
“So what’s wrong with a public display of affection anyway, Marril?”  Alex asked.


“I just don’t like them,” Marril said huffily.


Alex simply chuckled and slid his arm around Tschel—Marril sighed in exasperation as he did this—as the three left the Pokémon Center.  The weather wasn’t pleasant, but it wasn’t raining either.  It was more of the sort of weather that a good rain would wash out, with the sort of unpleasant overcast humidity that was irritating but inescapable.


Marril would have attempted to one-up Tschel with their unofficial, unsaid “annoy the other person” war by saying, “nice weather,” however her pants clung loosely to her legs, which was an unpleasant feeling that removed any niceness from the weather.  Besides, she figured that Tschel would turn anything she said around at her because of Alex’s hanging off him.


“Marril’s been silent for a while,” Tschel said in joking concern to Alex, “I think she’s sick.”


Marril mushroom-sighed.  Better say something… “No, but I will be if you two keep that up.”


Well like that was any good of a comeback, Marril scowled.


“I wish I could help,” the man said, “but the law’s clear-cut in this matter.  Until it’s voted on the matter, Orthan Pokémon are to be treated like normal Pokémon.”


“But… I’m not a normal Pokémon,” Clefairy said.  “Even as a Pokémon, humans would have seen me as… different.”


“A male Clefairy?”  The man asked.  “Come now, this is a counselling office.  We accept anybody for who they are.”


“Obviously not,” Clefairy spat.  “All I want is to be able to leave Johto.  That’s it, but that law that says Pokémon who have a trainer can’t do something like that on their own…”


“Normally I’d agree,” said the counsellor, “and I do sympathise, but laws are laws.”


Clefairy glanced obviously at the ring on the man’s ring finger.  “You’re married, right?  I’ve always heard that humans…”


The man shook his head, “Haven’t been married in years, sadly.  But I still love her, and I suspect she still loves me, so that’s why I still wear the ring.”


The man’s eyes flickered, as if to ask himself why he just told someone that.


“Can I at least know your name?”  Clefairy asked.


“My name’s Mr Megumi,” the man shrugged.  “Says right there.”


“Oh,” Clefairy said as he looked at the nametag on the man’s desk.  “I can’t read.”


“That’s all right,” Mr Megumi told Clefairy.  “I just wish I could help you.”


“Well you’re no worse than those Rockets who did this to me!”  Clefairy shouted, his eyes welling up.


Mr Megumi’s heart stung.  Clefairy reminded him a bit of his son, with Clefairy’s overall politeness but gentle inner strength… and his blaming Megumi for something that was out of his hands.


Ninetails’ eyes flickered open from where it was sleeping in the other side of the room.  It glanced with one eye at Clefairy then returned to sleep.


Mr Megumi sighed.  “I’ll help.  I can call in a favour… you won’t like it, since the guy’s an ex-Rocket and all, but he can get you out of Johto just fine.  You won’t have to see your abusive ex-trainer ever again.”


Despite this, and try as he might, he wasn’t able to relieve the guilt of not being able to be there for his son or daughter, the latter of whom he hadn’t even seen since she was a newborn.  His guilt’s tug was sharp enough to divert him from hearing Clefairy’s reaction, although he guessed from Clefairy’s overall demeanour that the reaction was fairly positive.


Just keep helping Pokémon and their trainers—although now he should probably add distressed Orthan Pokémon to his list—and you can eventually make up for fourteen years of being held from your kids by a restraining order, Mr Megumi told himself.


While many fourteen-year old girls are known for their stubbornness, they are also, by comparison to other age groups; easy to control if one knew the proper methods of control.  Kenneth knew, though, that any little girl with the sheer brilliance of the one that brat Juliet had duped into working for her would eventually piece together that the secrets in her head could earn her quite a bit of protection… even military protection, which was one thing Team Rocket would be—to use vulgar terms—screwed if events turned in that particular direction.  Stein’s advice had been to extort and frighten the girl into silence.  Kenneth wondered how long that silence would last before the girl smartened up.


He hit a number on his cell phone.  “Agent Mikhail?”


Mikhail’s voice was rather grumpy—the man had never truly respected Kenneth since Kenneth’s promotion—but he spoke with what was at least pretended respect, and that was a start.


“How now, brown cow,” Kenneth said.  “All play and no work makes Jack hate reversed clichés.”


Mikhail spoke for a surprisingly little amount of time.


