owen wrapped a wing around the human's shoulders and pulled inward. Tim didn't resist. He rested against his scales. The human's cheeks were wet.

"It's going to be a strange place," Tim said. "It's a region that doesn't even use Poké Balls. It'll be very, very far… You might not be able to see your parents if you wanted to. Maybe messages, if you're lucky, but…"

Owen felt some conflict there. But his parents were strong. He would find a way, one day. But for Tim… No. He couldn't lose Tim.

"That's fine," Owen said. "They'll let me in?"

"Yeah." Tim fiddled with the ball. "I might have to break it again when we get there, or just keep it someplace else. It's just not something they do there."

"I hope I can keep it at home," Owen said. "I like being in one."

"Yeah." Tim laughed again. He seemed brighter. "Yeah, I hope so, too…"

And they didn't say anything more for a long while. The wind spoke between them, and Owen listened to it and the leaves and the hum of his flame. They had no idea what would be waiting for them in that new region, but somehow, he felt like it was going to be just fine.


I see you.

"Gah!" Owen stood upright, feeling small and frail again. He looked at his hands. Charmander.

Where was he? How did he get there? Everything felt like a haze. He remembered becoming an apple, and then a stretch of darkness and flashes of aura, and then a tree, and more dreams of Kanto, and—

And suddenly he had arms, and legs, and a tail, and—he was standing in the middle of a small clearing in a thin forest. The sky was a bright blue, and that alone mesmerized him. It had been so long since he'd stood under a sky that wasn't a blotched red. Unfortunately, none of it felt real.

"Ahem."

Owen spun around, arms tensed and in front of him for defense. It was a Treecko, with her arms crossed and head tilted left. Behind her was an expanse of trees that only went a few stone tosses away before dropping off into a black haze.

"A-are you Mhynt?" Owen asked.

"Are you Owen?"

"M-maybe."

"Then, maybe I am," Mhynt replied, and her eyes trailed from Owen's face to something just above him.

Owen looked up and saw nothing, but realized just then that there was a subtle weight on his head. He felt around and grasped something thin and plant-like. A stem. An apple stem.

With an irritated frown, he tugged lightly at it and, like one of his feathery leaf-scales as a Grass Guardian, it popped out. Owen winced—that hurt, and he inspected the apple stem curiously. It was about the length from his finger to his lower wrist.

And the weight returned.

"It just grew back, didn't it?"

"Indeed."

Owen tossed the stem in his hands away, never taking his eyes off of Mhynt. "Is this some kind of dream?"

"Shared headspace," Mhynt said. "A psychic link."

"How and why?"

Mhynt answered with a wry smile. "You're taking this well."

"Please," Owen said, almost begging, "I have been tossed around so much that I just want answers."

"I know." Mhynt stepped forward, but Owen took a step back in response, arms still tense. She looked, in a flash of emotion, hurt. But then her expression slipped back into amused neutrality. "I am here to tell you to give yourself up to Alexander peacefully," she said. "We will be able to defeat Dark Matter together, therefore saving all of Kilo from its otherwise inevitable demise."

"Alexander." The name of his father—well, now that he thought about it, wasn't it just Alex? He never used 'Alexander' from the fragments of memory he had. "Isn't he… evil?"

"Very. But he can be reasoned with. And he is better than Dark Matter's nihilistic goals."

"What is Alexander's goal?"

"Power. A way to escape the Voidlands. Is that not too far from your goals?"

"One of them isn't," Owen said lowly.

"You don't want power?" Mhynt tilted her head, quizzical.

"Not really."

"Then you are happy to let people order you around?"

"N—"

That was true. The only reason people started taking him seriously, that he could start making his own decisions, was because of the leverage he held over them. The knowledge they had withheld, one way or another, was the one thing that kept him in line. Now that he knew how much they wanted him—for his mutant nature, for his Guardianship, or now, for his ties to Necrozma—he was able to use that as a bargaining chip.

"I guess I need some power," Owen admitted. "But I don't want it. I can need something and not want it."

"That, you can." Mhynt looked like she was conceding, but Owen knew she had coaxed that answer. She was clever. She was honest. He liked that. Something about that made him feel like he could trust at least the words she was saying… even if she might be omitting things like everyone else.

And she wasn't going away, but she wasn't talking, either.

"Was there anything else?" Owen asked.

"If you oppose Alexander, he will burn your new form to the ground," Mhynt stated. The way she presented it was not as a threat, but as a fact, the same way one would warn a Magikarp not to traverse the desert.

"I'm working on a way to come back," Owen said, "and then he'll have to chase me down anyway. You have Hakk under your control, don't you? You have power, too."

"I do."

More tense silence followed. She didn't advance; Owen didn't retreat. There was nowhere to go, but Owen had a feeling that, if he wished, he could break this psychic link and send her away.

Yet, he didn't. He didn't want to. Was that her doing? No… By now, Owen was far too familiar with the sense of his mind being altered by another. This was coming from himself.

"Sorry," Owen said. "I'm not interested. You opened with a threat that if I refused, I'd be killed. I already got that once from Arceus. I'm not going to fall for it now."

The Treecko stared, an expression as rigid as Valle's stone form. Unreadable. Owen wondered if, had he access to Perceive, he'd've been able to sense anything at all.

Finally, she closed her eyes. "I will check with you later," she said, "to see if you change your opinion."

And then, she disappeared, and the world around Owen dissolved with her.


Palkia and Dialga had flown off with the rest of the team to investigate Nevren in the hole in the sky. Zena couldn't care less for him. Several of the others departed after seeing nothing more to do now that Mhynt was gone. Gahi's body had left with Trina to try to confront Mhynt while she was weakened—she had looked to be in pain when the tree first sprouted.

But someone had to stand guard by the tree in case something went wrong. Zena volunteered for that with Eon, who was now a Trevenant on the opposite side of the huge trunk that took up nearly the entire width of the street. Zena's long, long body didn't even make up a quarter of the tree's circumference.

"Oh, Owen." Zena sighed. "The messes you get yourself into."

She'd gotten flashes of memories for a while of her time with him. She remembered how desperately lonely she'd felt, and couldn't help but feel shame at how she'd used Owen to satiate that. She wondered if that was why Owen wanted to just be friends. All things considered… it made a lot of sense. And she wasn't sure if wanting to reconnect was more of that loneliness, or something genuine.

She brought a ribbon to her forehead and brushed aside more of the prismatic leaves that constantly fell from the sky. And, indeed, it was a sky—a starry night. It almost felt like a true nighttime. Several Pokémon left their homes to stand on their rooftops to get a better look. Others still looked like they were finding ways to climb the tree—though Zena made sure they didn't get themselves hurt, as did Eon. There was little to do about the flying Pokémon, though, who sat atop the tree like it was their new home.

Zena rested her head against one of the roots, each one thicker than her body at its widest point. There was a little flower with a black center facing her. She smiled a little. It reminded her vaguely of Owen's tail.

"How pretty," she commented. "I'm not sure if you can hear me, Owen, but you've really done something incredible. And… I'd like to also thank you for everything you've done for me.

"I remember how I was toward you. And now I understand why you wanted us to just be friends until I got my memories back. Even though the feelings I had for you were… undeniable… Oh, how do I phrase it…" She sighed, tapping her horn against the trunk. "Those feelings could have come from someplace… unhealthy. That's what you sensed, wasn't it? And yet everyone else seemed to think we were such a cute couple." She rolled her eyes. "I can only see it as codependency. I can't believe I didn't see it in the moment. So… embarrassing. It's amazing what a fresh perspective can do, with losing my memory of it for a while.

"Mm… now that I think about it… That was probably in bad taste to you, wasn't it? I can't imagine the things you're remembering right now. That new perspective might be pained from how much you'd left behind." She smiled sadly at the flower. "Memories can be so hard. But being without them feels worse…"

She'd gone on for a while. But she had a feeling Owen could hear her. Hear her very much, in fact… She was getting an odd feeling from that flower.

Was it… had it always been facing her in that way?

"Owen?" Zena asked.

She tilted her head. The flower tilted in kind. She went in the opposite way. The flower did the same. Feeling a little silly, she bobbed her head. The flower mirrored her.

"Stars above," Zena whispered, "Owen! You're—er. You've gotten a new look."

The flower's stem wiggled.

"But you can't talk. Well. That's okay. Er, I'm sorry if what I said was… embarrassing. Goodness, this reminds me of when we first met. Talking to a river, not really knowing where I was, but that I was listening, hm?"

It was hard to read a flower's expression.

"…I hope, if we can find a way to restore you, we can start things over again, Owen. I have enough memories to know where I went wrong."

To this, the flower tilted itself, as if confused.

"You… you are still interested, right?"

The flower made a hesitant bob, but then wriggled about, like he wanted to say more, but couldn't.

Zena frowned, anxiety eating at her mind. "W-well, I guess I shouldn't make assumptions. It's okay if you aren't—really. I'll respect that, if you felt I had been too needy. We only knew each other for a few moons, after all. Barely got started! And, er, I'm certain we'd gone into things too quickly for our own good. Largely because I urged you. You barely knew. And, er… Owen, are you all right?"

Owen hadn't stopped flailing for a while, to the point where one of the petals had fallen off and he still didn't stop. Only then did she realize the flower was staring at something behind her.

She held her breath and concentrated a fixed point of light just in front of her mouth. Then, she spun around and hesitated for only a split-second to verify what it was. She saw Anam, but his eyes were dark, and that was all she needed.

The Hydro Pump slammed into the Goodra's chest, leaving ice-cold water in a wide spray that mixed with blackened slime and sent the Goodra himself back a few paces. Zena didn't let up until he was several body lengths away.

"Eon!" Zena shouted. "Eon, get over here!"

"What? What's happening?" Eon's voice was distant from the other side of the tree.

"You know"—that was anything but Anam's voice—"trying to fight me is pointless. This is my domain."

"You stay away from Owen," Zena hissed. "I'll fight you until there's nothing left if it means—"

"Enough." Dark Matter casually waved toward her. From his palm came a beam of darkness, but Zena, reflexively, swatted at it with her ribbon. It flew high and over the rooftops, leaving a cold sting where it touched, but nothing more.

This seemed to surprise Dark Matter enough that he didn't fire another immediately. Instead, he glanced toward the tree. He lifted his hand and took aim, but Zena was faster, blasting his arm clean off with another Hydro Pump. Dark Matter stumbled, hissing. "Pest."

"Don't think you can get to him with us around," Zena replied breathlessly. That second Hydro Pump was her strongest yet, and all it did was stagger him.

Eon had finally arrived, quickly shifting to a Goodra's form. "What—"

Dark Matter used his remaining hand to fire a blast toward Eon. It landed squarely in his chest and sent him tumbling back, a black ember smoldering where it had struck. The air cracked upon impact.

"No!" Zena hissed and prepared another, but a hasty beam of indigo fire was faster. It struck Dark Matter on the side of his head.

Eon, on one arm and clutching at a burned chest, forced himself back to his feet. "Not so strong here, are you?" Eon grunted. "This isn't your domain anymore." But he didn't try to attack; he looked too hurt to try something again.

Dark Matter clicked and narrowed his eyes, calculating something. Zena tensed, trying to focus on her peripherals for signs of wraiths, but none came. It was just Dark Matter. Owen… would he warn them if Marshadow was nearby?

"I can feel your paranoia," Dark Matter said. "I came alone."

"Then we can kill you right here."

"Cute." Dark Matter took a step forward and Zena readied another Hydro Pump. Dark Matter shifted his weight to one foot. Zena felt an odd coldness beneath her coils. Gasping, she rolled out of the way and narrowly dodged an uprising plume of darkness that raged like a black inferno. A few embers left minor rot-scorches on her scales; she countered with another Hydro Pump.

This time, Dark Matter made another motion with his left arm, like an upward point, dredging up some great power from the abyss. Zena felt another cold chill beneath her and rolled away again, but this time countless threads of darkness sprouted around her and bound her to the ground. She shouted and aimed for his face again.

"You know," Dark Matter said, "I'm disappointed at how effective Shadow Hold is becoming."

"Is that—what you call this technique?"

"No, it's what I call my mother." Dark Matter reached toward Zena. "Now hush."

Zena was running out of energy. She struggled to escape and barely managed to get her tail free. She twisted her form and dug it into the ruined ground—loose dirt and dust. Perfect. With a lurch, she heaved a dusty clump of the ground into Dark Matter's face. It spattered against his gooey front and directly into his eyes, which didn't blink. It only paused Dark Matter briefly while Zena squeezed halfway out of the black threads.

"These eyes are fake, you know." 

He squeezed his fist and the threads tightened. Zena yelped and tried to break out, but now they threatened to snap her spine if she tried resisting any further. She couldn't move. And then, Dark Matter touched her side. And yet… nothing happened.

"Now, I'm going to talk to Owen," Dark Matter said. "Anam said I should. You trust him, don't you?"

"I'm beginning to wonder," Zena hissed. "How long has he been working for you?"

"…You aren't under my control."

"It seems I'm not," Zena replied, glancing at where Dark Matter had touched. A trace of shadowy energy was there, struggling to maintain itself, but it evaporated. Zena had a feeling it was because of Owen.

"Then be quiet."

"Owen can't talk to you," Zena said.

"I will talk to him as long as—"

"No," Zena said, glaring. "He literally can't talk to you. He's a tree. I was speaking to him with—"

Dark Matter shoved his hand into the bark. Zena shouted, but the Shadowy threads pinned her to the ground. Dark Matter stared into the tree, completely still.

Owen, Zena said, only able to watch, hang in there. I'll get him away…


The Charmander stood in the small, ethereal clearing with a black sky and trees that seemed to light up on their own. Everything towered over him. Golden balls of light speckled the air, floating like Illumise in the summertime. The trees only went a few layers deep before falling into an endless abyss, but those that were there had full, vibrant leaves and a dim glow of blue aura.

Across the way, on the opposite end of the glade within nothing, was a Goodra with dark slime and a blank expression.

"Hello." 

Owen was trapped. Dark Matter had somehow infiltrated his realm. Was this a vision? Was he already claimed by Dark Matter, or was this him trying to seize control of the tree?

The moment Dark Matter had touched the tree, he'd been enveloped in cold, like dead fingers wrapping around his skull. And now he was here.

"Hello," Owen replied back, not sure if being polite was the best route. Or if anything was. Maybe it didn't matter anymore.

Dark Matter narrowed his eyes, then raised his hand. The moment he saw darkness forming, Owen crossed his arms and narrowly blocked a beam of Shadows, and then another, and then another. Each one made Owen buckle a little more, the Protect shield flickering and fading, before it finally gave way after the fifth one struck. The sixth landed squarely on his chest; the blast sent him skidding backward and over the abyss.

He flailed, then landed on solid ground—new ground that had conjured itself where there had once been nothing. Dark Matter stood on his own island of the forest, which was now filled with dead, leafless trees like the ones in the Voidlands.

"Now you know that I cannot harm you." Dark Matter's voice carried as if they were face to face.

