“Come on, Poochyena!”

Homura’s feet pounded through the dewy grass as he raced through the open field. Off to his right, the Kitsune family was loading crops into their cart. Beyond their fields, a river lay like a gleaming ribbon beneath a citrus sun. The stone bridge extending over the river led to several rolling hills which carouled on for kilometers. Several other village homes lay around Homura, the inhabitants gathering crops and getting farmwork done before the day turned too hot. Far behind him lay the Mori forest, its dark depths home to a variety of feral Pokemon.

“Yip!”

Homura looked down and saw a Poochyena—not just any Poochyena, but his Poochyena—dash alongside him towards his home. Poochyena’s powerful muscles rippled beneath his ash-grey coat, and the Pokemon bared his fangs and grunted as he shot ahead of Homura. Homura’s mother stood outside their home while his younger brother played in the dirt, drawing pictures with a stick and re-enacting a battle.

“ ‘Go, my Typhlosion! Destroy the village!’ ‘Bwaaa!’ ” Katsuya drew several large lines over his previous drawings as his imaginary Pokemon laid waste to his pictograms. “ ‘That’s it, Typhlosion! Burn them down! Take no survivors! Any one left will have to kill themselves!’ ”

“Katsuya, don’t talk like that!” his mother barked. Her dark purple eyebrows, which were creased into a sharp frown, softened as she saw Poochyena dart about her. “Oh, Poochyena—that must mean—” Raising her eyes, she saw Homura run up, sweat pouring down his face, panting hard, his bare feet covered with wet grass and leaves.

“Homura, have you been in the forest with Poochyena all morning?”

“N—no, ‘Ka-san! I went to the outskirts and Poochyena found me, and then we played around in the fields together!”

His mother looked uncertainly down at the small mammal as he rolled around in the dirt, further destroying Katsuya’s drawings, to the little boy’s dismay.

“I don’t mind you befriending Pokemon, but I do want you to be careful. Poochyena and Mightyena live in packs, and if he’s gone for too long, I don’t want his mother to come out looking for him.”

“Oh, Mightyena won’t do that to us, ‘Ka-san! I’ve met her before, and she’s very nice—she trusts me—”

“You’ve met a full-grown Mightyena?” Mother’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped slightly. “Homura, when? Where?”

“Not long after I met Poochyena! I played with him in the forest, and his mother came over to me. She sniffed me for a while, but she didn’t growl or get angry or anything. Then she just lay and watched us play for a while. I still see her a lot of times when I go there!”

“Homura, please, tell someone before you go! I’m glad this Mightyena was kind to you, but most won’t be! Tell me, or your father, that way you can take Camerupt or Scyther with you in case something goes wrong!”

“But I thought that Pokemon were supposed to be our friends!”

“Friends, yes, but they are wild and they make their own decisions! If that Mightyena thought you would threaten her cubs, she would have torn you to bits! You could have died! You can’t be senseless about these things, you need to be careful and take caution!”

Homura’s heart sank as his mother’s words beat into him. “I’m sorry, ‘Ka-san,” he muttered. “I’ll be more careful next time I go to the forest.”

“No, Homura, you will not go back in there!”

His head snapped back to attention, and he gazed in shock at his mother’s beady eyes. “I can’t go back? Ever?! But what about when I want to play with Poochy—”

“Then Poochyena will come outside to you, but you will not go in there looking for him! You are not to go back in that forest until you are older and have learned to be more cautious. Understand?”

Homura closed his mouth and looked away from his mother. His hands balled into fists and his heart beat furiously as he fought the upwelling of tears.

“Understand, Homura?”

He turned his head back to his mother and glared loathingly at her. “Yes, Oka-san,” he spat reluctantly. 

His mother glared evenly at him for a moment before saying, “Now go shovel Camerupt’s sty.”

“What?!”

“Homura, no questions. You were careless, and it could have cost you your life. Now, go. Send Poochyena back to the forest.”

Homura bit his lips hard enough that his teeth cut through the skin. His fists shook and his lips trembled as his heart pounded and fire coursed in his veins. He looked down at Poochyena, and his fury melted into sorrow as Poochyena’s crimson eyes met his own. His eyes were su innocent—he looked so curious, and yet a little sad.

Hot tears fell from Homura’s eyes and into the dirt.

“You need to go back to the forest now, Poochyena,” he murmured.

Poochyena cocked his head and scratched his ear with his foot. When he finished, he looked back up at Homura, still confused.

“I mean it,” Homura choked. “Don’t just sit there—I need you to go.”

But Poochyena would not go. Homura took a few steps around the side of the house, and Poochyena trotted after him, as innocuous as ever.

Homura’s frustration reached a boiling point. “I said just GO!” He lashed out and kicked Poochyena in the ribs.

“Homura, no!”

Poochyena lay on the ground, his ears flat against his head, gazing up at Homura in horror and confusion. The rage and fury only grew within Homura—but now it melted with guilt and pity. He was ready to kick Poochyena again when a hand grabbed the scruff of his yukata and flung him to the ground. 

