
“Oran, oran, oran,” Marril said, getting off the travel bus.  “Hmm.  Darn.  I was expecting a giant berry.”


Tschel read the sign near the town, “Oran City.  Not in any way affiliated with the rebellious berries haunting these parts.”


Marril nearly fell over from laughing, then read the sign herself.  “This thing official?”


“No,” Tschel replied dryly.  “The real ‘Welcome To Oran’ sign is just over there.”


“Or is this the real one and that the joke one?”  Alex wondered aloud.  “Think about it.”


“I think he meant me, Marril,” Tschel interjected quickly.  “Don’t want you to hurt your head—ow!”


Tschel rubbed his leg where the Ice Beam struck it.


“Stop if, you two,” Alex motioned for the two to simply follow him into the city.  “Let’s just do the usual.  You know, get a room for a few days, see the sights, et cetera.  Gotta keep you two occupied so you don’t kill each other.”


Tschel followed, craning his head so he could see Marril, who was trailing behind him.  “You see, I can stand his sense of humour, just not yours.”


“And a very merry unbirthday to you!”  Marril sang.


“Is he still following us?”  Alex asked.  He checked the time.  It was four hours after they’d arrived.


Tschel checked.  “He’s getting better at not being seen, but yeah, he’s right there.”


Marril idly stabbed her slush drink with its straw.


“A crowd this big, it can’t be a coincidence,” Tschel concluded.  “Think we should just pre-emptively ask him why he’s here?”


Alex scoffed, and then pulled his chair so his stomach was almost touching the table when sitting straight.  “Remember when we fought him?  That Arcanine withstood everything my water Pokémon had.  No, he’s just out of our league.”


“In more way than one,” Marril said offhandedly, eating part of her slush drink and looking at it sourly as it started to melt.


“Yeah, well,” Alex admitted.  “Sure he’s with the Pokémon League and this is the Neo League.”


“So what?”  Marril asked.  “Nice open-air place café-type like this, if he did fight back he’d hurt someone.”


“We’re not fighting,” Alex said.  “Don’t make me make you Ice Beam me.”


Marril blinked.  “That was the single most confusing sentence I’ve heard all day.  And Tschel wonders where I get it.”


“I don’t…” Tschel began.  “Ah, forget it.”


Alex looked at Charlie again from halfway across the boulevard.  The man was trying very hard to not be seen.  So hard, in fact, that it was terribly easy to spot him.


“So what now?”  Marril asked after a few moments of relative silence, throughout which she had finished her slushie at an alarming rate.


“I don’t really feel like a gym battle,” Alex said.  “Just got here and all.  Thought I’d take some time to relax.  It’s a great city.”


“It looks exactly like Cerulean,” Tschel noted the similarity to Alex’s hometown.


“Exactly,” Alex said, grinning.  “Same climate, same architecture… it’s great!”


Tschel chuckled.  “You’re nuts.”


“Cashews,” Alex corrected.


“I know where this is going,” Marril said curtly.  “Before this gets all mushy, I’ll be going.”


As Marril stood up and left, Alex and Tschel each had a sweatdrop roughly the size of volleyballs.


Alex shrugged and put some money down on the table to pay for their drinks.  He stood up wordlessly and shrugged.  Slinging his backpack over his shoulder, he left, Tschel following.


“Charlie’s still following us?”  Alex wondered aloud.


“Yeah,” Tschel checked.  “He’s pretty bad at this.  Heck, I could do better.”


“It’d suck if they had a better gym leader follow us around for whatever League-like business,” Alex noted.  “We wouldn’t even know it if Koga was trailing us.”


David made sure to knock before entering.  He heard Sam’s voice; muffled by the door, say “it’s open.”  He tentatively turned the knob and slowly opened the door.  Sam said and did nothing other than look up at him as he entered, then turn back to watching the TV.


“Sam,” David started, “Look, I’m sorry for putting you through having to see your dad when you didn’t want to.”


“Fine,” Sam muttered absently.  David doubted that Sam was paying any attention whatsoever to the television despite that she was staring at the screen.


“You’ve been crying,” David noted, seeing that Sam’s eyes seemed rather puffy.


“Oh you’re observant,” Sam said sourly.  “What do you think I’ve been doing?  Laughing my head off?”


David tried not to pry into Sam’s head more than was unavoidable.  The downside to being psychic was that one didn’t always have full control over their abilities, and no matter how hard he tried to keep from reading someone’s mind, some emotions and feelings managed to slip through.


“You’ve had a hard time,” David said, trying to be consoling.  “I know what that’s like.  You don’t have to shut everybody else out.”


“And what would you know about that?”  Sam retorted.  “You’ve got the emotional range of a turnip!”