Owen felt his chest. No pain, no wound, not even a trace of darkness. "And what if you could?" He stepped closer, and when he did, each step made the forest behind him disappear, and new forest appear in front of him.

"Then it would have been very convenient for me. And lucky. But I am not a lucky person. Some would hardly call me a person."

As Dark Matter spoke, their islands touched, and Owen's trees looked a lot less bright, while Dark Matter's trees gained some life and leaves.

"Then you really came here to talk." Owen stopped after he felt they were at a speaking distance, even if it was apparently unnecessary. He didn't like any of this. This was someone who had taken Amia away from him, who stole Zena's memories, who threatened to plunge all of Kilo into darkness.

"Tell me," Dark Matter said, "why Anam thinks it would have been a good idea to speak with you."

That wasn't expected. "Anam told you that? How do I know you aren't lying?"

"Because you can easily ask him later."

Owen tried to think of a way to counter that. Could Dark Matter have found a way to control Anam? No, because then he would have found a way to control him, too… Was Anam dead? No, that would prove everything was a lie, and Owen didn't plan on doing anything until he talked to Anam anyway.

"I would be a fool to expect you to believe anything I say without proof."

"Right. Okay. Look, I don't know why you want to talk to me, but if you're asking for some kind of deal, or a Promise, I'm not interested. I'm pretty sure everyone has approached me about a Promise at this point. I'm not doing it."

"I don't intend to," Dark Matter said. "Whatever I tell you is pointless anyway. You won't believe me. I only want to reclaim the Voidlands and my proper power."

"So you can kill everyone."

"Yes."

Owen couldn't believe how audacious this thing was. The little Charmander's tail flicked, trying to find some hidden meaning, some other motive, but it didn't make sense.

"Is that not what you wanted?" Dark Matter asked. "Necrozma wanted the same."

"…That's not at all something Necrozma would say."

"I now know what Necrozma has hidden from you." Dark Matter shook his head. "Fine. What I tell you is pointless until you come to me."

"I don't plan on it. You're… trying to destroy the world—how can I allow that? I'm a Heart. I'm supposed to protect the—"

"Stop."

"I don't think I will!" Owen's tail sparked and he took a threatening step forward, which he realized the moment he did was a silly gesture for his size. "Get out of my tree! I don't know what Anam told you, but I'm not going to negotiate with someone like you! As a Heart, I—"

"I will not"—Dark Matter shot a beam of shadows into Owen's face, which was parried by another Protect—"listen to you prattle about Hearts. I have suffered through the headspace of your leader for five hundred cycles. I do not have the patience to deal with your disgusting, misguided, and futile ambitions. But that is one thing I'll point out. Anam sent me, your leader. That implies that he thinks what I have to say is worthwhile, despite everything. Can you argue against this?"

Owen was starting to doubt Anam's sanity. He really had been harboring this dark entity within him all this time. All his power, and that power of rot, was that Dark Matter? To disguise it as the Ghost Orb's power… What more did Anam hide? And why?

Since Owen was silent, Dark Matter continued without resistance. "He told me you enjoy the truth. I have been nothing but honest. There is no point in lying because you will just ask Anam later."

It was easy to recognize that Dark Matter spoke meticulously, logically, in ways that did not rely on Owen having faith in Dark Matter's credibility. Owen could… appreciate that. But he was still cautious as he listened.

"I know that you are regaining your memories. You must have a lot of them by now."

"Of Kanto. And little bits from before I became a mutant, but after I was in Kilo."

"Since you're a tree, you have a lot of time to think about things. I want you to think about a place called Orre. Maybe later, you can ask for more of the full story. Because apparently, I'm the only one bothering to reveal it to you."

That term made Owen's chest flutter and he didn't know why. "What about Orre?"

"They're prying me out of the tree. I don't have much time left." Dark Matter's form faded into a hazy, black cloud. "Recall your memories at the end of Kanto. Think about Necrozma. And think about his only wish. …Hmph. Chances are, those memories are sealed, and not by me." He was barely a presence, now, but his voice echoed. "I'll be waiting just west of Null Village. You'll find me."

The world around Owen was dissolving as he became more aware of the village around his wooden body.

"Start with Orre. Learn the truth about why you are here at all. I will unlock the rest of the answers that are sealed away…"

Author's Note: Hey everyone! Thanks for reading up to this point! I have a few announcements to make. First, the next chapter is going to be delayed… because it's Special Episode 8! Where we will finally see the conclusion to Owen's time in the human world, and just what it was that brought him to Kilo. This episode will be published on the June 20.
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122. Special Episode 8 - Normal Living


Special Episode 8 – Normal Living

Lightning shattered the sky.

Torrential rains obscured anything more than a few feet ahead. Owen's wings were heavy and his flame sputtered boldly against the storm. Lighting the way, aside from his own embers, was a horrible forest fire that had been started by an unlucky lightning bolt. A rare natural disaster, where the rains were not enough to put out the intense flames that fed off of the overgrowth. It would be short-lived.

But there were still Pokémon and humans helpless in that storm, and they had to find as many as they could.

"That way, that way!" Tim called over the wind. He pressed on Owen's left shoulder and the Charizard banked. His pupils dilated, seeing the faded silhouettes of several creatures. He folded his wings down and descended, then abruptly spread them out for a quick stop.

Two humans, a Gabite, and a purple Nidoran were being attacked by agitated-looking Pokémon—a Cherubi and a Grovyle. The humans were shielding the two injured Pokémon.

"Keep them safe," Tim said. "I've got this."

His human jumped from his back and landed. Tim wore a red shirt and black shorts with a yellow stripe that glowed. He quickly pulled out a device from a pouch on his thigh, aiming it at the Cherubi first. It was an odd device that looked similar to a levitating, spinning top; from its bottom point came a trail of bright light that cut through the storm's darkness.

Tim made various rapid gestures with his arms using a control device in his hands, and the Pokémon attacking briefly stopped. The top spun and twirled through the air, forming ethereal ropes that dissolved into particles and clung to the Cherubi. Before she could react, the light completely enveloped her, and she looked briefly dazed.

"It's okay!" Tim shouted, squeezing the device. "We're here to help!"

Cherubi blinked, but then looked at Grovyle, who was rushing toward Tim with his leaves primed for a slashing attack.

Tim deftly hopped back and spun the top around Grovyle next, but he sliced through the threads instead. The top made a worrisome popping noise and Tim tried to recall it for another throw.

"Owen!" Tim shouted.

The Charizard swooped in and blocked the Grovyle's follow-up strike.

"Calm down!" Owen shouted at Grovyle.

"They started the fire. I know it!" Grovyle hissed back.

The fire had them too agitated to think straight. Owen beat his wings and parried Grovyle, just in time for Tim's second attempt. Threads of light dissolved and clung to Grovyle; he snarled and tried to slice at it again, but Tim was faster, skillfully weaving the thread between Grovyle's slash. Then, the light enveloped him next.

"It's okay," Tim pleaded. "Work with us! We have to get you out of here!"

Grovyle had a similarly dazed look, eyeing Cherubi.

"What… did you do?" Grovyle asked Tim.

"It's human magic," Owen explained to Grovyle. "It lets them show you how they truly feel."

Grovyle looked at the little lights that still clung to his scales. He brushed them off, and with it their effects also waned, but Tim didn't look alarmed.

"Fine," Grovyle said. "…Sorry."

"Thank you," said one of the humans that they'd rescued.

"Get out of here," Tim directed. "There's a safe path that way, and rescue crews are waiting. Can you walk?"

"We can," said the other. "Thank you!"

They departed, but Owen had a feeling they weren't done. Tim was speaking into his communicator.

"Ayame, are you there? Some rescues are coming your way. We're still looking for more."

Meanwhile, Owen asked Grovyle, "Is anyone else here in danger?"

The forest native immediately pointed further into the thunderous gloom, which was glowing a faint orange. "The fire's too hot."

"Not for me," Owen said, smiling. "Tim, I'm going in to rescue a few more."

"I'll come with you."

"The fire's hot."

"I'm used to it." Tim nodded at Grovyle and Cherubi. "Follow those other humans to safety. We'll save the others."

"Th-thank you!" Cherubi called as Grovyle picked her up and ran.

They wasted no time; Tim hopped on Owen's back, and then Owen sped through the trees and toward the glow. Tim pulled out yet another device from his pouch—everything was element-proof to handle any situation—and said, "They're right, it looks like there are still a few Pokémon that got cornered off from the fires. I'm counting five… All small. This should work out. I'll try to calm a few, and you can grab the rest. Talk them through it."

Owen grunted in understanding and accelerated. "Fire's coming. Get ready."

Tim held Owen tight as the flames licked at the Charizard's scales. The human pressed hard against Owen's back, squeezing his shoulders, and Owen saw a particularly orange tree up ahead. It cracked and crackled. Not good.

But his momentum was too much. The tree splintered, the sap within vaporizing, and it exploded right next to them. Tim shouted in pain and buckled against Owen, and he was about to turn back and flee. Instead, Tim slammed a hand against Owen the moment he made a motion to try.

"Keep going," Tim hissed. "I'm fine."

While apprehensive, it was far from the worst they'd gone through. Obeying, Owen sped through the flames and searched for more survivors, the flames and crackling wood being all he could hear.


Birds chirped under another calm morning sky. A ray of light shined through the window, and a summer breeze finally coaxed Owen out of his slumber. His body no longer ached from the rescue a few days ago. Which was good. He'd been getting restless.

Uncurling from his flame-proof beanbag for a bed, the Charizard swiveled his head around the room in search of Tim. His bed was empty with the sheets thrown in random directions, as usual. Tim never made his bed. So, he was awake. Owen therefore checked his bedside. His human magic devices weren't there, so he wasn't showering or doing anything from his morning routine.

Definitely late morning, from the sun's position. Had Tim let him sleep in again, just for the sake of recovery? Hmph. He didn't like sleeping in that long. Owen flicked his tail and shook off the flame veil that covered it, and his ember lit up the rest of the room instantly.

He pulled the door inward and stepped into the halls. A simple green carpet covered the middle portion of the hall, leading to a main lobby on one end and further human facilities on the other. Tim probably went that way. Before he could go, he was immediately greeted by another of the humans in this settlement.

"Owen! Good to see you up and about. Feeling better?"

This one was shorter than Tim and had long, brown hair. She grinned with her hands on her hips. This one, Owen knew, couldn't understand him well, so he nodded and growled in affirmative.

"Great! Oh, are you looking for Tim?"

Another grunt.

"He's over having breakfast. He's looking a lot better. Talk about a quick recovery! Not everyone can walk off being crushed by a tree in a few days, y'know."

Owen winced. That had only happened because he had gotten careless during the rescue…

"Aw, hey, it's alright. It happens in our line of work."

That didn't make it any better.

"Hey, I bet Tim would love to have breakfast with you again. Go see him!"

Owen grumbled in farewell and spread his wings, flying through the halls to catch up. He eventually found his way to the mess hall and scanned the many large, communal tables where humans and Pokémon alike partook in their meals. At one, there was Tim, in his usual uniform, but with a few bandages over his chest and neck. Smiling, Owen drifted toward the food stands, got a plate from the smiling cooks, and sat next to Tim.

"Hey," Tim greeted.

"Feeling better?" Owen asked.

"A lot." Tim patted his chest and suppressed a wince. Owen didn't look impressed. "Eheh…"

Owen was about to explain to Tim exactly why he shouldn't be moving around so much just yet when a brief dizzy spell struck him. Looking unfocused, he hummed a confused grunt.

"Owen?"

It came again, this time with a hazy image of something pink. And then it was gone.

"Hey, Owen?" Tim said again.

"Oh, sorry. I saw something, or at least, I thought I d—"

Help!

Owen immediately stood up, wings flared. Several others in the cafeteria looked at Owen, sensing his alarm. That made several other humans and their Pokémon scan the surrounding area next.

But there wasn't anybody there.

"Did you hear something, Owen?" Tim asked gently.

"I thought I did…" Owen looked down. "I saw something… pink. And someone calling for help. Like a thought. I don't think I actually heard it."

A stiff silence followed. Owen sank back into his seat, folding his wings down.

"It's alright," Tim said. "Maybe we're just tired. Let me know if it happens again, okay?"

Owen nodded, returning to his meal. It was too real to be some kind of hallucination. And something about that pink haze felt… familiar. Years ago. What was it?


The night was calm again but Owen had trouble sleeping regardless. His flame veil was irritating him, which wasn't normal. It was soft and weightless and he was used to the dark by now, especially since Tim left the window open so the moonlight and the stars gave him something to sleep under. And his flame, while veiled, still had a soft enough glow that it comforted him.

But he still couldn't drift off. It was suffocating. That cry for help was too real to ignore, and yet he was doing nothing. He was supposed to be a Pokémon for search and rescue. A Ranger's Pokémon. And he was just sitting idly by as a cry for help went specifically to him. Had he really hallucinated?

Eventually, with those thoughts endlessly circling around his head, the Charizard drifted off into something that resembled sleep.

Black space greeted him, and he floated like a wandering spirit. Not fully aware of his own thoughts, the Charizard flew without need for air or wind, lazily tilting his head left and right, half-wondering if it was a dream. After moment after empty moment, he realized that something was drawing him in a certain direction. There was a light.

Can you hear me?

He could. He tried to speak, but didn't have the energy.

I can see you. This way, please…

This voice. So familiar. But maybe only from a single moment in his past. Where, where…

Do you remember how maybe I helped you out a long time ago? 

Helped, helped… Yes! With a gasp, he remembered. That was so many years ago, but it was when he'd first evolved. No wonder it sounded so familiar. That voice had offered him some power in exchange for 'causing trouble' with those horrible people. A sick pit formed in his stomach. That had also been when he killed someone.

That means you owe me, right? You totally owe me!

Owen wasn't sure what that meant. But now that he thought about it, the way they had been given their hints to find that hideout out of the blue. And Owen wondered if there had been any signs of this strange presence then, too.

Look, I know you might think that there are some signs that I've been around before. Yeah. I get around a lot, I help out; miracles are kind of my thing. But now I'm in trouble. I need help. You'll totally help me, right?

This was all a little too strange to be a dream, but did that mean he could trust this voice's word?

My name is Mew Star. I… got captured. I'm being held somewhere on an island in the Orre region. Please… help. I can't… get out on my own. This is the last of my strength. If any of you can accept… I'll send someone to guide you to me. Please.

'Any of you.' Then she was sending this out to several people. But that didn't mean much if any of the others weren't capable of rescuing her. He was a Pokémon who had dedicated his life to rescuing.

He tried to reach out. It felt draining, like it required more energy than he could truly offer. But something came out. "I'll try…"

Owen wasn't sure if his voice had reached out. But soon, he couldn't hold on, and this strange semi-conscious state left him entirely.