He gasped as colors appeared before his eyes and his head throbbed. As his vision cleared, he saw his mother standing over him, looking utterly living.

“You never abuse a Pokemon like that! I told you to order Poochyena back to the forest, not to attack him! Go clean out the Camerupt sty, and you cannot come inside or eat dinner until you’ve finished.”

Tears falling from his eyes, Homura rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself to a standing position. Katsuya was crouching by the corner of the house, a small smile playing on his face as he chuckled. Homura reached over and shoved yis younger brother to the ground.

Two smacks across the face later, and he was in the Camerupt sty, shoving out heapfuls of the smelliest substance on the whole earth. His eyes watered every time the shovel broke through the top layer of dung. Clouds of flies hung around him, and before long, Homura was sure that the stench was ingrained into him.

He hated shoveling the Camerupt sty, and he hated Oka-san for making him send Poochyena away. His arms burned from the effort of shoveling, and his chest burned, and his stomach burned, and his legs burned every time he carried the heapfuls of feces outside. 

Why did he need to send Poochyena away? It didn’t make any sense! He had already been playing with Poochyena for so long—he had met Homura’s whole family! Ji-san loved Poochyena, and Father was proud of Homura. He said it was good for people to make friends with Pokemon at such young ages and to grow close with them as they grew up together. Kazan and his younger sister, Hono, also loved Poochyena. And what was there to be afraid of the mother Mightyena for? She loved Homura! She wouldn’t have let him into the forest to play with Poochyena and his siblings if she thought Homura was threatening. She even tried to give Homura a freshly-caught Zigzagoon home for dinner one time! 

These thoughts burned through Homura’s mind until, as the sun was descending from its zenith, the anger was worked out of him. Leaning the shovel against the side of the sty, he turned to go wash in the river and prepare for dinner.

Inside, his family sat around a small circular table on a tatami mat. Having washed out the stench of the Camerupt remains (at least, Homura hoped he was successful), he sat down on the mat next to Ji-san and ladled rice into his bowl. His father sat at the head of the table, his spiky black hair framing a hard face with a strong jaw. His skin was swarthy from working out in the sun, and the faintest trace of a mustache could be seen on his upper lip. His gentle eyes looked up at Homura as his oldest son took his place at the table.

“Finished cleaning Camerupt’s sty?”

“Yes, Chichi,” Homura replied as he reached over to grab the greens near Kazan. 

“You still smell like a Camerupt,” his Ji-san chuckled.

Homura’s face burned with embarrassment. He didn’t want to talk to his family, and he didn’t feel like joking. He just wanted to eat his food, go to bed, and figure out a way to play with Poochyena tomorrow.

“Your mother told me about your… ‘adventure’ with Poochyena’s family.”

Homura glared at his mother. She stared him down with hardened eyes—but he wouldn’t be intimidated by her. Homura switched his gaze to his father, who was focused on fishing out chunks of meat from their seafood stew. 

“Chichi, you know that I’ve been friends with Poochyena for so long!”

“This isn’t about your friendship with Poochyena, Homura, it’s about you being senseless and endangering yourself.”

“I wasn’t senseless! I—”

“Don’t talk back to me,” his father hissed. He raised his eyes from the stew to meet Homura’s—and the disappointment and fury they contained quieted Homura’s anger and quelled him to silence.

“Yes, you have been friends with Poochyena. We all like Poochyena and have enjoyed his company. But, Homura, I have specifically asked you in the past where you met Poochyena and whether there were others around. And what did you say at the time?”

Homura tried to think—why was it so hard to think at a time like this?

---------------------------------

As his eyes stared back into his father’s dark, furious clouds, Homura’s words failed him and he sat in mute terror.

“You told me before that you only ever met Poochyena in the field and that you had never gone into the forest. Is that correct?”

Homura said nothing. He tried to think back, but his brain didn’t seem to work properly. It felt like there was no past, only the horrifying present.

“Is that correct?” 

“Y—yes, Chichihoye,” Homura stuttered.

“So why did you lie?”

Homura’s lip trembled—but he knew he couldn’t continue to hide, or else his father would continue to drag answers out of him, and that would only make everything worse for him.

“Because—because I was scared you would have me send Poochyena away!” he burst out.

His father’s gaze met Homura’s evenly. He didn’t look angry—Homura couldn’t tell what he was feeling. But Homura’s heart pounded with worry and fear, and as the truth came out, he fought back against the tears welling up beneath his eyelids. No one else around the table said anything. Hono’s face was plastered with stew and mashed daikon. Kazan stared at his food sullenly—as much as he delighted in seeing Homura in trouble, he didn’t want to run the risk of redirecting their father’s anger at himself. Ji-san silently took in a few mouthfuls of stew, and Oka-san broke of small fragments of clumped rice to give to Hono.

“So you thought deceiving us would work out better?”