David saw, though refracted somewhat, a part of himself in Sam that he didn’t like to begin with.  Sam dwelled too much on things that didn’t matter as much as they should, often giving them too much thought.  He could understand the trauma from seeing her father after over ten years’ absence, but to dwell on it as Sam was doing… this was a concept alien to David.


“I’m better at it than you think,” David said quietly.


“What?”  Sam asked, not hearing him.


“I said I’m better at it than you think,” David repeated, louder.


David could, though he tried not to, feel that Sam was rifling through her mind for some form of retort.  It was a marvel at how fast her mind worked, as hearing it, even inadvertently, was not dissimilar to hearing someone read aloud at an incomprehensibly fast rate.


“Are you even here?” Sam interrogated.


“Eh?”  David asked, his train of thought derailed.


“You’ve got a blank look on your face.  If you’re reading my mind, I’m going to kill you.”


“No, I’m not,” David half-lied.  He wasn’t doing it intentionally.  In fact, at that moment he was wondering if Sabrina had known what she was getting him in for when she’d told him he had psychic abilities.


“You might think I’m some sort of socially inept Metang, but…”


“Metang?”  David wondered.


“Nothing,” Sam said defensively.


David winced internally and decided to see what was behind that Freudian slip.  Aha, that’s what it was.  Sam had been trying to keep her emotions hidden, away from sight.  Seeing her Metang’s face, constant and unemotional, was a harsh reminder of this that had prompted a lot of deep thought.  A sharp pain struck his left cheek.


“Goddish!”  Sam shouted.  “Stop reading my damn mind!”


“Didn’t have to slap me,” David muttered.


“I am not like Mercury!”


“Didn’t say you were.”


“You read my mind!  Goddish!  Don’t you have any respect for personal privacy?!”


“You don’t even know what it’s like to be psychic!”  David snapped.  “You think it’s fun and games?  That I can just turn it off when I want to?  I can’t, all right!  I have to sit there and feel things that other people are feeling whether I want to or not!”


“Doesn’t mean you have to read my mind!”


“Didn’t I just say that I couldn’t help it?”  David shouted.  He turned and stormed out.


David closed the door and leaned against it, taking a deep breath.  “I’ll have to go back eventually.”


“He’ll be back,” Sam muttered.  “His bag’s still here.”


Sam turned around and saw Mercury hovering a few feet off the floor.  She screamed at seeing that reminder of what she’d become.


“Oh, oops,” she muttered, seeing that it was just a bad coincidence that there was a Metang on the TV screen.


The thought struck her, though.  She took Mercury’s pokéball and opened it.  The Metang’s electromagnetic field caused the clock and TV in the room to have fits.


“Metang,” Metang whirred mechanically.


Sam attempted to regain some composure by taking a deep breath.  “Mercury… do you think… do you think I’m too much like you?”


Metangs are known for being mechanical, but Mercury bore a large sweatdrop nonetheless.  “Me… tang,” Mercury responded, shaking horizontally.


“Oh Goddish, I’m sorry if I insulted you,” Sam apologized.


“Metang, tang,” Mercury said.


They were silent for a while thereafter, Mercury floating in midair and Sam sitting on the bed, staring at the ground, holding her head.


“Tang… Metang,” Mercury tried.


“No, it’s fine,” Sam said.  She didn’t understand exact Pokémon-speak like her brother could.  Mercury’s message was fairly clear, however.


“Tang,” Mercury nodded.


“I know I’m crying,” Sam admitted.  “It’s just, actually talking to you has helped, you know?”


“Tang,” Mercury said, sweatdropping.  It had obviously said no, although this no didn’t mean too much to Sam.


“It’s helped a lot talking to you,” Sam said.  “Thanks.”


David stood in the hall, arms crossed, listening psychically to Sam’s conversation with her Metang.


“Well, at least she’s working it out,” David said to himself.  “At this rate she’ll probably only snap at me five times a day.”


A fleeting thought struck David, but he batted it away.


“Oh, I do probably deserve better than this,” David muttered, “But I’m no saint and all.”


“So we’re gonna fight the gym battle now?”  Marril asked.


“Yeah,” Alex said.  “I know Charlie’s still following us around, but eh, give him a good show.”


“Could give him another kind of show after,” Tschel interjected, mostly to annoy Marril.  He ducked an Ice Beam.  The beam sailed over his head and froze part of the outer wall of the gym.


“We even know the gym leaders?”  Marril asked.


“Er,” Alex said, “I think you’re usually the one who tells us.”


“Oh,” Marril confessed.  “I was kind of leaving it up to Tschel.”


“Well then,” Tschel laughed, “We go in blind.”


“Sounds fun,” Alex admitted.