A horrible pressure was wrapped around his chest and he couldn't get rid of it. Limply, he tried to pull away at something… That only made the pressure worse. He groaned…

Whimpering woke him up. Hazily, Owen blinked and saw three figures nearby. He recognized one by the outline alone as Tim. The other had hair that seemed to reflect the moonlight very well—Ayame. Which could only mean…

The pressure was from a Dragonite that had climbed into his bed. Tim's door was hanging off of its hinges. Ire hugged Owen and refused to let go, growling something between his whimpers.

Owen wheezed. "Help… me…"

Tim and Ayame's combined strength wasn't enough to pull the hulking Dragonite away.

"I had a nightmare," Ire said. "It was so scary…"

"So did I… but it wasn't scary." Owen tried to squeeze between his arms. No use. "Ire, I can't breathe…"

Finally, Ire had enough sense to let go. Owen took a deep breath and expelled a few embers.

"What's gotten into you?" Ayame pulled Ire away. "What nightmare?"

"Someone called Mew Star," Owen said. "Did you get that dream, too?"

Ire nodded. "It was dark and scary. And she said she needed help and she'd send someone to get me!"

"…To guide us there," Owen finished, which looked like a correction to Ire.

"O-oh."

"Did you agree?"

"No…"

"Well… I did." Owen glanced at Eon. "Does the region… Orre sound like somewhere to you?"

"Orre?" Tim repeated. Owen nodded. "Mew Star… Mew. Is that a Pokémon name?"

"It is," Ayame said, "but this sounds like some kind of Psychic prank to me. Mew is a Pokémon of myth; nobody's ever actually seen one before. They're said to be the ancestor species of all Pokémon, but they all either died off or their offspring became the many species. The Mew species itself just split off into the countless ones we see today, and the originals died off over time thanks to environmental changes. It just became more favorable to be specialized instead of generalized, or something."

"So, Mew were very generalized Pokémon? Kind of like Eevee, who then evolve into something specific?" Tim tilted his head. "I didn't look into this before…"

"That's the theory," Ayame said. "I don't think anybody has ever seen a real Mew before. I mean, apparently they're invisible, so that makes it pretty hard to verify. Either way, if Owen and Ire both got the same dream, it's probably some Psychic trick."

"Was Mew Psychic?" Owen asked.

"…Yes, but that's not my point."

"But what if it really was a Mew?"

"Then I'll owe Tim two thousand Pokédollars."

"I'm holding you to that," Tim said, smirking.

Ayame jabbed Tim in the side and he yelped and crumpled to the ground in pain. "Get some rest. We'll tell the others about this and see what they think, but real or not, you're in no condition to go to Orre of all places."

"Yeah okay," Tim squeaked.

Ayame hauled Ire back to their room, Owen helped Tim into his bed, and then fell asleep. Thankfully, this time, it was restful.


Several weeks passed uneventfully. For a while, Owen was sure that it really had been a dream, or a Psychic prank like the humans had suspected.

Why, then, did Owen often find himself searching the skies for signs of a Mew, or someone that a Mew might send?

They were back in top form and performing rescues as a team, mostly as a pair, but sometimes with Ayame and Ire, especially for larger missions. Normalcy had returned, but it was short-lived.

After another day of patrolling through a mercifully quiet shift, Owen and Ire landed with their humans in front of their boss. He was waiting for them outside the main base. He was a tall, muscular man with silver hair and a silver beard that made him look a lot like an Abomasnow, if not for his tanned skin.

"Owen, Tim," Boss-human said.

"Oh, hey, um—is something wrong?"

"Maybe. Maybe not." He was always like this. Gesturing behind him, Boss-human continued, "Someone's here to see you. Had some strange things to say. Figure he'll repeat it and see if there's anything you can glean from the crazy talk. We tried removin' the guy, but he went and phased into the wall and politely waited."

"That's an odd way to describe someone's polite behavior," Tim commented, following Boss-human inside. Owen walked by his side and Ayame and Ire followed behind. The hall was the same as always, but there was a trail of water from a loose Hydro Pump from some other incident that might have happened earlier in the day. Nobody paid it any mind.

A quick turn brought them to a side-lobby, one of the break rooms of the simple naturalistic-themed base.

"There he is." He pointed at a pair of large arms sticking out of the wall, crossed against a broad, gray chest.

"Oh, he really is just inside the wall."

"Dusknoir," Ayame said, shivering. "Just the Pokémon? Is it wild, or does it have a human nearby?"

"Wild… I think." Boss-human rubbed his beard. "Let's go give this talking thing another try."

"It can talk?" Tim asked. "You aren't exactly the best at understanding Pokémon, Boss."

"Did say he was an odd one." Boss-human led the way and called, "Alright, here's the Charizard and his friends! Don't try anything funny, but we're here to listen."

"Good. Thank you," the wall said as its arms made a bowing gesture. The wall sprouted the head of a Dusknoir during that bow before it returned inside. "My name is Hecto. I have been sent by Mew Star as per Owen's agreement to repay his debts and divine obligations."

"Like I said, nonsense," Boss-human drawled. He looked toward the others and saw the grave expressions they all wore. "What? That actually makes sense?"

"I know Mew Star from a dream I had a while ago," Owen said. "Ire had one, too."

"You guys can have dinner now if you want," Boss-human confirmed.

Owen squinted.

"Owen said," Tim translated, "that he saw Mew Star in a dream."

"Mew. The mythical Pokémon."

"The one that up and don't exist," Boss-human added.

"I can assure you she is very real," Hecto said. "While her species is rare, they are present in the world, albeit very timid. She, however, is divine in nature, and requires your help. I believe this makes her even more important than a standard Mew under your established moral standards."

"And why exactly are you coming here to request a save from these fellas in particular? We've got plenty of talent in our ranks that are up for divine missions."

"Mew Star resonated with them and therefore has a connection that can be used to track her down innately. Such things cannot be done by any person, only those who have been blessed by her previously."

"Mmmhm. Blessings. Sure." Boss-human hummed skeptically. "You got any proof that this is some kinda divine Pokémon?"

"I am a talking Dusknoir."

"Fair 'nough." Boss-human nodded, crossing his arms much like Hecto. "Got any more proof, though?"

"Mm. She was right to grant me small charges of her power." Hecto brought one of his massive hands forward. "Hold this, please."

"Eh?" Boss-human stared. "If you're divine, you ain't about to pull me to the spirit world, are you?"

"Not today."

Ire shuddered.

"Aren't you a comforting fella. Alright. I'll bite. What's this for?" He held one of Hecto's large fingers.

A pulse of white light flowed from within the wall, through Hecto's arm, and then into the Abomasnow-like human. He seemed to bristle and jerk his hand back, but whatever Hecto intended to do had been completed.

"You now know Thunder."

"…'Scuse me?"

"Use it carefully. It will fade in an hour."

Skeptical, he looked at his hand, then at a nearby window. He walked toward it and pushed it open, glancing at the Dusknoir in the wall. "How do I use it?"

"It should be innate. Follow your heart." Despite the symbolic and flowery tone, Hecto's voice was as monotone as ever.

The Thunder-infused Abomasnow-Boss human looked outside and focused on the pavement. A shadow formed in the skies above and a sudden burst of electricity scorched a small portion of the ground. Someone sitting on a bench a few feet away yelped in surprise.

"Well, that was disappointing."

"You aren't a Pokémon."

"Fair 'nough. Alright. Guess I'm convinced now." He faced Hecto. "But I've still got valid concerns about my crew if they're gonna be safe."

"They won't be. But I can assure you they will be rewarded for their efforts in this world or the next, whichever they end up."

"So it's a possibly lethal mission."

"I believe your occupations carry that same risk."

"They do, but that comes with hazard pay and safety processes, securities, and regulations."

"Well, good karma is probably good hazard pay if it's from someone literally divine," Tim mumbled aloud, earning odd looks from everyone except the wall, who did not have a look. "What? A-am I wrong?"

"Let me do the thinking," Owen said, patting Tim on the shoulder. He pouted. Then, the Charizard faced the wall-noir. "What happens if we don't go on this mission? I want to help Star, but I don't know if this is something worth doing."

"I do not know how many others will agree to this, how many are capable, or how many Mew was capable of adequately reaching before she completely ran out of strength. Therefore, if you refuse, the results may be anywhere between inconsequential or world-changing."

"In other words," Ayame said, "if we go, it will have to be because we think it's worth it all on its own."

"Correct."

"Wait." Tim looked at Ayame. "We? I thought Dusknoir came for Owen and I."

"Ire got the same dream, so we could help all the same, can't we?" Ayame frowned. "Besides, I don't want just you on a mission like this."

"What's that supposed to mean?!"

"Ire might have been one who refused in his dreams, so Star did not bother to reach toward him again. If you agree, I recommend deciding now. We will depart tomorrow."

"This is all real sudden, y'know. But after what I've seen… sure. I just gotta know one thing. What exactly are they fighting to rescue Mew from?"

"A budding but dangerous criminal syndicate of the Orre region intent on corrupting Pokémon of all kinds using a strange technology. They got a hold of Mew Star. If she becomes corrupted by that same technology, the results could be devastating for more than just the world."

"Ah. Well. That's a tall tale I'm inclined to believe." He looked at his hand again. It sparked with electricity, yet seemed painless. "You're gonna keep us updated on how they do, I'm hopin'?"

"Yes. That should be the case. I shall remain behind to give them to you," Hecto assured.

"All right. Well. I guess if that's settled…" Boss-human was still clearly unsettled about this, but with the proof provided, perhaps that was all he needed. "We'll try to make arrangements. Saving the world. Heh. I'm… gonna ask for a little more proof later, if y'don't mind."

"I have influences elsewhere that may be able to pull strings to reward your organization for your efforts." Hecto nodded. "Thank you for your time."

"Right. Well. You gonna come out of that wall and have something to eat, then?"

"Mm." Hecto uncrossed his arms. "I forgot there was a wall."

"…Right." He patted Tim on the shoulder. "Well. Good luck. That's gonna be your mission for a while, depending on how good his next proof is."

"R-right, yeah…" Tim looked uneasily at Ayame. "Are we sure about this?" he whispered.

Owen wasn't, at least not about his confidence in the mission itself. But Hecto showing up suddenly, after that dream a few weeks ago, and everything else? It felt like it was starting to come together. It was true. But he had no idea what would be waiting for him once they got there…


The following days were a confusing haze of activity. As it turned out, Hecto did provide more proof to their boss, from making secret calls to authority figures around the world to outright demonstrating a few more miracles that simple tricks could not replicate. And as Hecto's final trick, he seemed to have an endless, careless supply of funding to get them immediate and private flights to Orre. Those were apparently agonizing for the humans, but Owen, back in a Poké Ball that was ever so nostalgic, couldn't have been happier.

The hours passed slowly and cozily until the plane landed. Tim picked Owen's ball up and slipped him, with a slight and hesitant unfamiliarity, in his bag.

"Now, be careful around here," said Ayame said. "Orre isn't exactly the nicest place to be, and we didn't land in a good spot, either. There aren't really a lot of good airports in the region…"

She held a hand over her eyes and looked forward. Owen wiggled in his ball.

"Oh. Hang on." Tim pulled Owen out and released him. Ayame did the same with Ire.

Hot, dry air blasted him immediately, and Owen never realized until just then how much he loved the heat. It was no volcano, but the hot desert had a certain appeal that lush forests, while pleasant to look at, couldn't provide his fiery scales.

Could do without the sand, though.

All around them, away from the small and barren, gray airport, was an expansive and flat desert of soft sand. Though, there was something strange about Orre that Owen couldn't quite place…

The wind howled. Plumes of sand scattered across the airport's roads, obscuring the markings the pilot had probably used to land. The simple street they'd walked through was more a suggestion than a defined path, with only a few vehicles parked in unmarked stalls next to the building. An island of concrete in the middle of a sandy ocean.

"Is it just me or is it kind of… lifeless here?" Tim said.

"There are a few Pokémon in the sands here and there, but most of them died off or went away," Ayame explained. "You didn't read anything about Orre, did you?"

"I did!" Tim said.

"He didn't," Owen clarified.

Ayame sighed. "A horrible drought that even the desert Pokémon couldn't bear had bombarded the entire region like a curse. They're calling it some kind of divine omen, but to me it sounds like a massive upheaval of the climate. Maybe those environmentalist freaks in Hoenn I've been reading about are just in the wrong region."

"What happened to all the Pokémon?" Tim asked. "It's… empty."

"For a long time, wild populations had been in massive decline. They say that not a single wild Pokémon lives in Orre, now, not even in the patches of land that are fertile. All the humans caught them. In some ways, it's a place where the unification of Pokémon and humans reached its logical conclusion… No wild Pokémon. At all."

Owen's frown deepened. "That doesn't sound like how it would turn out."

"It's a possibility," Ayame said, "if we do it wrong, I guess. But this is more from the environment… not from the culture."

"And what a culture it is!"

Behind them, a tall man with green eyes and red, wild-looking hair approached. Despite the sand flying every which way, his hair seemed to be standing up on its own, like it was genetic, rather than from all the wind.

"I would like you to meet Michael," Hecto said.

"GAH!" Tim leaped a whole three paces away from the Dusknoir. "When did you get here?!"

"I have been in your shadow."

"What?!"

"Ahh, hello again, Hecto. A pleasure to see you. As instructed, here I am." The red-haired human gave a light nod, holding out his hand to Ayame, then Tim, to shake.

"Um, good to meet you. Who are you?" Ayame asked.

"Michael is an esteemed public figure," Hecto explained, "and is mostly known for his assistance and funding of the Pokémon HQ Lab to the western regions of Orre, quite far from here. They research and study Pokémon extensively and comprehensively, with a focus on ecosystems and battling."

Owen glanced at Michael. That seemed interesting.

"Oh, you flatter me." Michael chuckled. "Well, regardless, I am ultimately your guide for this excursion to Orre. We will be going on quite a trip, but I have made all the necessary preparations. You are the last to arrive due to your relative distance and… difficulty with traveling from Almia to Orre."

"It was pretty far," Tim said. "How long was that flight? Felt like days…"

"Never were good at math," Ayame hummed. "Who else is with you?"

"We're all in there. Come, come!" Michael spun on his heel and walked toward an unassuming but large, brown truck that blended with the sandy horizon.

It beeped twice and the door opened, which prompted someone in the back to shout, "Hey, hey! You're letting all the cool air out!"

Owen peered inside.

"Oh, great, a Charizard. Get in your ball! I stayed in this truck to keep out of the heat!"

Scowling, the Charizard defiantly continued to inspect the interior.

It was spacious. The truck went back at least three rows, with enough seats to account for a full squad and then some. Michael was the driver, of course, and sitting in the passenger seat was a Vaporeon pressing her face against the air conditioning, looking very content. In the back were several other humans, and they quickly introduced themselves once Tim and Ayame found their seats in the very back.

The rude human, who wore a faded purple jacket and had sandy brown hair, was named Brandon. He radiated an aura of calm confidence and power, and it showed in his belt of six Poké Balls. A full team… Something about that sent a sad pang through Owen's heart.

The second human was quiet and looked like he was from Kanto, or perhaps Johto, based on his attire and the familiar equipment. This, too, was something Owen didn't want to look at for very long. This human was named Rhys, and he only had a single Poké Ball with him, which housed a Torkoal.