His father’s voice was deadly quiet. If Homura had any resolve left, it dissolved. He felt the tears sitting on top of his eyelids, just on the verge of spilling over.

“Homura, you are not to play with Poochyena anymore.”

Hot tears poured quickly down Homura’s face. He blubbered as he tried to find a way out of this—tried to find a way to stay with Poochyena!

“B—but Chichi—I love Poochyena! He’s my best friend!”

“No ‘buts,’ Homura. You disobeyed my orders, and you endangered your life. You will not see him anymore.”

Homura couldn’t even make out his father through the blur of tears. His blood ran cold and his world spun away—everything felt distant, everything felt like pain. What was this hurt in his heart? Why did it hurt so much? How could he possibly leave Poochyena behind?

Thick tears continued to roll down his face, and the pain in his heart was too much to bear. Getting to his feet, he tore through the room and ran outside. The cool evening air dried the tears on his cheeks, but they were quickly replaced by fresh ones. A crescent moon was visible in the darkening sky as the blanket of night slowly spread down to the horizon. 

Homura tore through the field. How could it be that, only this morning, he and Poochyena ran through it laughing and cheering? That seemed like a lifetime ago. Now, he wasn’t to be with Poochyena anymore. No more races through the fields, no more hunts in the forest, no more watching Magikarp climb up the waterfall, no more listening to the chirps of Masquerain, or spectating Surskit as they dashed across the pondwaters.

Homura’s chest burned, both from the sobbing and the sprinting. Fire flowed through his legs and arms; his chest heaved—running didn’t seem to make him tired. If anything, it made him feel more alive. He always felt more alive, more fully himself, when he was with Poochyena.

Night dropped abruptly, and the soft grasses under Homura’s feet were replaced by thick vines and clumps of wildflowers. The sky was blotted out, and darkness surrounded the boy.

His heart calmed down, and his sprint slowed to a walk. His eyes easily adjusted to the darkness—they always had, at least since he started spending a lot of time with Poochyena. Clearly making out the outline of an alcove within a large tree, Homura crouched into it, wrapping his arms around his legs and burying his face in his knees. Fresh tears came to his eyes, and his heart felt pinpricks of pain and sank to his stomach yet again. He tried to not sob—he hated sobbing, and he didn’t want to disturb the Pokemon—but he couldn’t help a few small chokes from slipping through.

There was something that felt right about sitting alone in the darkness as the pain of losing Poochyena hit him fully. In his ears, Chichi’s words rang over again and again, bringing new lances of agony into his wounded and bleeding heart.

“You are not to play with Poochyena anymore.”

He hugged himself tighter.

The words spiraled in his head, drawing him deeper into a spiral of self-pity—

A wet nose snuffed his knees, and his head shot up. A pair of crimson eyes gazed cheerfully at him. Poochyena’s jaw dropped, his tongue lolled, and his tail wagged happily.

The sight of his friend brought a smile to Homura’s face. 

“Oh, Poochyena—I’m so happy you’re here!”

The Pokemon snuggled onto Homura’s lap as the boy wrapped his arms around the canine and nestled his face into Poochyena’s clumped, matted fur. The smell of brambles and raw hide reached Homura’s nose—the scent was comforting

“Chichi and Oka-san say I can’t go and play with you anymore, that your mother might be dangerous for me—but they’re wrong! Your mother has always loved me and been so kind to me, hasn’t she, Poochyena? What do they know… All they have is a Camerupt and a Scyther. And Chichi has taken me into the forest plenty of times before! Why can’t I go on my own?”

Poochyena didn’t respond—whether the canine understood everything (or anything) he said, Homura didn’t know. But his heart warmed at the sight of the Pokemon nestling deeper into Homura’s lap, a content smile playing on his face.

“They don’t know anything,” Homura assured himself. “I bet, that if I had to, I could live in the forest with you and your pack on my own! That would show them!”

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Inky darkness bled through the blue sky down, meeting the gleam of the river. As Yogan watched, stars peeked out from the blanket of night, twinkling over a watchful world.

“Yogan?”

“Hm?”

He turned and saw Haruhi close the door behind her and descend the steps to join him. As his wife sat on the ground next to him, he returned his gaze to the spreading darkness and watched the outline of the bridge slowly fade into the void.

“About Homura not seeing Poochyena anymore—were you serious?”

He paused before answering.

“I don’t think I would keep Homura away from Poochyena permanently,” he said slowly. “It’s a matter of his attitude. Going into the forest and playing with a wild Mightyena is dangerous—he can’t do it again. The boy needs to learn obedience.

“I do think that him forming such a tight friendship with Poochyena is a good thing. I’m proud of him—and I hope that Kazan and Hono will one day do the same with Pokemon they meet. But I’d rather have our son be safe and smart about his decisions.”

Haruhi nodded. “I had him send Poochyena away earlier, and he kicked the poor creature.”

Yogan inhaled sharply. His eyebrows furrowed, but his eyes were open wide.

“He didn’t,” he breathed.