“No, if I was intending to be racist, you’d know if I was, and last I checked you’re white,” Kenneth responded irritably.  Honestly, he thought, people took far too many things racially.  “Informality aside, s’il vous plait?”


Mikhail’s “hai” was audible without the phone anywhere near Kenneth’s head.


“Good.  I understand you’re in between assignments.  As the chief operations security agent, your assignment is to protect our genetics assignments by silencing the non-Rocket who knows of it.”


Kenneth spoke neither Sam’s name nor Tribo’s aloud as a measure of operational security.  The former gave any eavesdropper less clues to work with, and the latter was merely to protect the otherwise absolute secrecy that had been veiled around Tribo.


“I do not particularly care how you go about fulfilling this goal,” Kenneth continued, “although extreme force should be kept as a last measure.  Despite this, you are hereby authorized to use any means necessary to achieve this end.  Do you understand your goals?”


Mikhail repeated Kenneth’s instructions.


“Yes,” Kenneth said.  “If you so choose, I think Yuusuke is available to assist you.”


Kenneth hung up his cell phone.  Why did I give the authorization to use extreme force? he asked himself.  Mikhail was the type that would justify using it by any means he could.


“I feel sick,” Kenneth muttered.  He would simply have to rescind that part of the order.


Nothing wrong with simple humanity, Kenneth said to himself.  It was unlike Thompson, who had massively breached Rocket security, irreparably damaging a major genetics project.  For that, Internal Affairs had him simply vanish from the face of the earth.  Executive Roland was definitely a fan of overreacting, but the order had come from Giovanni himself.  Kenneth often thought about sending Mikhail over to Roland, but that would be like sending gasoline to a fire.


A talk with Stein was in order, definitely.  Team Rocket had too many wildcards.  It was a large syndicate, Team Rocket was, and was in no danger of much internal strife, as long as people kept to their jobs and did what they were told.


“I know what day it is today, you know,” David told Sam.  “You didn’t need to not tell me.”


While the two had no particular goals in mind at the moment, Sam was—rather unsuccessfully—attempting to find work at a trainer’s school in Viridian, and David was tagging along as usual.  Currently the two were at Sam’s house in Cerulean.  Sam’s mother was away due to work but had allowed Sam to stay when Sam called her.


Sam didn’t have much to say.  “Oh.”


“Well, your brother calling earlier kind of gave it away,” David shrugged nonchalantly.  He knew with what he’d gone out of his way to do that Sam would figure out quickly that he knew far in advance.  “Figured I’d at least, you know, repay you a bit for putting up with me and all.”


Sam looked at the box with a twinge of curiosity.  “You don’t really need to do this.”


“You’re fifteen today,” David said flatly.  “Wanted to at least get something for you.”


Sam sighed in defeat and opened the box.  At the very least, David wasn’t depressed like usual.  Inside the box was a normal, red-topped pokéball.  Evidently the pokéball wasn’t the gift, as it had a scuffmark along the very top.


“Look at what’s inside it,” David told her.


Sam pressed the “eye” of the ball and the ball opened.  When the whitish glow died down, a Beldum was floating above the table in the room.


“I know you’ve been training that Beldum of yours—Mercury wasn’t it?—for a long time now.  Figured I could get it another Beldum to fuse with and evolve.”


Sam watched Beldum float up and down over the table.


“I’m not going to ask any strange questions,” Sam said.


David gave Sam an awkward shrug with one shoulder.  He wasn’t quite sure why he did this other than it looked intentionally odd.  “Didn’t do anything, er, under the table, if that’s what you mean.  Guess you know why I said I’d meet you here, though.”


This was indeed truthful.  David’s winnings for placing second in the Battle Tower tournament were cut into deeply to find a wild Beldum and get passage there to catch it.


Sam laughed.  “Well, now I have to look up how you’re supposed to get them to fuse.”


Sam stood up and walked past David, putting her hand on his shoulder for a second and saying “thanks” as she walked by.


Mikhail smiled.  Finding this girl was ridiculously easy.  The difficult part of the assignment was losing a rather persistent follower who was in turn being followed by a Ninetails.


Mr Rei Megumi watched Agent Mikhail Andreyvitch—he’d gotten the man’s name and assignment from his “ex”-Rocket contact, Yamato—attempt to lose him.  Mikhail was a skilled intelligence officer, but Rei only had to put on a show.  He knew where Mikhail was going.  He’d certainly met with a stroke of good fortune, though this fortune was shrouded in dire circumstance.  If not for the undercover Rocket, Rei wouldn’t be able to see someone very dear to him again.