"That's curious," Ayame remarked. "You don't look as if you're from Hoenn. Oh, I'm sorry if that's an assumption, but—Torkoal, was he from somewhere else?"

"Ah, well."

Instantly, the accent made Ayame flinch.

"Galar, actually. A pleasure to meet you. This is quite a faraway place…"

"I—I'm very sorry."

"Nice one." Tim smirked.

"My equipment was actually donated to me thanks to her." Rhys gestured to the next human.

She was starry-eyed, excitable, and possibly the youngest in the group. "I'm Gurere Utano! And this is my Gastrodon, Ano!"

"NooOOO!" Brandon pointed at her. "Not again! Not here!"

She pouted and put Ano's ball back in her bag.

"Now, now, play nice!" Michael called back as he took the truck out of park. "Is everyone seated and belted?"

"Uh, yeah, seatbelt's on," Brandon said.

"Sorry, Owen. Might be better if you stayed in your ball for now."

Owen nodded, but then growled at Brandon, who raised his hands mock-disarmingly.

The truck rumbled, and soon they were off and going across barren desert sands.

"No time for sightseeing, I'm afraid," Michael said, glancing back once they were driving smoothly. "Our first and only stop prior to our destination will be Gateon Port. From there, we will be taking a special trip south, across the sea, to a nearby offshore island called Quartz Isle. That is where Mew is held."

At the mention of Mew, everyone's expression seemed to harden—even Hecto, who was floating next to Tim, and was jammed partway into the corner of the truck.

"What's got all of you guys here, anyway?" Brandon asked with a leisurely shrug.

"Mew helped us try to get my team back," Tim said. "We were fighting some kind of crime syndicate in Kanto."

"Oh, Team Rocket," Brandon said. "Didn't they get taken down a year or so ago?"

"They—they what?"

"Yeah, it was all over the news. Did you not see it?"

Tim and Ayame stared at each other. Owen tried to get a better angle, but it was hard from Tim's pocket.

"We've sort of… avoided news about Kanto when we could," Tim admitted. "And Almia is pretty far away."

"Huh. Well, yeah. They're taken down. Maybe you should visit sometime."

"Maybe we should."

Owen wondered the same thing. Perhaps after they rescued Mew, they could return to Kanto for… something. He wondered if his parents were still at the lab. Probably. It hadn't been that long, after all, and they'd probably be happy to see him big and strong and with wings… Especially his mother.

"It might still be unsafe," Ayame hummed. "How thoroughly taken down were they?"

"No idea how thoroughly," Brandon said. "Some mute kid in red took the big boss down or something. Overwhelmed him with sheer force of will and a crazy energy about him. Pokémon were unnaturally strong and he practically beat the big boss into reforming, somehow. Craziest story I ever heard. Dude had a Pikachu and a Charizard, dunno about the rest of his team. A Pikachu! That one's his ace! How's that even work?"

It did sound unbelievable. But this 'Team Rocket' being taken down at all was absurd… If Tim couldn't, then nobody could.

"How about you?" Brandon asked Utano.

"Well, I'm a devout follower of Arceus, you see," Utano said, and that curious light in Brandon's eyes immediately went out. "And during one of my prayers, I saw a great, white light, and He told me that I had to do a few things to make the world better. Most of them were community issues, but some specific ones had to do with something awful happening on the east side of Orre. Well, I put a stop to it right away!"

Brandon quirked a brow. "You what now?"

"Utano is responsible for dismantling another budding organization's efforts to develop a technology that could steal Pokémon from their trainers. It's actually something that I had been in the middle of investigating myself."

"Steal—what?" Tim repeated. "How? Grabbing their Poké Ball and—"

"Ohh, far worse than that," Michael said. "I suppose it's not relevant right this instant, but there are certainly some shady organizations out and about in Orre. Utano here has a special talent for seeing strange auras around certain Pokémon. She will be able to help us determine if Mew has been tampered with."

"It runs in the family," Utano said. "My little sister might be able to do it, too!"

"T-tampered with?" Tim squeezed at Owen's capsule a little tighter. He was nervous. But Tim didn't have to worry; Owen knew he couldn't get tampered with like that.

"Yes. Likely irrelevant. Possibly not. In any case, are any of you fond of particular radio stations? Otherwise, I may just switch to national radio."

Brandon was already breaking out his earbuds. Utano asked if there were any religious channels. In response, Brandon raised the volume of his music, to the point where Owen could hear it from his Poké Ball.

Eventually, though, Owen drifted off to a nostalgic half-sleep as the truck's rumbling growls lulled him off.


Owen rolled and tumbled in his ball, the sudden motion startling him awake. He'd hit the ground and hit the far end of whatever room he'd been placed in. Tim was scrambling to him, tripping and tilting in a weird way, and as he tilted, his ball rolled more along the floor. Finally, Tim scrambled enough to pick Owen up.

"Sorry about that," Tim breathed.

Owen wiggled.

"Ah, no, don't get out yet," Tim said. "You might, uh, fall over. We're on a boat right now."

First a plane, then a car, now a boat? How much travel did this Quartz Isle need?

Someone knocked on the door to Tim's cabin, which was filled with only the most basic needs of a bed, a desk, and a light.

"Everything alright in there?" Ayame called through the door.

"Yeah! Uh, my bag just fell."

"Is your bag filled with concrete?"

"I also fell."

"That makes more sense. Well, get out already! We're getting close to shore and we might be in for a rush."

"A rush?" Tim pulled what he could into his bag and stood up, wobbling his way to the entrance. He slipped Owen into his bag, double-checked his Ranger equipment, and then headed down the boat hall. Owen couldn't see any particular details other than the fact that it was a medium-sized boat meant for tens of human passengers, perhaps more.

"There is a chance that we will need to fly there," Michael commented, eyes pressed against binoculars. "Their base of operations is near the shore, but they seem to know we've arrived. How interesting!"

"Uh. Interesting?" Tim asked once he got to the deck, where the wind whipped at their faces. "How do you know they see us coming?"

"The incoming Hyper Beam."

"The wh—"

Wood exploded, metal bent, and glass shattered when the blast of energy struck the area only a few feet away and behind Michael.

Owen poured out of his Poké Ball and grabbed Tim by the shoulder. He flared his wings and bumped Tim on; muscle memory took over from there. The human latched to his back and Owen jumped from the boat, ascending tens of feet into the air in a matter of seconds. Ayame wasn't far behind with Ire, and Brandon outright threw himself off the boat for a Gyarados waiting for him just underwater. Utano had jumped with him after a second of hesitation.

And Michael just stood there.

"Tim! He's not moving!"

"What?"

Ire had flown ahead, leaving Michael behind, standing at the front of the dock with his binoculars. He took them off to glance up at Tim. Both the human and Charizard made the same exasperated motion with their arms. Michael waved at them in response like they were passing during their lunch break.

"By the skies, what's with him!?" Owen muttered. "Alright! I'm going back!"

Michael was pointing toward the shore.

Another Hyper Beam exploded a hole through the ship as more of the skeleton crew scrambled to get out. Michael glanced back at one of the rescue boats; one of the men was ordering Michael to come with them. He shooed them away. Befuddled, the sailor ran with the others to get on the lifeboat.

Owen plucked Michael from under the arms and continued to fly.

"What is wrong with you?!" Owen snarled at Michael.

"I'm sorry, I don't understand you very well."

"He said what's wrong with you!" Tim shouted over the wind. "You could have died!"

"Well, the Hyper Beams were clearly going to miss," Michael pointed out. "I only had to move aside a few steps." He kicked his feet leisurely, dangling over the ocean. "You have a firm hold of me, yes?"

"He does," Tim said. "We do rescues like this all the time. He has practice carrying humans this way, but it's still dangerous. Not exactly used to being under fire—why are you taking this so calmly?!"

"Oh?" Michael tilted his head up. "Well, panicking makes your jobs harder, does it not?"

"Why didn't you go with the others on the life boat?"

"Well, we're on a mission, I believe. It seemed you were going to carry me back." Michael idly kicked his legs again before squeezing his arm to force the binoculars over his eyes. "Ah! They are aiming at Brandon. Hopefully he is quick to avoid those. Oh, very good, very good!"

Brandon had indeed weaved through the ocean at an alarming speed, grasping onto Gyarados' upper half with practiced ease. Utano was having less luck and was clinging to Brandon's back with terrified screams that Owen could hear all the way from the skies.

"The closer we get, the less time we have to dodge their attacks," Tim said. "Soon one of those Hyper Beams will hit us. How do we get out of the way?"

"Well, we should be thankful that they're not very numerous. They must have done a rush job to stop us. Hmm." Michael scanned with his binoculars. "I see a few faraway shooters."

An orange beam cut across the air again, but this time it was going toward the shore.

"Oh, look, that Hyper Beam is from us!"

"Whoa…" Owen had almost forgotten how much power Ire had behind him. The Dragonite's Hyper Beam left a huge scorch along the sand, sending plumes of debris in the air.

"Hey! Good thinking!" Tim shouted, but they were too far to properly communicate. "Owen, speed ahead. They can't see us with all that sand."

"I recommend shooting fire in random directions. Try to make them linger."

"What? Why?"

"They might try sensing you via heat."

Owen didn't know what technology that was, but human magic always had little surprises. He followed Michaels' instruction, sending the occasional blast of fire ahead of him, behind him, and in trails that would have been possible paths he'd take. He made them slow, hot blasts, ones that stayed for a while—no good for striking, but good to draw attention away.

The shore was visible, white sands blinding against the sun. Owen squinted, using the haze of the debris that Ire's Hyper Beam kicked up to speed through to find an opening. It occurred to Owen that they had no idea how to regroup with the team. Hopefully Hecto would be able to coordinate that; he seemed to have a talent for appearing just where they needed him.

"Get low to the ground!" Tim shouted. "Keep going forward! Ire's already through the smoke and—"

Another Hyper Beam shot through the smoke in a complete misfire. There was another explosion and faint shouts of voices Owen didn't recognize.

By the time they'd gotten through the smoke and landed on pavement—an abandoned street—all Owen saw were fleeing humans and Ayame standing tall with Ire. They were at the very edge of a small town on the island, where the paved roads were halfway covered in the sandy beach. Trees dotted the medians and no place was taller than two stories. Warm but subtle colors dominated the buildings, from soft reds to bright browns, accented occasionally by darker, cooler rooftops.

"Well. That wasn't so bad." Ayame clapped her hands together and nodded at Tim. "Their defenses weren't very strong at all, so it must have been a frantic prep."

"Which means their real backup should be coming soon," Tim warned.

"Indeed. We should hide." Michael adjusted his shirt from all the wind and flames. "Hecto!"

A Dusknoir rose from the ground, pointing to a nearby structure that Owen recognized as a place traveling humans used to roost.

"I have reserved a room for us to stay in for a brief time," Hecto stated. "We will be found if we stay long, but it can be a moment to breathe before relocating."

"Right. And the others—"

"I shall gather them. Waste no time."


Owen and all the others were crammed into a single-bedroom motel room on the second floor. The carpet was a gross green-blue speckled mess and the beds looked like they had only been cleaned the legally required amount. Owen hoped there was a legally required amount, because he'd much rather sleep outside with how they smelled. In the middle of the room was a table with a map of the island spread out. Hecto pointed a massive finger at a spot just slightly inland.

"We are currently on the southeastern corner of this map, nearest to where their underground headquarters are located. It seems that they take advantage of the tourist scene to smuggle their supplies without being detected by authorities. To go deeper inland, perhaps, was a risk. But now we are exploiting it as a vulnerability. Only an hour's travel is required if we want to be careful and slow, and I've arranged for a quiet route."

"Um, arranged? How?"

"I am in possession of a few assets that will allow you passage there."

Someone knocked on their door. Everyone stopped murmuring to one another; Owen tried to keep the hum of his flame as quiet as possible.

"It is safe," Hecto said.

Michael was the one to answer. "Well, thank you, Hecto." He opened the door to see a Dusknoir with an armful of takeout. "Ah! Well, thank you, Hecto."

"Wha—" Tim stood up. "You—how—" He pointed at the Dusknoir by the table, then the other one by the entrance, who was setting everything down before disappearing into the wall. "Wait. Why did you knock if you could just pass through the door?"

"It's polite," that Hecto said before disappearing.

"I believe these are all of our orders." Michael handed out each marked meal to everyone. "We shall eat, rest, and then depart first thing in the morning. Will we have enough time for that, Hecto?"

"Yes, that should be safe. I will warn you if we are found sooner."

While unnerved, they all sat around the table and had their dinners. Brandon had a plate of rice and meats with sides of dumplings, while Utano and Michael both had heroes from the same eatery down the road. Tim and Ayame both ordered the local curry, which turned out to be well-made. Rhys had a sushi plate and seemed to be the only one paying attention to Michael's babbling about the melting pot of culture that Quartz Isle had, and how it was a shame that it was also the heart of such shady underground activities. Owen tried to pay attention, but something about Michael's manner of speech made him drowsy.

Another Hecto had returned shortly after with a generous portion of high-quality Pokémon food, and for that, Owen was grateful. He wasn't used to this particular brand, but it was a decent substitute. He hoped that after the mission was over, he could try something that he'd picked on his own. Surely a melting pot would have all kinds of Pokémon food to try…

"So, uh," Brandon said near the end of their meal, "Hecto, right? When did you learn how to talk?"

"I acquired this language several centuries ago."

"Oh. Uh. Didn't know Dusknoir were immortal."

"They are not."

"…So, you're some demigod Dusknoir servant of Mew?"

"I serve a higher authority."

"Riiiiight, okay." Brandon seemed to believe it, yet simultaneously recognized that he wasn't going to get more. "So, this Mew Star. Can she talk like you?"

"She can, but she prefers not to. She isn't very fond of humans."

"Eh, I don't blame her." Brandon shrugged. "Humans can be pretty awful. How'd she get caught, anyway?"

"Star has a habit of descending to this world and performing little miracles to help where she feels it's necessary. And while she generally doesn't care for humans, she does recognize that a few of them are… better. You all are proof of that. Each of you received help from her in the past, directly or indirectly. That is why she was able to reach out to you in the first place. Receiving such help left behind a trace of a link between you or your Pokémon."

"Uh-huh. So basically, by chance, she found us, gave us a few perks, and now we gotta return the favor." Brandon hummed. "Is that the basics?"

"Yes, though you did have a choice."

"Yeah, yeah. I bet she reached out to a lot of people, the way you describe this being some kind of divine habit."

"How'd she get caught?" Tim asked.

"Humans are clever," Hecto said. "When Star descends to this world, she is not at her strongest. It was an inevitability that she would one day get into this kind of trouble, but she does not wish to let Arceus know about it. She is worried about what may happen if—"

"Okay, hang on, you can't just gloss over that. Arceus, the Sinnoh myth?"

"Yes. He is real. In any case, she doesn't want—"

"You can't just drop something like that, hold on!" Brandon narrowed his eyes.