“He did,” his wife sighed. “I know it was out of shock, and he has a lot of anger at his age. He’s acting rashly—though I guess this is part of raising a teenage boy…”

Hai rested her cheek on her husband’s shoulder. Yogan rubbed her back as he mused out loud.

“I’ll have him apply himself more to kenpo—he is rather good at it. I wonder if there’s also something else going on—perhaps disagreements with other boys in his class? Either way,” he sighed, “the boy needs to learn obedience, especially at his age…”

The pair watched the growing darkness from their spot on the ground, feeling so small beneath the wide opoen sky. The river gurgled, and several Pokemon could be heard chirping. The night air was pleasantly crisp. Yogan wrapped his arm around Hai, the two of them alone under the empty sky, each lost in their thoughts.

As Yogan reminisced on his time as a boy—as he thought, Homura really wasn’t that wild—he noticed a few strange shapes in his periphery vision. Blinking several times, he squinted at the strange, moving shapes just over the bridge. Was something really there? It was so difficult to make out in a landscape illuminated only by starlight.

He stood up, his eyes scanning the village. Everything seemed quiet, and no one else was outside—but there was a distinct feeling in the air that something was off.

“Yogan?”

Hai stood up. “What is it?”

He was about to shush her when a buzz cut through the air. Yogan turned his head—just in time to see a faint orange blur zip away.

“Ninjask,” he whispered as his heart pounded. “Hai, I think someone is out here—where’s Scyther? I don’t like this—”

As he spoke, he heard the soft patter of feet all around him—the sound of creaking wood reached his ears, and soon heard several splinters—someone—or some thing stared back at him from the light coming out of his home window. Two glittering gems topping a crooked smile of snaggled teeth gleamed in the flamelight.

A burst of darkness, and the window to Yogan’s home smashed.

“Hai, get inside! Get your father and the kids!”

But before he had even spoken, his wife was through the door. As firelight poured through the open door, it illuminated the area and brought several creatures to light. Yogan’s heart pounded with terror as several Sableye and Shedinja flew threw the air about him—his heart turned to ice, and he looked down and saw one of the intangible Sableye sticking its head through Yogan’s chest. The Pokemon hung upside down, its pupil-less eyes locking into Yogan’s own, and its mouth fixed into an ugly grin.

The sound of breaking glass filled Yogan’s ears, and he watched Pokemon vandalize and crawl into houses scattered around the village.

Burning lances sank into his chest—the Sableye dug its claws, now tangible, through Yogan’s yukata and into his soft flesh. He grasped for the Pokemon—but it turned to smoke at his touch—

A gleam sliced through the air, the Sableye shrieked as its claws were torn from Yogan’s chest and it went spiraling through the air. Yogan put his hands to his chest, hot blood seeping through his fingers. In the rush of excitement, most of the pain had ebbed away. He raised his head and saw a green bug hovering in the air next to him, its wings buzzing madly.

“Scyther! Thank you—please, go take care of Hai and the kids!”

Scyther gestured with his head, and Yogan saw his wife, her father, and their children on the back of Camerupt. The Pokemon trotted down the path at an alarming speed, belching blobs of magma at any Pokemon in its way.

Yogan snapped his head around as he heard a cry—a human cry—and saw a man lying on the ground before Scyther, clutching a bleeding stump where his arm had presumably been. The man wore an emerald-green helmet topped by lightning-yellow horns and was dressed in pitch black clothing.

Yogan had questions—but now was not the time. Stooping, he grabbed the samurai’s saber lying on the ground, and pelted through the village street, Scyther buzzing at his side. His Pokemon sliced away at every enemy he saw, man and Pokemon alike. Shedinjas dropped like flies before Scyther’s blades, and Sableye shrieked in pain as he tore into them.

Screams from surrounding houses met Yogan’s ears, and lights came on, illuminating the village. As more light bled onto the scene, Yogan saw more and more Pokemon before his eyes, covering the village pathway, filling the fields, tearing up crops, ripping up rooftops, dismantling timbers.

He could also make out the glitter of helmets—his heart burned with fury as he dashed towards them. His enemies raised their swords at him, but were always too slow—one he quickly stabbed in the gut, another, he lopped off his wrists. Fire surged through his veins, his chest heaved, and his heart pounded and he hacked away at his opponents—

His head snapped up as he heard a loud FWOOSH! and he saw an entire house go up in flames, the inhabitants within screaming in desperation. A Typhlosion stood before the house, a torrent of flames rushing from its parted jaws. Just behind him stood another man, dressed like the others, but his helmet included an ebony mask that completely covered his face.

Yogan stopped in his tracks, struck by the awesome power of the Samurai and his Pokemon. He soon recovered, his eyes darting about—what was the best course of action to take?

Scyther didn’t hesitate. Yogan’s companion shot through the air, beating his wings madly, trying to quell the flames. But the blaze was too powerful, and he only succeeded in creating a column of fire. Typhlosion inhaled and spat out a large fireball, which struck the thatched roof of another house and soon engulfed it in a pillar of flame.

Scyther looked at the Typhlosion, who didn’t seem to take any notice of the bug Pokemon. The fiery creature lumbered down the path, roaring, as its owner stood behind it and watched impassively.

Typhlosion yelped in alarm as Scyther darted through the air and brought both blades down on his opponent’s back. Crimson blood speckled Typhlosion’s sapphire fur—it snapped its head around and lunged at Scyther, who managed to dart back just in time to avoid falling victim to its flaming fangs. The two Pokemon locked eyes. Typhlosion slowly slunk in a half-circle while Scyther raised his bladed arms and hovered in the air.

Yogan looked past the two Pokemon at the Samurai standing near the bridge. The man slowly took a nodachi from a sheath on his back and held it in a ready stance before him. Yogan’s heart quavered at the site of the enormous blade, but the heavy scent of smoke, and the screams of his neighbors, filled his senses, and rage filled him again and drove out fear.


Yogan and Scyther stood next to each other and stared down their opponents. Typhlosion snarled, embers sparking from its nostrils. Firelight shone on the nodachi and the samurai armor, making him appear to be wreathed in a living blaze. The smallness of Yogan’s blade, and the frailness of Scyther’s physique, no longer seemed to register in Yogan’s mind. He knew that Hai was running off with their children, and all that mattered was that he stood between the samurai and his family.

Every second gained was precious. Yogan and Scyther readied their blades and took a stance, the gleam of firelight dancing off his blade.

Their opponents did not wait. With a loud roar, Typhlosion lunged at Scyther, his flaming fangs snapping at the bug. Scyther shot into the sky, hanging over the earth like a glimmering jade. Typhlosion growled and belched out a plume of liquid magma.

The samurai lunged toward Yogan with a mighty yell, swinging his nodachi. Yogan sidestepped—the blade thudded uselessly into the ground. He swung his katana, but the samurai blocked with shocking agility for such a large weapon. Yogan kept fighting, trying to find a weak point, trying to find an opening where he could cut away—

But the samurai kept up, and soon Yogan was the one on the defensive. He tried to keep even footing, but his opponent’s style of fighting was wildly different from his own. Sweat poured down Yogan’s face, and the stench of smoke filled his nostrils, filled his lungs—

In his mind’s eye, he saw a woman with ebony hair, ushering children before her.

Hai.

Unbidden, Yogan’s blade slided through the air with lightning speed. It cracked against the samurai’s helmet with a loud WHACK!—he staggered and fell to his knees, a face holding the side of his mask.

Yogan lunged forward, holding his blade ahead of him—and was barreled to the side by an enormous weight.

He landed flat on his back—lances of agony seared up his spine, colors exploded in his vision as his head collided with the ground, the air whooshed out of his lungs, and he coughed in pain from trying to breathe. He had just enough time to register a pair of venomous yellow eyes glaring at him and a pair of jaws, large enough to swallow his head, hover over him, before another body collided and threw his attacker off.

Yogan rolled off his back—clutching his side—and watched as Scyther and Typhlosion tumbled in the dirt. There was loud creaking—a burning house was falling apart, and the timbers holding it up began to crumble to the ground in a cascade of fiery tongues. Typhlosion was much, much larger than his enemy, and easily pinned the bug beneath him, breathing murderously.

“Scyther!” Yogan screamed.

Scyther’s eyes opened wide—for the first time in his life, Yogan saw terror fill the mantis’s eyes. Both Pokemon looked up at the sound of crashing—Scyther remained pinned beneath Typhlosion’s paws as the blazing timbers crumbled around them.

“No!”

Yogan rushed forward but was quickly repelled by the blazing heat—he could only watch as clouds of embers flew up above the burning house, the two Pokemon buried beneath.

His heart pounded and yet felt hollow. Murderous rage quickly bled into his heart, engulfing his senses and blinding him. He swiveled his head—and saw the Typhlosion’s owner standing nearby. His helmet lay on the ground, the mask in pieces. Blood oozed from his temple. Bright yellow hair, stuck up with sweat, crowned a sallow face. Pale eyes glared over a long, pointed nose as he hefted his nodachi.

This time, Yogan didn’t hesitate. With a yell, he lunged at the samurai. His opponent raised his blade, but Yogan swept up and under, slicing through his opponent’s left wrist.

“Aaaah!”

He dropped the two-handed blade and clutched his bleeding stump. He doubled over, sobbing before looking up at Yogan. The samurai’s face was slick with blood, tears and snot. His pale eyes—brimming with livid rage—locked into Yogan’s.

Raising his katana, Yogan deftly swung it downwards, severing the man’s head.

As his opponent’s body crumpled to the ground, Yogan turned around. The village was still up in flames—Hai and his children were still out there, running to safety.

If they weren’t…

He didn’t let himself finish the thought. Yogan took off at a sprint—or he tried to, but his body was still store from Typhlosion knocking him down, and the smoke hung thickly in the air. He quickly stopped, coughing, and continued at a quick trot, pushing his body as hard as he could. The image of Scyther pinned beneath Typhlosion’s body came to the forefront of his mind—but he quickly shoved it away and focused on his family.