"Well, of course He is real," Utano said, stars in her eyes. "But I believe that if we pray for help, surely Mew would—"

"He said that he'd be mad," Tim said, looking at Hecto. "Why?"

Hecto's red eye flickered. "Well, Arceus had warned not to associate with mortals at all."

"I mean. He's right. Mortals suck. I should know, I am one." Brandon thumbed his chest.

"…Mm. I am losing confidence in this team. I will get back on topic. Mew was captured when she was reckless, and now the humans here are attempting experiments that will put her under their control. The results could be catastrophic, but frankly could be even worse if Arceus finds out. So, your mission is the same. Rescue Mew, and save perhaps this entire island or greater from divine smite."

"Oh, sure, just throw the world on our shoulders while you're at it." Brandon grunted.

"He would not be so cruel." Utano frowned.

To this, Hecto said nothing.

Rhys, silently eating his meal, placed his fork down and nodded respectfully toward Hecto. "I will trust your judgement. We have only you for guidance in saving her, and I am thoroughly convinced that you would not have gone through this trouble otherwise. I do have one last question, however. If you were so capable of arranging all of this, why were you unable to save Star yourself?"

"A fair question. It is because despite Star's disdain for humans, she also acknowledges that the bond between humans and Pokémon is something that I alone cannot replicate. Despite my power, I am spread thin, and am not able to do much in a swift manner. I am not the same body you met in Kalos, nor am I the same one any of you met. I am in many places, monitoring this world. But that is what I am best at. Monitoring. I suppose you could call me an Overseer." His eye flickered again.

"And hooking us up with some great food," Brandon added, his plate now empty. "So, uh, you're basically an average Dusknoir, but a lot of them?"

"In power, yes, with a few minor abilities."

"Like what?"

"Perhaps they will be relevant later."

"That's not ominous…"

"It was not intended to be."

Owen liked Hecto. He had a funny sense of humor.


Morning came, and Hecto reported little in regard to those of the underground organization. One way or another, he had hidden them from detection, or perhaps they were just lucky. But just one night, Hecto explained, had been risk enough. Before noon, they would have to get Star out of trouble, or they may lose their chance for good.

Hecto had procured a tour bus. A strange man in a sea-green uniform drove it, and he looked at them blankly with dark, dark eyes.

"Uhh… are you sure this is safe?" Tim whispered to Hecto.

"It is safe," the Dusknoir and bus driver said in unison. When the bus driver spoke, a spectral mist poured from his mouth instead of air.

Ayame covered her mouth in shock. "Y-you… that person is…"

"I am in possession of a few assets."

"H-he'll be okay, right?"

"Yes. As soon as this drive is complete, he will continue on his way with only a brief lapse of memory."

"…We're the good guys, right?" Brandon asked as he entered the bus.

"You are freeing Mew from a terrible fate."

"I guess."

"If it is the will of Arceus, then it must be good, by definition," Utano stated.

"Hrm." Rhys took a seat first, looking unfamiliar. "Public transport. I have not used it in quite a while."

"Well, it's not nearly as bad as it usually is," Brandon said, taking up three empty seats as he laid down. "The whole bus to ourselves! This is awesome!" His hand landed in an unknown stain and he quickly jerked back. "You know," he added, wiping it on his shirt, "I went on a party bus back when I was graduating. Now that was a time."

"You certainly peaked then, didn't you?" Rhys asked as he sent out his Torkoal, opening a window so any smoke he may form would drift away. It wasn't very much, thankfully, and the prospect of a smokey smell tempted Owen to come out of his capsule, too.

"Those were the days," Brandon replied, leaning back with a smile.

"I never really went to school," Tim said. "Was part of the starter program."

"Well hey, you got into a successful job in the end, so it worked out." Brandon shrugged. Tim seemed tense.

"Mm." Hecto, as the bus driver, spoke up. You will be meeting with one other person when we get there. One person that Mew had connected with lives on this very island. Due to how nearby it was, perhaps it was out of convenience that she helped, but I suspect that she, too, has a strong heart like you all."

"Oh? One more person?" Brandon asked. "Who?"

The bus stopped at a light. "She is an older woman with a lavender vest. She has knowledge about the security within this underground facility as one of the guards there."

"What? How come she's a guard? Is that, uh, is that safe?"

"Yes. There are great punishments for going against their secrecy, but generally speaking the benefit of saving Mew outweighed that. It is hard to compete with divinity."

"No, but can we trust someone who signed up for that sort of thing?" Brandon asked, skeptical.

"Yes. She, like many in the world, was only looking for a job. She was not aware of what she was guarding until she was informed by me. The horror in her eyes was unmistakable."

"And not because you were talking to her as a Dusknoir or some other possessed schmuck, right?"

"No, that panic passed quickly."

"You really gotta work on your social skills."

"Mm. Noted."

"I think he's quite fine, social wise!" Michael said cheerily. "A very well-adjusted Pokémon."

"Well, when Michael's the one vouching for you, I guess I'm the wrong one."


The bus dropped them off near an unassuming parking lot of a barren strip mall. Not many cars parked here and the stores were run-down and only a few seemed to show any signs of being active at all. Was it some kind of front? Not many roads led there, either. Owen couldn't get a good look from inside his capsule, but Tim seemed cautious.

The bus drove away and another Dusknoir emerged from the ground. "Come."

"You know, this could still be an elaborate plot to get a bunch of people together to kill them," Brandon mused to the others as they walked. "You think that's what's going on? Go around the world, multicultural killing event? You know, for diversity."

"You're not very funny." Utano pouted.

"And there is Madeline," Hecto said.

Standing by one of the abandoned stores was a woman with dark purple hair and a vest to match. There was a piercing look about her green eyes that Owen saw even from his ball.

"Hello, Madeline," Hecto greeted.

"Is this everyone?" Madeline asked. "You said six trainers."

Tim counted their group. Himself, Ayame, Utano, Michael, Brandon, and Rhys. That was six, which made Madeline their seventh. Seven made sense. The strongest Pokémon teams involved six Pokémon and a human. But to have seven humans, did that mean they were a super-team? Though, not all of them had six Pokémon. Tim and Ayame both only had one…

"Okay. Once I get you all inside with clearance, you'll only have a few minutes to get in there and rescue Mew."

"A-a few minutes? To explore a whole facility?"

"We have a map and Hecto told me which room has Mew," Madeline explained, pulling out a strange device to display a screen to the humans, who all huddled together. Owen, in Tim's pocket, saw nothing.

"That's deep," Brandon said lowly.

"The elevator works, right?" Tim asked worriedly.

"What's our exit strategy?" Rhys asked.

"There appears to be a fire exit we can take. It's only a few flights."

"Yeah, a few flights with the whole facility on our tail…"

"Time is short," Hecto said. "This is going to be reckless, but we have no choice. Are we ready?"

"No."

"Then let's go." Hecto disappeared into the wall, gesturing for them to go ahead.

"…I said no, but alright," Brandon growled, but then, perhaps for the first time, the gravity of what they were doing must have dawned on him. He glanced back at the others. "I know we went all this way, but—"

"It's for Mew," Tim said, nodding. "She saved all of us once, right? So…"

Brandon sighed, rubbing the back of his head. "I better get a good afterlife for this."


Madeline had taken on the role of showing some new recruits around the facility, up to the point where they had been authorized to go. The walls were a sterile white and her steps often echoed against the concrete halls. Lights evenly illuminated the halls, and there was nothing organic or appealing about it at all. Owen hoped they would leave soon. Pipes lined the higher portions of the ceilings, probably carrying water and other building-essential material.

Hecto was hiding in the walls again. Owen spent his time listening carefully to what Madeline was saying as they went deeper into the facility, showing what might have been an abridged version of the same tour Madeline had once been given.

Owen had no idea what sort of strings Hecto had pulled, or what sort of planning Madeline had performed, but they made it to a lower floor without incident.

Tim clutched at Owen's capsule, signaling to him that he should be ready to be summoned at any time. Owen wiggled in response. Yes, he was ready.

Madeline suddenly dropped the tourist act and everyone's pace quickened. "From here on out," Madeline said, "if we're questioned, we just have to power through. There's no point anymore, right?"

"Yes. Subdue them."

"Uhh, subdue?" Tim asked. "How? I only have a Charizard, so he's not very good at—"

"Hey, what's going on? You aren't supposed to be—"

An unknown voice was abruptly shut down after a soft POP noise startled Owen even as he was weightless in his capsule. Then there was a thud.

"M-Michael!" Utano gasped.

"Yes?"

"What did you do?!"

"Subdue."

"With a—what is that?" Brandon pointed.

"Portable Thunder Wave."

"When did you—"

"Shall we advance? I have a few more of these in case it's needed."

"Gah—you're nuts. Zeke!" Brandon tossed a Poké Ball and out came a Blaziken, already prepared for stealth. "Ready to kick some faces if we need to?"

Zeke hesitantly nodded.

"Don't worry, just enough to knock them out," Brandon added.

"Humans?" Zeke asked uncertainly.

"Trust me, we might need to here," Brandon said. "Only this once, alright?"

"What did he say?" Michael asked Brandon.

"He's just apprehensive. Let's go!"

"Should Owen come out?" Tim asked.

"That flame won't help us stay hidden. Save it for fighting."

Owen shifted restlessly, but the rude human was right. More loud POP sounds meant Michael was making good use of his Thunder Waves, while Brandon's Blaziken kicked down several doors that had required passcodes. So much for being subtle. They'd asked Hecto why the security cameras didn't alert anyone to anything. Hecto's reply had been, simply, that he'd 'taken care of it.' Nobody asked him to elaborate.

"Looks like a lot of these doors aren't element-proof," Brandon remarked. "Which means we need to go deeper for the real high-security stuff, don't we?"

"Yes. We need a key to get through those," Madeline said. "We'll have to find an administrator. They're deeper inside, but their Pokémon are extremely powerful."

"That won't be necessary," Hecto said. "There is one who had been on a lunch break with their Pokémon in another location. Security negligence. It was an easy social manipulation. I am in the process of subduing him. Continue down this hallway."

How much had Hecto arranged for this? Owen took note not to be on his bad side.

Down the hall, in a large but empty cafeteria, someone was screaming bloody murder.

Brandon kicked the door down unnecessarily and searched for the source. "Whoa!" He cursed several times, reeling at the sight.

A man was being dragged into the ground, kicking and flailing and screaming, by great, powerful arms. The shadows expanded and the man disappeared, his screams cut off in an instant. Several seconds later, a second Dusknoir rose from the ground and tossed a card toward the first. He then handed it to Brandon, who stared at them with wide eyes. He asked Hecto about what had just happened using words Owen wasn't allowed to use.

"I have acquired a key card to enter the deepest areas of the base. We should not wait any longer. They may put the area in lockdown soon."

"N-hang on, did you just—where's that guy now?"

"Nowhere to concern yourself with."

"Is he okay?"

"Physically."

They all stared.

"Shall we rescue Mew?" Hecto asked.

Owen was definitely glad Hecto was on their side.

They made it to more stairs that were, after a painful revelation from Zeke, element-proof. The card, immediately useful, opened the path down, where the concrete walls transitioned to more reinforced hallways that lined several more rooms all evenly spaced throughout the facility. Their steps echoed across the way and had it not been for Hecto's guidance, they might have been lost for hours finding where the specific room had been.

Many times, they were stopped or pursued by guards. With help from Elder's Smokescreens, Brandon's team's general prowess, or, indeed, the brute force of Ire's Hyper Beam, they were able to power through after great effort.

"They really weren't expecting us!" Tim shouted.

"We're almost there. The hard part will be escaping," Hecto stated. "One of us will go inside to rescue Mew. The rest must hold off every single guard. Prepare to push through for our escape. Failure will mean death for you."

"Oh, I didn't get that part of the memo," Brandon grunted, stopping at the door that Hecto gestured to. "I'll hold off the guards while I can."

"I will, too," Ayame added, sending Ire out again. "Tim! Go inside and get Mew. She might need to be calmed down and you're better at that."

"Oh! Thanks! I—"

"Gratitude later, Tim!"

Tim grasped at Owen and sent him out; finally, he could spread his wings! Owen scanned his surroundings to make sure he had the right impression. Inside, Michael had already dispatched a few scientists that had been working on a large computer. There were several guards outside that Brandon and Ayame were fending off. Utano was pointing frantically at a chamber deeper inside, behind a glass window, and then further in a large, glass cylinder in the center. A small, pink creature was writhing in pain inside as a strange energy coursed through metal.

"It's horrible, all those black clouds," Utano said, but Owen could see no such thing. This must have been her special power. "We need to break that glass! And be careful not to be too close for too long!"

"What is happening to her?" Michael asked, looking over the computer systems carefully. "It appears that whatever is being done to her, it seems to be at around half of its maximum capacity, climbing steadily. I do not want to adjust anything I'm not familiar with. A manual override may be necessary."

"How do you manually override?"

"Find a weak point in the chamber and break it open. It seems to be all kinds of element-proof, so that may be easier said than done…"

Owen stomped toward the computer. "I can break it if you want."

"Are you trying to help? No, don't press anything," Michael said. "Destroying the computer could do something even worse. Give me time. I'm going to try opening the chamber first, once I find the proper command in this… awful interface, really."

Just outside the room, Ire barked in pain.

"We need to hurry," Tim said, grabbing the card from Hecto before pressing it randomly on the glass.

"What are you doing?" Hecto said.

"There's got to be some way through this glass, right? There's no doorway inside so you probably need to—"

"Ah! Tim, go back a few paces!" Michael yipped.

Tim followed Michael's instruction. After a few moments, Michael performed a few keystrokes, and the glass door slid just slightly to the side.

"Perfect!" Michael clapped. "Go inside and see if the glass inside is breakable, too!"

Owen followed Tim inside and he started to tap the same card on the inner chamber, frowning at the twitching Pokémon inside. Owen had never seen it in person before—at least, he didn't think so. Yet, she looked so familiar to him. Her presence was familiar. That same, powerful feeling when they'd raided those evil humans' hideout…

"Oh, hello," Michael said. "Yes, I believe this should do it."

He pressed something, and there was a beeping noise, then a loud alarm and flashing lights. The Mew in the chamber dipped lower and the glass unsealed itself… but then the thick, glass window behind them also sealed itself, trapping Tim and Owen inside.

"Uh—Michael?" Tim called, but Michael didn't hear him. The glass was soundproof. Michael stood from the computer and approached the window, saying something, but Owen couldn't hear it.

"G… gh… kkhhh…"

Michael was pointing urgently toward Mew, who was trembling in midair, curled up tight.

"Go… away…"

"Mew, it's okay. We're here to help," Tim said gently. "Is something wrong? Are you hurt?"

"I want… you to… go away. H-humans… all humans…"

"I can't understand her," Tim whispered to Owen. "What's she saying? She sounds distressed."

"She doesn't like humans," Owen summarized.

"What? But—"

"I SAID GO AWAY!"