He passed through the midst of the burning houses, not looking at them, notthinking of anyone in them—no one but his family. They had to be ahead—he had seen them get on Camerupt and leave the village—

As he left the flaming houses behind him, he saw Camerupt’s volcanoes illuminating the nightsky as the beast roared. Ji-san, Hai, and her children stood together while Camerupt rampaged about, knocking into men clad in black. He belched lava from his mouth and his humps, dousing enemies in lethal magma plumes.

Kazan clutched his mother’s leg and raised his eyes—they locked onto Yogan’s, filling his heart with a kind of assurance. But the boy, already white with terror, clutched his mother’s leg more tightly and screamed.

“Chichi! Behind you!”

Yogan turned and saw, from the midst of flaming houses, a large beast emerge. From the blazing inferno, Typhlosion walked, wreathed in a halo of fire. Its coat was marred with slashes, its exposed skin welting with ugly bruises. The beast opened its maw, revealing a collection of crooked fangs beneath a pair of murderous eyes.

The creature’s mouth fixed in an ugly snarl as it laid eyes on Yogan. The man lifted his sword, but was too late—and even if he had been on time, it wouldn’t have mattered. Typhlosion lunged at Yogan, again pinning him to the ground. Yogan choked as the air was knocked out of him; his eyes blurred with tears as he stared into those of the merciless, fiery beast. 


“Hai! Get the kids, and come quickly!”

“Kazan, Hono, come! Where is your brother? Homura?”

“No time—get on Camerupt, and I will stay behind to look for Homura! We’ll catch up with you!”

Takign a child in each arm, Hai raced down the steps and into the sty. Camerupt stood at the ready, staring up at her with determined eyes. Hai placed Kazan on the crook just behind Camerupt’s head and, balancing Hono in her free arm, swung herself onto the crook between Camerupt’s two humps.

“We’ve got to, Camerupt! Into the forest! Burn down anyone in our way!”

Camerupt roared in affirmation, and immediately set off at a trot. In spite of his massive bulk, he moved with alarming agility. Hai grasped a handful of crimson fur to steady herself.

“Agh!”

She shrieked and yanked her foot up as she felt claws pierce through her ankle—looking down, she saw a Sableye clinging to her leg, its mouth fixed in an ugly grin.

She shook her leg madly, and more Sableye appeared—Shedinja buzzed overhead, sending gusts of wind mixed with powder down on them.

“Camerupt!”

He bellowed—Hai clutched Hono, turning her inward to Hai’s breast, and she and Kazan covered their faces as a plume of sparks shot up from Camerupt’s humps. The Shedinja and Sableye shrieked—when Hai uncovered her face, she saw several Sableye still clinging to Camerupt’s hide, and more standing in his way.

Bowing his head, Camerupt charged forward. Hai covered her face again, clutching tightly to Camerupt’s fur as he expelled flame and sparks, barreling down anyone in his way. The Sableye called out as they fell off, trampled by Camerupt’s hooves, filling the night air with their unearthly squalls.

As the crowd of ghost Pokemon ceased, Camerupt slowed his pace and ceased his cloud of sparks. Hai peeked out again, looking about cautiously. Everything appeared black after her vision had accustomed to the brightness of Camerupt’s fire.

Camerupt roared in pain—Hai saw some one strike at Camerupt’s hind leg with a thin blade. Hai tried to lash out with her leg, but she was too short. What should she do? She had to protect Hono and Kazan—but she couldn’t let Camerupt get attacked.

“Rah!”

Camerupt’s attacker let out a choking cough and fell to the ground as a blade of silver sliced through him. Dark eyes framed by white hair looked up at Hai.

“Ji-san! Thank you—where is Homura?”

“He isn’t at the house, I’ve looked everywhere! Come, now, let’s get the living out of here!”

Hai looked up—in the firelight of the burnig village, she saw several dozen men clad in block encircling her family. Sliding off Camerupt, she quickly told of Kazan and held him next to her. He clung to her leg, shaking.

His back now free of burdens, Camerupt let loose a mighty bellow, lava oozing from his volcanic humps. He charged at the nearest crowd of onlookers, who quickly scattered before his fiery rage.

Ji-san stood protectively before Hai and her children, holding his blade at the ready. Someone lunged at him with his blade—he was fast enough to swing below his opponent’s arms, the blade sinking in above the man’s waist as the man let out a choking cough.

Hai clutched Hono and Kazan as she watched Camerupt and Ji-san fight their opponents. Before them, their home, and those of their neighbors, all went up in a vortex of fire. Hair stuck to her face from sweat; the stench of smoke and burning flesh filled her nostrils; anxiety made her heart race with an ever-quickening speed. She tried to assess the situation—she had to help Camerupt and Ji-san somehow, but in the moment, it seemed that doing anything other than protecting her children was impossible.

“Chichi!”

She looked up as Kazan shouted. Standing in the midst of the burning village, Hai’s husband looked back at them, holding a blood-stained blade in his hand.

“Yogan,” Hai breathed.

As their eyes met, Yogan took off at a run—blind to the looming shadow coming through the flames behind him.

“Chichi, behind you!” Kazan shrieked.

Hai inhaled sharply as a beast—possibly as large as Camerupt—flew from the inferno, pinning her husband to the ground.

Hai’s blood turned to ice. Relinquishing her hold on Kazan, and still holding Hono, she sprinted towards Yogan as the beast roared over him. She had to reach him—

“AH!”

She screamed as steel bit her waist; her legs locked with pain and she fell to the ground, Hono screaming as she tumbled out of her mother’s arms. Hai tried to raise herself up—but her hand slipped in her own blood, her life quickly draining from her.

She didn’t even raise her eyes to see what happened. All she felt was the cold, sharp stab enter her back.


“… And we’ll show ‘Ka-san and Chichi that you’re really strong, and capable, and that we—”

Homura’s words cut off as he spotted something bright in the periphery of his vision. He peered through the trees at the bright, distant light, flickering and dancing as if it were fire.

Poochyena looked up, his red nose twitching. Shivers ran up Homura’s arms, and he hugged Poochyena to himself. Before long, he heard accompanying shouts, screams, the distinct crackle of burning flames—

It was fire. And it was burning his home village.

Dread sank his heart to the bottom of his stomach. His family was there—were they caught in the flames? He was the oldest child—protecting his younger siblings was his responsibility. He had to get up, had to go after them and make sure they were okay—

But as he listened to the collapse of houses, the crackle of the blaze, and the screams of various people, fear locked his limbs in place.

A dark shape slunk out from the undergrowth. Mightyena passed before the two of them, her nose twitching, keeping low to the ground. Turning, she briefly nuzzled her pup, gave Homura a quick whiff, and returned her attention to the chaos happening just beyond the woods.

How long they were there, Homura didn’t know. Each second dragged on with agonizing slowness, stretching into eternity. Homura’s heart thumped with maddened anxiety; a few beads of sweat poured down his temples; his breathing was shallow and quick. He felt Poochyena nestled in his arms, but his friend’s weight failed to bring Homura any of its usual warmth. It was as if Homura was just a dead body, feeling the physical sensations, but detached from all emotion.

Mightyena suddenly backed against Homura and Poochyena, pushing them into the undergrowth. She let out a low growl, her ears flattened against her head. Homura could just peer over her back—

He hard it before he saw it. The crashing sound of breaking branches and the trample of enormous hooves. Homura then noticed two bright spots of glowing lava sitting atop Camerupt as he charged through the trees, bellowing in anger. A few Sableye clung to his red hide, their claws digging through his fur and into his skin, leaving bloody slashes.

By the light of Camerupt’s lava, Homura saw a few people clad in black running alongside him. Each held his own sword, slashing slowly away at Camerupt as they dared. One struck Camerupt’s leg—he roared in agony as the blade bit through flesh and lodged in bone. The enormous beast stumbled to the ground. Glaring at the man who had stabbed him, Camerupt belched out a ball of molten magma. The man screamed in pain as the liquid burned through his clothes and flesh, giving off the acrid smell of burning skin.

Camerupt roared continuously as the Sableye continued to claw at him—one of them crawled over Camerupt’s face. Homura couldn’t see what it did—but Camerupt suddenly let out a high-pitched roar that was almost a scream and violently shook his head. The other people nearby hacked away at him with their swords. 

All feeling drained out of Homura as he watched Camerupt fall to the hands of his enemies. His brain no longer registered what was happening; he could only sit and stare as the glow from Camerupt’s plumes died, the smoke spiraling away into empty air.

Eventually, the men and their Pokemon left, making their way back through the ruined path that Camerupt had created. Mightyena stay where she was for a long time. After what seemed like hours, her body relaxed and she turned around, nudging Poochyena with her nose.

Poochyena looked pleadingly up at her—Homura thought he was asking his mother some unspoken question.

Mightyena switched her impassive gaze to Homura, her red eyes boring into him. After a moment, she turned and walked away. Poochyena hopped off his friend’s lap and trotted after her.

Homura remained where he was, feeling unable to move. After taking a few steps, Poochyena looked back at him and yipped—did he want Homura to follow?

Getting shakily to his feet, Homura took a few steps—but not after the canines. Instead, his feet carried him over to where Camerupt lay. Homura’s heart beat emptily within his hollow chest. His blood was cold, and his skin was completely numb as he walked to his family’s companion.

Camerupt had been with the family long before Homura was born. He originally belonged to Ji-san and grew up with Oka-san. He was a wedding present when Oka-san married Chichioya; lived with them, accompanied them on their wedding trip, made farming and harvesting possible—he was with Homura as he grew up, and the boy learned how to ride Camerupt as early as he could remember. On cold nights, Camerupt would boil lava on his back, keeping the family warm. He loved and protected Homura, Kazan, and Hono.