Owen didn't see it directly, but it was a distortion of light tinged with a strange, horrid feeling. When it struck him and bludgeoned his chest, it also felt like it was acidic, eating away at his scales like hot sand against ice. He screamed and found himself on the wall; the pain of hitting it came seconds later. The burning on his chest took precedent.

He'd never felt that kind of power before. Was this what it meant to be a god? How strong was she?

Owen couldn't even see straight, but he saw the pink figure drifting toward Tim, who had been slammed against the opposite wall, and that was more than enough to shoot a gout of flames as a warning shot.

The embers didn't even touch her. She wasn't even aware that he was there, and his flames bounced off of an invisible wall around the Mew. Despite this, it got her attention.

And for that brief instant, he saw her face. It was awful. A mixture of cruelty and anger and pain and tears. But that was all he saw before another distortion, this one tinged with darkness, rushed toward him. Unable to move quickly, he brought his wings and arms forward to block it.

The next thing he knew, he was laying on his side with more burning pain on his back. He tried to sit up and search for Tim, but a wave of nausea and dizziness stopped him. He tried to hold up his arms, but only one responded, with most of the scales peeled clean off, revealing tender skin. His back was stuck to the wall and he forced himself to his feet, wincing in pain.

He didn't want to know what his wings looked like. Not after seeing the stain of blood on the wall he'd stood up from.

Ahead, Tim was dodging the same blows that Mew had sent his way, and Mew herself was snarling at a ring of energy that surrounded her.

"Please!" Tim shouted. "It's—it's going to be okay! Please calm down, Mew!"

Michael was frantically pressing several buttons on the computer to try to do something, but nothing was helping. The system had gone into some kind of secure lockdown mode; escape was impossible.

Further back, Ayame and Ire, with Brandon, were losing ground against the onslaught of guards, and no doubt the elites were there. Even if they calmed Mew, would there be a way out?

Tim encircled Mew again, more and more, but it didn't look like he was able to calm her at all. There was something in the way, something weakening his human magic. Owen had to help. Mew seemed distracted. Maybe this time, he'd be able to get a shot in.

That attack. That strange attack that she'd done. Could he copy it?

He grasped at the lingering air… No. It was too horrible. He'd never seen something like it before, something that couldn't be copied. But there were other essences he could try. Grasping at one, he pulled it toward himself and tried to sent it back.

A ball of darkness—he recognized this one. It felt like Hecto's. Was he also trying to calm her from somewhere?

Owen held out his good hand, forming that Shadow Ball in his palm. Then, clenching his three claws together, he fired—contact! Mew didn't have a shield this time!

But all it did was dissolve against the back of her head, and she turned around with fire in her eyes.

Owen's body jolted. He didn't even see the attack coming. Another distortion of light, ringing in his ears—he heard Tim scream.

Then, he made the mistake of looking down. He wondered if he would ever forget what that attack had done to his body… There wasn't a hint of cream-colored scales on his front anymore. It was all crimson.

Mew drifted toward him. There was another distortion, but this time Tim tackled her from behind. Mew screamed, and then Owen acted without thinking. Nothing hurt and he knew everything should have, but Tim was in danger. That mattered more. A burning, final gout of fire shot toward Mew, and Owen didn't let up. He stared at Tim as well as he could, glaring. Keep calming her, he ordered.

Somehow, Tim heard him. And somehow, Tim kept going. Those final few rings made Mew waver. She stared angrily at Tim, but then back at Owen, and that final hesitance allowed Tim to fully envelop her in light.

"Please," Tim begged. "We aren't like the others. We came here to rescue you. H-Hecto sent us!"

Mew gasped. The lights disappeared, but so did all the fire in her eyes. It was like she'd woken up.

Ayame and Brandon had to fall back and shut the door to recover. Ire was badly hurt; Brandon was clutching at his arm and one eye was closed and bleeding.

But that was all Owen could see. His vision was darkening rapidly. He glanced down at his tail. The flame was wavering.

"Owen." Tim held his shoulder. He felt so warm. "Owen, stay with me, okay? L-let me get your Poké Ball, o-okay? I'll—" Tim dug through his bag, but it had been torn to shreds from some of Mew's attacks. He looked around frantically for his supplies, but the metal of the room had been so warped. Owen's ball might have fallen through the cracks of the room. "Just—just hang on, okay?!"

Owen tried to reach for Tim with his one arm, falling onto him. He couldn't see anymore. But he could hear him sobbing. It's okay, he told him. He wasn't sure why. Things were most definitely not okay, but that's what Tim needed to hear. It's okay. Can you hear me?

"Owen… please… st-stay awake, okay? Okay? We'll get out of this s-soon…"

The doorway smashed open due to some Pokémon's strikes, far stronger than anything Owen had ever dealt. The ground rumbled. Ayame shouted a command; Ire roared. Ire's roar was cut short and Ayame screamed. And then her scream, too, was cut short.

"It's my fault…"

That was Mew's voice.

"Oh, God… it's my fault…"

Brandon barked a taunt, then called for Zeke, and then flames and kicks rocked the air. Owen finally realized that meant the glass door must have opened again, or perhaps shattered.

"No… I…" Mew's voice was shaking. "I can't… no! Please! St… stop!"

Brandon cried Zeke's name. A cruel human's laughter echoed. Owen envisioned Zeke crumpled to the ground and Brandon trying to protect him with his body. He practically saw it, even though he was completely blind. That seemed like the kind of human Brandon was.

Utano screamed next. Rhys called for a Smokescreen. Madeline was wordless, but Owen heard her grunts as she tried to fight back herself. Nothing was working.

So many other shouts… Humans he didn't recognize. Humans that he did. But then, crying above them all—

"STOOOOP!"

Metal twisted from under Owen; glass shattered and particles of it landed painfully in his flesh. The humans that Owen didn't recognize were screaming, but they all were cut off with gurgling wheezes. Something pulled him away, and he fell a foot in height, landing roughly on hot ground. The sun was beating down on him and the humid island air filled his nostrils.

He was so tired. The sun was so comfortable. Tiny, soft paws touched his cheeks, and a voice, so clear, spoke to him.

I'm sorry, I'm so sorry… Please, are you awake? Can you hear me?

It was a struggle just to reply in his mind, because that was all he could do. …Mew… Star?

Something embraced him. Tim's hand was still firmly on his shoulder, refusing to let go.

Warmth spread across his chest, then an uncomfortable, tingling feeling of electricity. It was an itch he couldn't scratch that evolved into an excruciating, needle-like sensation all over his wounds. He whimpered again, and then realized that he could talk. Blurry shapes returned to his vision.

All he saw was Tim, his face screwed up in a horrible, pained cry. Owen spat a tiny ember in his face and tried to smile. With that ember was a small spatter of blood, and Owen grimaced at that.

"Owen?" Tim asked. "Owen?!"

Owen could only smile back. He glanced at his flame. It was growing.

Mew pulled away from him and drifted to another one—Ire. He had a hole straight through him. What kind of destructive power could have caused something like that?

Ayame was holding Ire in her arms, but he was unresponsive. Mew coated him in a pink light…

There were unrecognizable humans nearby. Confused, terrified Pokémon stood next to them, like they didn't know what to do with themselves. Were they being commanded by those humans?

Owen stared at the humans for a little while longer, like he couldn't register what had happened to them. And soon, he realized why—human bodies… didn't twist in that way.

He averted his eyes. Couldn't stomach that for long.

"I'm sorry," Mew said. She was in the hand of Hecto again.

The Dusknoir had a grave look in his red eye. "Do not worry. You are safe. Those who rescued you are safe. Your assailants cannot pursue you now."

"I… told him."

The grave look redoubled. "What do you mean, Star?"

"I told him that… I was there… I w-was so desperate, I…"

"Who? Merely one of His avatars, or…"

But Hecto's answer came from the sky as a deep, thunderous rumble shook the earth.

Silver bolts of lightning traced the sky at a speed far slower than any kind of electricity Owen had ever seen. A swirling vortex of gray clouds with a central circle revealing a starry void overtook all of Quartz Isle's sky. Owen saw a white figure with a gold ring around it somewhere near the middle of that vortex… He also saw that many of those stars were getting brighter.

Madeline suddenly cursed, standing up before, just in time, Brandon's Salamence fired a Dragon Pulse to deflect an incoming Flamethrower. That fire would have hit Madeline directly…

Countless guards were pouring from the secret entrance.

Mew was making strange gestures as a white light formed around her paws, but then fizzled out. Was she trying to Teleport? What was blocking her? Owen saw traces of ethereal chains around the Mew's shoulders; following them with his eyes, they seemed to go toward an Alakazam. He was sealing Teleport, but that same Alakazam was making Utano tremble. Owen figured she was seeing another dark aura.

Owen tried to stand, but he was too weak. The guards were closing in.

"I see," Hecto said solemnly, amid all the tension and rising panic. He folded his fingers over themselves. "Tim. I would like to personally thank you for freeing Star of that dark power—"

"Y-you can thank me when we escape!" Tim was searching for Owen's Poké Ball again.

"…And I am sorry," Hecto finished.

And that was all.

The sky was bright. That once-black void with only pinpricks of stars had become a blinding field of countless suns. Trails of light rained down on Quartz Isle, all the way up to its shores. The ground shook; an ethereal hum muted all other sounds. Hecto's red eye was dim in acceptance; nobody else understood what was happening.

One of the beams of light was upon them. Owen remembered a great heat and Tim holding his body in a final embrace, and then nothing.


It isn't right. None of it is right… I'm going to fix it. It's the only way I can make this right. I hope… I hope you can forgive me. I'm sorry for causing all this.

Pain.

Sharp, seething pain jolted its way up and down Owen's body, accompanied by an intense, dull pressure that squeezed against every muscle. Movement hurt. Stillness hurt. Breathing hurt. Thinking hurt. He tried as hard as he could to roll, but it wasn't working. Everything was still a hazy ball of pain that he didn't even know the terrain he was on. He couldn't focus on what he was seeing or smelling.

He blindly reached forward, realizing that his eyes were closed. It was nighttime, but the dim glow of his flame was bright, and he tried to curl it forward fort an easier look. Yes, no injuries, so that was a good start. His flame was bright. Then why did everything hurt so much?

Someone was groaning next to him. He didn't have the strength to move. So instead, he gave in, just for a short rest. Perhaps that was all he needed to feel better…

His dreams were nothing but flashes of images and emotions and sound, but no comprehensive sequence of events. He saw a pink creature and felt an emotion of relief and urgency, but he couldn't remember why. There was also a sense of dread and maybe a little pain. Shouting. He saw a bright sky when there shouldn't have been one, and then—darkness. Screaming, only to be cut off. He heard an apology afterward. And then, and then, and then… No. He couldn't remember.

While he hadn't been entirely sure it would happen, Owen woke up, and the pain had almost completely vanished. All that remained was a phantom, dull, bruise-like feeling all over his body that didn't get better or worse no matter what he did. Perhaps that, too, would eventually fade. He sat up and grunted lightly to himself.

Surrounding him was tall grass and a far, flat field. Dotting the field were ruined buildings that had been covered in dirt and sand. It was like a bomb had gone off and then nature reclaimed the land…

He was on the top of one of the few hills in the entire landscape—at least, as far as his blurry morning vision could see—with only a tree to keep them sheltered. It hadn't rained, and he didn't feel uncomfortable aside from that phantom full-body pain, so it was probably a drier environment. But it wasn't too dry, because his flame hadn't left scorches on the lush grass.

For a while, Owen ran his claws along the ground in fascination, distracted, thoughtless. But then something came back to him.

Tim!

Where was—

How did they get here?

What… happened before?

"Ughh…"

Owen jumped, startled. Someone was there?

Amid the tall grass, there was a pink figure curled up, small and delicate. "Um… hello?"

"Hello?" the creature groaned. He was barely bigger than Owen's hands. "Who's there?"

"Just me."

After more groaning and rolling, he finally sat up and brushed the grass off of his head. He blinked several times at Owen as his view presumably cleared up.

"…GAH!" He yelped and fell backward. "Yeowch, okay, hang on. Sorry, startled me. You are… a lot bigger than me."

"Uh, sorry." Owen rubbed the back of his head. "Hey, you're… familiar."

The pink creature hummed. "I am?" He played with his ears, fascinated by them for some reason. "I don't feel familiar at all… That's strange, isn't it?"

Owen had no idea what he was talking about.

"But you definitely are familiar. Your name… I remember your name. Owen, right?"

"Y-yes." Owen stared, and the next words came without him thinking. "And you're… Tim."

"That's right!" Tim gasped. "I—" Suddenly, he stopped talking, and Owen felt a massive pressure smash into his forehead.

Tim must have felt the same, clutching at it, groaning, falling onto his back.

Then, he gasped and sprang onto his feet. "Owen!" Recognition flashed in his eyes. "What in the world was that? I'd completely forgotten about you!"

"Me, too!" Owen tried to stand, but it was hard at first. Too long on the ground. "I feel kinda bad about it… I feel like I shouldn't just forget you like that."

"Do you remember anything?" Tim asked, floating a little higher, wobbly. "Ugh, I feel like I can't… move this body right at all. Something's off. What am I again?"

"What are you? How hard did the brain block hit you?" Owen remarked, but then frowned deeply. That was true. Something happened to make them forget…

But he did remember one thing. "You're a Mew," he said to Tim.

"Mew… Mew… That sounds familiar." He nodded. "Okay. I'm a Mew. And you're a Charizard."

"Right." At least that one Owen also knew.

"And right now, we're…" Tim floated a little higher until he was at Owen's height. "…I have no idea where we are."

"Maybe we should fly around and see?" Owen asked. "Here, hop on." He crouched down so Tim could hop on.

The Mew tried to climb, but quickly got frustrated and fell off, but then realized how slowly he'd fallen. "Wait a minute…" He kicked the ground and held his position. "…Hey! I can fly!"

"Y-you can?" Owen blinked. "That's… odd."

"Yeah… I don't remember flying before. But I think I naturally can? Ugh, my head… Whatever. Let's look for the others, alright? I know there were others with us."

Owen grunted in approval and helped Tim on anyway. The Charizard and the Mew ascended to the skies of a strangely familiar, yet unfamiliar horizon, with nothing but ruined buildings and fields of grass in sight. Owen vaguely recalled this world to be called Quartz.






123. From a Flower


Chapter 112 – From a Flower

One last Hydro Pump for good measure, and Zena was certain that she'd warded Dark Matter away. With an angry huff and a defiant glare, she slithered only a little away from the tree that Owen had become to make sure the false Goodra was truly leaving town.

Zena searched the roots for any flowers that happened to be staring at her. Unfortunately, there were none, and instead she checked to make sure that everyone else was okay. Eon had been reduced to a puddle of pink slime, but his bubbling suggested he was alive.

She tried to help him up. "…And you're okay?"

"Never better," Eon groaned. At least, she thought it was a groan. She wasn't even sure where his head was supposed to be. "Where did… Dark Matter go?"

"Away. I fought him off."

"How?" Eon drew out the question, as if both exhausted and truly befuddled.

"I'm… not sure, but I think the tree that Owen became is giving off an… energy that weakens him. But not enough that we could actually beat him. Only fend him off."

"That's good, at least." Eon bubbled some more. "I'm going to sleep."

"Right there?" Zena asked, but she never received a reply. Frowning, the Milotic turned her attention back to the tree, which was unresponsive. She still had a weak sense of his presence. He was there, safe.

She closed her eyes, finally feeling relaxed enough to doze off herself. Or, perhaps, she'd been so tired fending Dark Matter off that there was little else she could do. A few others came by soon to check on things—first, Gahi, who said that Mhynt was no longer someone that they had to worry about. That was a relief. Had he defeated her? Maybe he was stronger than she'd given him credit.

"So, eh, you gonna stay here?" Gahi asked.

"Mm, I think I am. Someone needs to guard Owen, just in case."

"Right, yeah… He ain't answerin', but I feel'm in there. Maybe he's sleepin'."

"That's what I think. And what of Palkia? Or the other Legends?"

"He's with Dialga. Keeping hidden."

"Good. We actually have some calm for once." Zena sighed. "Still, I'm nervous. Are you sure Mhynt is taken care of?"

"Pinned to the tree by her own blade." Gahi brought his fists to his side proudly. "The Unown that took care o' my body did it to 'er. She's done fer a while. Told me 'mselves."

"What's 'a while' here?" Zena probed.

"Ehh…" Gahi rubbed his nose, turning around so nobody could see his face. "Couple o' days."

Zena glared. "What is a day here, Gahi?"

"A few sleeps, I dunno! Hey, wait!" Gahi whirled around and pointed skyward. "We c'n tell now! Bah! What's a day, we got days now!"

"It looks like night to me." Zena squinted at the shimmering leaves. They were bright on their own, but past them, the sea of stars was surrounded not by a black void, but a deep, deep blue. "Oh… oh, goodness, you're right…"

"Heh. Told ya." Gahi grinned again, flicking his tail a few times.

"The sky… it's really becoming the sky."

Apparently, word had spread. Pokémon were gathering around the tree's perimeter, climbing rooftops, perching on the branches… Zena and Gahi made a point to ward off anybody who tried getting too close to the trunk itself, but nothing stopped them from staring skyward.

Some Pokémon were crying. Some seemed fearful, despite its distant, faraway familiarity. There were a few who wailed openly, like they'd simply remembered something they'd missed for so long. It was bizarre to see… but, Zena thought, she'd only been there for a moon at most. Would she have been the same, being trapped in the Voidlands for centuries… or longer?

Suddenly, another Pokémon cried out, pointing at the very edge of the swirling vortex of clouds. At first, Zena wasn't sure what they were talking about, but everyone's eyes were suddenly on that edge.

It occurred to Zena that they were staring at a golden glow that dissolved some of the gray clouds. Yes, that had to be… sunlight. Sunlight, of course!

Second after agonizing second, that golden glow became larger, and it was like the whole village had stopped. The streets were a sea of Pokémon, neighbors sitting on their rooftops side by side. In particular, several good Pokémon were helping the Grass and other plant-like Pokémon to the rooftops, where they felt the warmth of the sun for the first time in generations.

Now, Zena thought, perhaps she understood a small amount of what it all meant to them. That warmth… She never realized how much she'd missed it. All that time in caves, alone or in Hot Spot, she should have spent more time appreciating it.

"Oi!" Gahi shouted, waving someone down. Not long after, Demitri and Mispy arrived, along with Jerry and Enet, the latter riding on Mispy's back. "Was wonderin' where yeh went."

"Got lost in the crowd," Demitri said. "How's Owen?"

Enet hopped off Demitri's back and sniffed at the roots, looking concerned.

"He's been quiet, but I don't think he's stressed," Zena said. "Maybe he's sleeping?"

"Aura seems calm enough fer that…" Gahi's left antenna flicked.

Quietly, they accompanied Owen—whether he was conscious or not—as Null Village experienced daybreak for perhaps the first time.


Something about Kilo Village had become strange in the past few days. Usually, the Pokémon that lived there were some of the best of the best in their field, so there were going to be a few eccentrics among them. Typically, the civilians that lived there evened it out. But recently, he'd been seeing stranger and stranger things.

Next to Angelo was an Aggron, perfectly alive, perfectly aware, yet made completely of ice. He could see right through her, little clouds of something flowing within her body like sand on the shoreline. They were apparently spirits. How terrifying… They just allowed this? A soul-catcher living among them like some friendly demon? And yet now, she was a known and normal resident.

"Smeargle."

Angelo yipped and straightened his back. Oh, gods, she noticed. "Y-yes, ma'am!"

"Is something bothering you?"

"No! I was just… um… passing the time."

"You are the one Rhys spoke of. I am Step."

Gods, her stare was intense. Maybe it was because they had no color. Or that she didn't blink. Outside, in the middle of a walkway, with the sun glimmering on her brilliant body… It would be good inspiration for Druddigon Cube, at least.

"Um, I might be? I'm Angelo. I'm an artist. I—I know, not a very surprising profession, er, um…"

The Aggron's unblinking, icy gaze didn't let up.

Angelo tried to look smaller and smaller until someone poked him in the thigh. "Ah! O-oh, it's you."

"Gyeugh." The strange wraith-like companion had an apple balanced on its… head, he assumed. Three of its eyes stared at him expectantly.

"Thank you." After his first bite, he gave a nervous smile to the icy Aggron. "Um, and who are you? I've seen you take up the front lines with those… other Pokémon. That Porygon-Z, the Joltik with fairy wings, and that metal Machoke."

"Mm. Guardians." She looked down, finally closing her eyes. Angelo didn't like that he could still see them through the translucent lids.

Nate's wraith, whom Angelo had decided to call Shady, worriedly slid closer to him.

"I actually was sent to get you," Step said. "We can use your help."

"Oh. You don't say." Angelo's shoulders sagged. "What for this time?"

Aggron regarded Angelo with a judgmental stare. "You do not have strength, but you have utility. We are making preparations for the assault on Hot Spot."

"I—I'm not interested in fighting at the front, or getting involved in any of that," Angelo replied immediately. "Sorry. I'm just an artist."

"You will not be at the front. But you will come with me. Understood?"

It wasn't ever his choice, was it?

"Y-yes, ma'am…"

Step showed him the way into parts of the Hearts HQ that he had once hoped to never see. The very back of Kilo Village, the administrative halls, the place with all the records and archives and offices… Trails of red paint were faded on the ground, and soft lavender walls against the tanned stone made for a soft, lighthearted atmosphere.

It only sickened him further. It reminded him of Anam, how horribly intimidating he was, how Angelo never learned what happened to his grandfather, how his father had worked himself to death for him…

And now he was walking the same halls. Funny, that.

The atmosphere was different without Anam, though. The goo-covered books had been cleaned up to a more usable state, yet Angelo noticed to his horror that all the shavings had been piled up and kept in the corner of the office space, next to the stagnant pond in the back of the room. Some of the water had evaporated, leaving a few inches of darkened soil where it had once been filled. Or perhaps that was just the room left for when Anam sank his body into it. Disgusting…

"Angelo," Rhys greeted, sitting behind the desk that was thankfully cleaner. "Thank you for coming all this way. We are currently strategizing our teams and arrangements for the Hot Spot assault."

"Er, um, I'm not entirely aware of that. Any of it. I, that is, I'm just an artist. I don't really do combat."

Rhys' brow furrowed. "You trained under Elite Heart Angelo, your father, did you not?"

"I did, y-yes. I know his techniques, yes. But I don't have his skill."

Silence followed where Rhys only stared, and Angelo wondered if he was reading his aura, or his mind, or whatever this apparently-immortal Lucario was capable of.

"Sir," Angelo added to try to break the silence, but it only piled on thicker.

"I see." Rhys nodded. "Well… If that is the case, perhaps some training is in order to gauge how strong you are. You will not need to be in the front lines, no. But, perhaps as support, you will be very useful with the plethora of techniques you have. Angelo, you understand the talent there is behind being able to call upon so many different techniques at will, yes? Typically, Pokémon can only rapidly channel energy for a few attacks."

"I—I know. I know, my aura has that property about it, but…"

"It's known as Mew's Blessing. And it's particularly strong in you."

"I know, I… Yes. Yes, I understand." Angelo deflated. "I understand."

The icy Aggron was glaring at him, but Rhys' eyes softened. "What is holding you back from helping?" the Elite Lucario asked. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

His immediate thought was how he could possibly and rightfully refuse this offer. How could he say, to an Elite Heart requesting help, that he simply did not want to? That he had tried to escape this sort of life by dedicating himself to the arts, to things that didn't involve violence and bodily risk? That he didn't want to work for the same organization that kept hidden so many little secrets?

And the secrets they held! Immortal demigods, seals of darkness, what was next? For all he knew, the wraith that followed him around—they called him Nate, or his 'spirits,' like he somehow had a name—was another secret they were keeping hidden.

But… it was also Rhys. He'd spent his life—several lives' worth of years, then—keeping Kilo safe from mutants and whatever other shadow threats there were. And this was the greatest threat yet. No matter how scared he was… wasn't he obligated to do this?

Why, then, did every cell in his body scream at him to back down?

"I… I suppose I am just…"

Scared. Lazy. Conflicted. Resentful. Tired.

"Unsure of… my specific purpose, if I will not be at the front. Which—which I'm not strong for, again, I want to emphasize…"

"Yes. I understand." Rhys nodded, though his gaze had changed slightly. "You won't need to battle head-on against Dark Matter. Support will do just fine. And to see what you can do, perhaps some training?"

Same question and it was even harder to refuse. Had he even refused the first time? He'd been so feeble. Always being pushed this way and that. That wraith was pressing against his leg again and he glanced down.

"Gygh."

The wraith was right. Why was he listening to them so much? Was he going to be at his best? Maybe he should say no. Ask for better terms. They didn't… have authority to compel him to this, did he? Would he have to run away as some kind of fugitive if that were the case? No, no, he couldn't have that. That would take him even further from his art.

"Yes. Just to find out what I can do. I'm… not familiar with the battlefield anymore. I didn't really intend to ever become familiar again. Not ever since my father… died." Worked to death by the Hearts. Worked until he'd been estranged from his mate. Worked until that was all he knew. All because of his power. And then one day he died in the line of duty.

"Ah, I'm sorry," Rhys said gently, nodding, but he was still formal. He probably didn't care. He just wanted an affirmative.

He hated it here. Anything to get out sooner. "When can I expect to go for training?" Angelo asked.

"Tomorrow," Rhys said. "Why don't we meet just before the sun's apex?"

"Okay." He straightened his posture. "Is that, erm, is that all?"

"Well, one more thing," Rhys said. "Really, if you do need rest, it's quite alright, Angelo. We understand that you are not one for battle."

Why did that hurt so much? "No, no, it's fine," Angelo said quickly. "I—apex, sun. Tomorrow." Hastily, he turned to leave. Rhys said something, sounded like a goodbye, but Angelo didn't hear the details when he shut the door behind him and fast-walked toward home. His wraith barely kept up.

Angelo made it all the way to the central crossroads in silence before the wraith bumped into him again. "Ah!" He spun around, frowning. "What is it this time?" he asked, apologetic instantly afterward when he realized he'd been rude.

"Ggrss…"

"I'm fine, really," Angelo said. "I've just been a little overwhelmed. I'm not a Heart, after all. In fact, I'd avoided it. I just want to draw the next chapter of Druddigon Cube and then maybe do a quick commission or two that's on my backlog…"

"Hhrh?"

"What? Well, I suppose they're two different kinds of art. One is a long-term project, but I do still like diversifying…"

"Rrrw."

"No, it's hardly overworking. I… Overworking is becoming a Heart. No matter how much art I do, I'll never work that much."

"Mmg." The wraith bobbed and slid purposefully east.

"Er—wait! Where to?!" Angelo chased after him anyway. He ran past a few people—Spice and Leo were recognized faces. Spice was showing off her black Protect to the others, who seemed puzzled and fascinated by it. Further down the road, that Fairy Joltik was chasing down a tiny, terrified Manectric and Crobat with a frantic Porygon-Z just behind her. Perhaps trying to stop her.

But eventually, Shady led Angelo to the very edge of town, where there was a noticeable incline as the crater of Kilo Mountain transitioned into the wall that surrounded the whole settlement. Not as many Pokémon traveled here anymore. Mostly because of… that.

Looming over the crater was a five-headed leviathan. Each head was triangular and faceless, each one connecting to what almost resembled a blackened palm. This shadowy thing was supposedly the source of all the wraiths, and, while friendly, was still so massive that it curled around part of Kilo Mountain. Practically floated there.

And he had the most mundane name—Nate.

"Oh. You want me to… see your, er… leader?"

The five heads and many, many eyes that dotted its body seemed to be staring at him and only him. He was the only normal Pokémon in the area. Did this thing count as a Pokémon at all?

"Er… hello."

Hello.

The voice rattled in his mind. He shuddered, trying to block it out. So loud, yet his ears did not hear the voice. It was sent directly to his mind. He heard countless voices accompanying the main one, all little whispers and murmurs. Many of them were in-step with the main voice, but several were saying accompanying, little thoughts. Different ways of saying hello. Some even sounded like feral growls.

"Did you… need me for something? Your friend here has been, uh, keeping me company during these… trying times… and…"

He didn't even know which head to look at, or which set of eyes. This was all so bizarre.

I was worried about you.

"Oh. Um." He wasn't expecting such a fatherly tone there. Or motherly? He couldn't tell. "Thanks, but… I'll be fine."

Are you sure?

"Yes! I am. I'm being a hero. Just like the comics I write. A-aha…"

One of the five heads seemed to be frowning at him, but that couldn't be. It didn't even have lips. Its face was a prism.

"Okay, fine, maybe I'm a little nervous, but—but can you blame me? The Hearts… I never wanted to be part of the Hearts. And look at me now!"

A few of the many eyes blinked sympathetically, while the leftmost head nodded slowly. It's too bad that happened to you, he said. Why are you so nervous about the Hearts? They seem like good Pokémon.

"They are, of course they are, but it isn't my line of work. My father and my grandfather both died while working with the Hearts, and I'm just not interested in that kind of job mortality."

You come from a line of Smeargle?

Angelo nodded. "Bit of a family tradition to keep the species," he said shamefully. "All to preserve Mew's Blessing."

The leviathan was silent, attentive. It was a little intimidating, actually. Why were they—it—he?—all staring…

"Ah, I'm sorry. Mew's Blessing is what my father called it. Pokémon normally can only quickly conjure a few techniques at once, and anything else takes some time to channel. And while Pokémon can change which ones they can quickly do… well, I simply don't have that limitation. But I, well, I never practiced it. Not like my father, or his father."

You're that Smeargle Angelo…

"Er, no, I, well… My father is the famous one. And my grandfather before him, except he… er… well, one day word about him just stopped. He died in the line of duty. The manner of his death was… a mystery. N-now, I'm not one for conspiracies, so I do not think the Hearts killed them—"

They didn't.