And now he lay on the crushed branches and vines. His body was marred with slashes, the sickly scent of blood hanging thick about him. Crimson rivers ran from his empty eye sockets. There was no fire from his volcanic humps.

Homura couldn’t stop staring.

He didn’t noticed Poochyena tug at his pant legs. His friend’s yipped rang through his empty ears, not registering. It wasn’t until Mightyena came and pushed against Homura with her head that he snapped out of it. He obediently went wherever she directed him, the image of Camerupt burned into his mind.

He stopped when Mightyena looked back at him and growled. In the darkness of the forest, he could see little other than their outlines. Poochyena yipped and tugged at Homura’s sleeve—he got down with Poochyena and lay next to him on the dewy grass. Poochyena clambered on top of him, nuzzling Homura’s abdomen. He heard Mightyena’s footsteps softly pad away.

He stared into the blackness. He should sleep, he supposed. But sleep was impossible. He couldn’t get the images of Camerupt running, screaming, and lying on the ground out of his mind. 

How could that have happened? Did it really happen? These questions rolled over and over in Homura’s mind until he saw a faint grey-blue trickle through the treetops. Dawn stretched its rays through the forest, slowly illuminating the wreckage that had been done the night before.

Poochyena clambered off of Homura and yawned. He stretched his short legs and shook his fur before nosing his companion. Homura automatically got up, his body stiff from spending several hours on the ground. His eyes roved over to the path Camerupt had created last night; the wreckage formed a pathway that led to the village—

Or what was left of it.

His feet carried him through the broken undergrowth and to the field. He saw the crumpled, ashy remains of the village long before he arrived there. Ash, broken glass, and an assortment of household goods were strewn all over the place. Stys and lean-to’s lay in sooty piles next to decimated houses. The metallic stench of blood lingered in the air. The streets were totally silent. 

The scene was unrecognizable, but Homura knew where to go. His feet automatically carried him to a house at the edge of the village; the sty he had cleaned out yesterday still stood, its roof burned away. The foundation of his home stood, but only a charred scaffold remained standing. The walls and roof had been reduced to ash, leaving but a burned skeleton. Homura carried himself up the steps, still sturdy enough to bear his weight. He walked through the open doorway, into his home and through the bedrooms. Broken objects lay strewn about, but almost everything else had been burned so as to be unrecognizable.

My family’s not here.

For the first time, he had a thought of his own. His family wasn’t there—where were they? He had seen Camerupt fall—

He couldn’t think about that.

Turning around, he dashed through the door frame and down the steps. He looked at the village again, this time registering the desolation and abandonment. Did he look in the other houses? His family could have been in one of them—couldn’t they?

He ran into the neighboring house; it was much in the same condition as his. He ran up the steps and threw the burned-away door—

He sharply inhaled. Moyasu-san’s face stuck out from beneath a heap of rubble. His face was slick with blood. A deep gash, which had long run dry, ran through his neck.

Homura couldn’t look anymore. Turning, he ran down the steps—he ran into another house, moved rubble, and saw Kaen Nizumi and her family lying beneath layers of ash, slashes marring each of their bodies. Homura tried other houses—always seeing their inhabitants lying, their bodies cut up and bled dry.

He ran into the street, his heart pounding, the scent of death filling his nostrils. His throat tasted acrid. His limbs began to shake.

“Oka-san?” he called.

No response.

“Oka-san! Chichi! Hono, Kazan—Ji-san!” 

Still no response. His breathing quickened; his heart clenched, and it hurt so badly. Where did they go?

“ ‘Ka-san!” he screamed with accompanying tears.

He inhaled deeply and clutched his head—all the images of people and Pokemon lying, covered in slashes—they wouldn’t leave his mind. He raced back through the village, towards the way he came. He didn’t go by the route Camerupt had made in his violent rampage. He went straight—

Something lay in the path, not far from Homura’s family house. Dread and excitement gripped his heart. He sprinted towards it—

He leapt back with a scream. The crown of purple hair, the clothes, the hands—it was definitely Chichi. But there was no face, only a blood pulp.

“Chi—chichi—chichi—” he stuttered.

He looked up—there were a few more figures on the path ahead. He ran towards them. The first was a woman lying prostrate, her face turned to the side. Through strands of ebony hair, Homura saw the ivory face of his mother. Her eyes gazed, half-closed, on a son that she wouldn’t see again.

“ ‘Ka-san!” 

Homura fell to his knees, letting out rasping sobs, tears pouring down his face. There was a bloody hole in the middle of ‘Ka-san’s back, but he didn’t care. He wrapped his arms around his mother and lay with her, rivers of tears streaming from his eyes.

“ ‘Ka-san… Ka-san… I’m so sorry… I’m so sorry, ‘Ka-san, I’m so sorry!”

The words were all he could stutter out as he held the limp form of his mother, desperately searching for her warmth.







 