"Yes, that's what I thought," Angelo said. "It must have simply been part of a top secret mission, or—I'm sorry, you said that with such certainty. Do you know what happened?"

Nate stared.

"If it's… classified, I understand…" He didn't understand how something like Nate could be privy to classified information, but he at least understood the concept of secrets.

You should stay away from this Dark Matter fight, Nate said. Otherwise, you'll follow where your grandfather went.

"I, er, I'm sorry, I'm not very religious. Where exactly has he gone?"

…Didn't Arceus visit recently?

"Right. I used to not be very religious." Angelo sighed. "But where did my grandfather… go?"

He went to Void Basin.

"Void… Basin. That's where Spice's team will be investigating soon." Angelo grabbed his tail, toying with the brush-end nervously. "It's supposedly restricted only for Hearts to enter and was dubbed inhospitable, so only outlaws would go there. But from afar, there doesn't seem to be anyone there."

There usually isn't. It's cursed. If you go too close, or stay for too long, a dark aura corrupts you. You become a… beast. And then you become something even less.

"M-my grandfather went there? Did he…?"

I'm sorry.

Everything else seemed to go dark. He heard his own breathing. His ears rang. Numbness spread through his mind, but not his body, or at least, he didn't think it was. He wasn't sure when, but Angelo eventually realized that he had been sitting down, collapsed, like his legs had stopped obeying his will to stand. Or did he want to stand?

Could Nate be lying?

It was such a feeble, defiant thought, that Nate was lying. But why would he lie?

Dumbly, Angelo accepted it as the truth. There was no reason for Nate to lie about this. All the conspiracies, how many were actually true?

"What a world…" Angelo's voice was a whisper. Nate surely didn't hear it. He couldn't even find it in him to cry. It was all cold. He could have been there all afternoon.

Nate didn't say anything. His many eyes stared, most of them looking somber. This leviathan was one of the few people who was so openly honest and caring. Why wouldn't the Hearts tell him this? It would at least give him closure. But then again… if his grandfather had become a beast, what did that mean? Was he still wandering the world as one? Or 'something less?'

Finally, Angelo scrounged up the energy to speak, this time loud enough for Nate to hear. "My father. He, he died the same way. I-is he a beast, too?"

No. Your father is fine.

His heart skipped a beat. A flickering ember of energy returned to his eyes. "He's alive?"

Oh. No. He's dead. I'm sorry.

"Oh." Fire extinguished. "Dead, right. So that's still true."

I killed him. I'm sorry.

"Ha."

He couldn't stop it. The single, empty, dry, dead laugh, one that could have carried all the way across whatever aether his father had passed through. Had he heard that right? A thousand images flashes in his mind as he envisioned what that could mean. Vaporized by one of the leviathan's blasts? Crushed by any single part of its body? Or just eaten outright?

"So you did. Ha ha… you… murdered my father… then? Ha ha…" He was dreaming, certainly. All of this was one great, surreal nightmare. His father, killed by the town's evil-eyed savior.

Overwhelmed tears begged for release but Angelo refused. He didn't know why. Shame, perhaps. What little shame he had left.

I had to. Nate seemed to fidget. He was going to the basin because he thought he saw his father. He would have become another victim. I tried to stop him, but he was already half-gone. I had to take him away.

He tried to keep a level head. This monster killed his father, because he'd investigated the Basin. But his death was classified in the same way, only it hurt more because Angelo was closer to him. Maybe the Hearts were keeping an eye on him because he might die the same way. If Nate killed his father, then he could easily kill him the same way.

Following the wraith was a mistake.

"I—I need to go," Angelo said. Finally his legs obeyed, and he stood.

Okay. I'm sorry, again.

"Is he—you said he was fine. What does that mean? How can you be fine if you're dead?"

The Void Basin is worse.

"What does that mean?" Angelo blew at the flames of his will, making some little spark to keep talking. He wanted to yell, but it only came across as a trembling whimper. "How do you become… less than a beast? What… is that?"

Three of the five heads seemed to clench their jaws, or what might have been jaws. The many eyes of the thing were avoiding his. Angelo tried to get an answer from the wraith, but of course it said nothing, and in fact seemed to be sliding away.

Maybe this was why the Hearts never told him. The truth was worse. Now he knew that his father was killed by this… thing, and—his grandfather was worse than dead. "I—I need to go."

I'm sorry…

"Enough, just… enough." Angelo couldn't believe he was walking away. Even harder to believe was that Nate let him. Maybe he was good. But this was too much. He didn't want to talk. He just wanted to sleep. Maybe when he woke up, it would make more sense. Maybe at least some of this would make sense…

What was wrong with just staying home to forget the world?


Warm, cozy, soft darkness surrounded Owen from all sides. He couldn't breathe, but he felt that he didn't need to. Everything had a lingering, sweet taste. He couldn't see, but for some reason that did not set off his instincts. Everything else felt too safe. Against his back was some kind of membrane, and all around him felt cramped, forcing him to curl up tight. But he didn't really mind. Everything was peaceful and hazy.

Slowly, memories returned to him. Null Village. The attack on Hot Spot. And, further back, his time as a Guardian, and before, a Heart. A mutant. And then… there was a strange blackness that he knew was an absence, but he could not yet fill it. A long, long darkness followed, before his memories of Orre, then Almia, then Kanto, the lab, his parents…

It was just one gap. His once spotty, confusing memory only had one true gap remaining. And while it was the largest void yet, it was also singular, and parts of it were already filling in. His time with Legends. His time during Kilo's beginning.

Quartz Island became Kilo after a great calamity had destroyed it.

Kanto still existed. His home still existed. He did not know why, but that feeling was so strong within him. He knew it to be true.

Was that what Eon had been fighting for all this time? To return home?

Was it still the same Kanto…? How much time had passed? How much was kept hidden away by a Divine Decree?

So cozy… Owen felt himself drifting off again. He let it happen. After everything he'd gone through, he didn't mind it. He felt he wouldn't mind if that was all he did for the rest of his life. A good rest in cozy darkness as all his thoughts drifted away.

Though… he did worry about the others. They were probably waiting for him. A lot of people were.

No, he couldn't rest. Not forever. Owen had a sinking feeling that the world wouldn't carry on without him, and that burden… He didn't think anybody should ever be put in that situation. Yet there he was.

More time passed. He wasn't sure how long it had been. Minutes? Hours? Days? His legs twitched.

Legs. Right, he used to have legs. After all this time, it occurred to him that his limbs had returned. He tried to open his eyes, but nothing greeted his vision. So, he closed them again and drifted…


Most of his vision was green and he was weightless. He drifted forward and pressed his tiny, tiny paw against a smooth surface. On the opposite side he saw a star-shaped figure staring back at him. It had a huge head compared to the rest of its small body, with three points going left, right, and up.

"Hey, Owen. Do you remember me?"

Owen stared dumbly. That name sounded familiar. He didn't understand the words, though. Or, he did, but it was fleeting. He liked this person, though, whoever he was. So he smiled a little, and the floating star on the other side beamed.

"I'm so glad… I thought I'd lost you. Don't worry. You'll be out of there soon, and we can talk all about it."

His voice was really muffled. Owen smiled again and pressed his forehead against the glass, but a weak force pulled him away. The star-shaped creature laughed.

A deeper voice called from the opposite side. "Jirachi. How is he?"

"He remembers me, Xerneas!"

"…He does? That's a surprise. The way I brought him back… his brain shouldn't hold any memories at all. I told you this."

"Turns out you're wrong, and we don't need any Psychics to fix it at all!"

"Well, good, because I didn't get any." Xerneas snorted. "We're trying to keep this covert. I'm telling you, this is a big risk…"

"Don't go calling Yveltal now," Jirachi growled.

"Please. She would never, even if I told her what happened. You know how she is."

The rest of their conversation faded away…


Another sleep, another memory, and another round of floating in nothing. Except this time was different. That felt like a new memory from the last gap. And Owen knew what he was floating in this time. That was Eon's Reincarnation Machine… An early version. One that couldn't preserve memories? Right, because it made an entirely new body and that was all. Only by tapping into the spirit could old memories of old lives be reawakened. That was what was happening to him, now, wasn't it?

Why was it made? Owen couldn't remember.

It wasn't total darkness anymore. And it felt warmer, too. Like sunlight, but that couldn't be why. It felt like it was above him, though, and he heard dull chatter of other Pokémon. He tried to listen in…

"I'm gonna touch it."

"No, don't touch it! What if it's important?!"

"I'm gonna do it!"

"Hey!" This third voice was coming from far below. It sounded like Zena. "What are you doing?"

"Gah! See? Let's get outta here!"

Two pairs of wings flapped and faded away. About a minute later, just as Owen was getting more comfortable, a much larger set of wings landed on something next to him, and Owen's whole world shook.

"Huh."

Jerry?

"It's a fruit!" Jerry called to someone.

"A fruit? On the tree?" Zena called back.

What were they talking about? After so much quiet, Owen was intensely curious. He tried to move.

"Guh! It's moving!"

"Moving? How do you mean?"

"I mean it's—"

Everything shook, and suddenly Owen wanted to scream, but couldn't. He was falling from somewhere high up. Lights flickered around him through an opaque wall, and then a dark shadow loomed over him. An intense, sharp pressure wrapped around him and his fall slowed. Jerry, muttering a few more curses, continued the descent until Owen felt he was on solid ground again.

"What an odd fruit. I've never seen anything like it."

By now, Owen knew what had happened, and he wondered if he could undo it to avoid the humiliation. No, it was probably too late.

"I sense Owen's aura inside," Zena said hopefully. "Owen? Are you… in there?"

Now, he had two choices. He could either pretend to be dead and avoid this. Or he could be honest and try to move.

"Owen?"

Why me? Reluctantly, he wiggled and pressed against the outside of the fruit that had become some kind of egg.

"Owen, wiggle twice if you hear us."

It was muffled, so he wondered if he should wiggle once and a half, but he complied.

"Let's get him to the others," Zena said, and then Owen felt the pressure of her ribbons around him.

Complicated feelings filled his head. He liked that. But he also didn't.


Demitri and Mispy sat in the same room as Dialga and Palkia, in one of the large evaluation buildings, mostly out of standard procedure than anything at this point. Dialga was reading a book; Palkia was studying the mechanisms of the refrigerator. There wasn't a lot for them to do while everyone gathered their bearings and figured out how to restore Owen, and they'd decided to take a break hanging out with some Legends that Owen apparently once knew.

"Dialga," Palkia said, "who do you suppose is more flexible between the two of us?"

Zena knocked on their door. "We found Owen!"

"Owen?!" Mispy jolted upright. Demitri stood on his feet.

"…Let's revisit that topic later," Dialga said. "Come in!"

The door opened; Zena entered first, followed by Jerry and another Milotic. Dialga assumed it was Eon. That was odd. Usually, he was a Charmander. Perhaps whatever Zena did was so striking that he'd taken on her form next.

Demitri ran over; Mispy followed behind. She was at a loss for words. Owen became a tree, so did they find a way to turn him back to normal?

But then Zena held what looked like some kind of black-and-white lump. It reminded her of those really expensive berries that were apparently hard to find, let alone grow. Enigma Berries? They were too spicy for her, but she imagined Owen would like them.

But then it moved, like the outer skin was soft, and something was stirring inside. Mispy gasped and focused her aura sense.

Clear as day, it was Owen, curled up, tiny, but alive. He seemed to be listening to them. Something about his aura was different, though. Weaker, but stable, and a tinge of… There was a color to it that she couldn't place. Golden?

The others were conversing and debating what to do. "He's alive," Mispy said, pointing a vine. "Let him out."

"H-he is? Are you sure?" Zena asked. "I'm… a bit worried it's an egg."

Mispy hummed. That was true, but the aura inside was already solid and ready. Eggs usually needed time before they were ready to hatch, but this was the aura of someone either about to hatch or already hatched.

"It's fine," Mispy confirmed.

"Well, Owen? Did you hear that? Try to, er, break out on your own…"

The aura inside was hesitating, but it didn't seem distressed. In fact, it seemed cozy. It was a lazy feeling. Mispy, frowning in disapproval, balled up one of her vines and readied to thrash the thing. That'd wake him up. But before she could, Zena gave her an icy glare. "If he doesn't want to come out, he doesn't have to."

"He's being lazy."

The aura spiked, like it'd been caught trying to steal from storage at night.

"Lazy, what do you mean, lazy?" Zena frowned, then looked at the black-white fruit. "Owen wouldn't stay in there if he knew we needed him."

But before Mispy could press the issue, Owen shifted around in the fruit and seemed to sigh, or some equivalent while inside. He stretched and prodded at the edges of the container, finally making a puncture.

"Ah!" Zena set the fruit down.

"Do we, uh, do we help?" Demitri asked.

The inside was green, and out came a dark, green arm to match. It tore open, spilling fruit juice all over, and revealing Owen, with olive-colored feathers on his front and fussy, leafy ones everywhere else. The end of his tail transitioned into an autumn-colored leaf to match the season of Kilo—assuming it was still autumn—and it resembled a flame.

The Grassmander hacked and coughed even more of that green fluid, taking deep, raspy breaths before coughing even more. Dialga watched with disgust; Palkia had to be warded off by Eon and Zena so he didn't poke and prod Owen for study.

"Owen?" Mispy asked, leaning forward. "…You hatched?"

"Don't call it that." Owen wheezed, and then another round of coughing kept him from saying anything more.

"We should get him washed up," Demitri said. "And maybe a blanket so he stays warm?"

Owen was already trembling. Mispy wondered if that was an odd feeling for him—as a Fire, he probably rarely got cold. But now, not so much.

Now that Mispy thought about it, Owen was much smaller, perhaps only a foot in height. She had to admit—internally, never externally—that it was a little cute.

They helped Owen to one of the strange water-dispensing facilities. They made sure to set the water to warm so they didn't shock him into the heat. Zena took the liberty of using her ribbons to wipe off most of the fruit, which was starting to get sticky in some places, while Eon and Demitri helped clean the mess left on the floor. Jerry, meanwhile, departed to find Trina, Gahi, and Enet, who had gone on a stroll through town.

"Owen, are you feeling okay?" Zena asked. Mispy wondered that, too. There was a distant look in Owen's eyes. Definitely thinking about something. Mispy had shades of that in his aura before, but now it was very strong. What was going on in his head? It seemed to be a deep conflict…

Did he remember something?

"Yeah, I'm okay," he said, but his tone was off. "Actually, when I'm… feeling better, or, back to normal or close to it, is it alright if you take me somewhere?"

Mispy didn't like where this was going.

"Of course," Zena said. "Where?"

"West of town."

"Why?" Mispy asked before Zena could agree.

Owen looked at Mispy pleadingly, but she didn't soften her glare.

"You trust me, right?" Owen said. "So, when I say why… it's just my reasoning."

Definitely wasn't going to like what he was about to say.

"Go on," Mispy said cautiously.

"I want to see Dark Matter."
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