
The following day, the rain poured harder than anything the group was used to.  The fact that they had been forced to camp out in the national park only undermined morale for the upcoming Gym battle.


“My back still hurts,” Marril complained, eyeing her umbrella as if there was a small hole in it.


“You did not sleep on a rock,” Tschel pointed out.  “No matter how much you think you did.”


“Could you two please do me both one huge favour?”  Alex asked from behind them.


“Eh?”  Tschel asked.


“What?”  Marril asked, looking over her shoulder.


“I know it’s asking a lot, but could you two please not argue like normal today?”


Tschel chuckled.  “Somehow I guessed that.  That okay with you, Marril?”


Marril hmphed.  “There goes my fun, but sure.”


Alex smiled.  “Thanks.  The gym’s not too far, right Marril?”


Bearing a sweatdrop that engulfed her head; Marril asked tentatively, “I thought you were leading us?”


“Marril,” Alex said firmly, stopping.  Marril and Tschel stopped a few paces later.


“All right, all right, I admit I wasn’t paying attention to where we went.  Don’t worry, we didn’t head off in the opposite direction or anything.”


Marril perched her umbrella awkwardly between her arm and torso, then made crude triangles with her fingers.


“Well…” Marril thought out loud, “if you kind of make this tangent like this and triangle that that-a-way… well, we’re kind of beside it, only about four blocks off.”


The gym turned out to have little in the ways of markings.  There wasn’t any sign saying “Gym” on the building itself; had Marril not known which building to look for, it would have been overlooked completely.


Barring that, Tschel noted, the gym put up a good show of looking impressive.  Located off of the residential district, the place resembled a fair-sized manse built in a rustic Japanese style with a base American layout.  Definitely an interesting place to have a gym.


“So do we knock?”  Marril wondered aloud.


“There’s a sign out front,” Tschel said, looking across the yard.


Tschel walked over to the sign and crouched down so he could read it.


“Uh, guys,” Tschel called.  “I can’t read it.”


Alex looked over Tschel’s shoulder.  “American.  I learned a bit of it in preschool.”


(Yes, for a story wrote in English, it seems odd to have English be a “foreign language”.  However, this is to preserve a form of anime-like authenticity.  Please bear with me, this scene won’t last long. And at least, to be fair, instead of calling it English, I called it American, and we’re in the Pokémon region. —The Great And Powerful Author)


“Can you read it?”  Tschel asked.


“Trying,” Alex said tersely.  “Gym.  Second word…” Alex pronounced a few syllables, then sighed and moved onto the next word.  “To the.  Then it says… back.”


“Gym somethings to the back,” Marril repeated.


“To the back,” Alex said.  “I’m guessing we’re the gym somethings.”


“At least the rain’s letting up a bit,” Tschel noted, as if to find a single good thing to say.


Walking around the manse didn’t take long.  There was a sign there, too, but it was readable unlike the previous one.  It merely said, “Gym challengers to the front.”  Marril broke into laughter.


“It’s not funny,” Tschel said.


“Let’s just go in here,” Alex said, opening the back door.  He shook his umbrella out and closed it up.  Stuffing the thumb-sized storage capsule into his backpack, he walked inside.


“Echo!”  Alex shouted, hearing a call of “echo!” reverberate back at him.  The room was large for a back foyer.


“Let me try,” Marril said, walking in, followed by Tschel.  “Echo!”


“Oche!”  A different voice imitated Marril’s, repeating the word “echo” backwards.


Marril crossed her arms.  “Well, that’s not funny.”


The door closed behind them.  They turned around to see a female ninja had closed it.


“You’re Aya,” Alex said.  It wasn’t a question.


“Yes, I am,” replied Aya.  “And you’re two gym challengers and a Pokémon.”


“Oi!”  Marril shouted, offended.


“I’ll fetch my brother,” Aya said, then made a valiant attempt to fade into the ambient shadows.  Her attempt wasn’t quite successful, and she could be seen sneaking off.


“Another sign on the door,” Marril noted.  She stepped closer to read it.  “Aw.  It’s in American.”


Alex raised his hands defensively.  “No.”


Marril tried the door.  “Hey, it’s locked.  And Tschel’s still outside.  What the crap?”


Alex tried the door as well.  He sighed and stepped back to think about how to open the door.


“Hello,” a male voice said from behind Alex a moment later.


Alex turned to face Koga.  “Hey, Koga, my partner’s still—”


“—Locked outside,” Koga finished.  “Yes, Aya is going to see to him.”


“I don’t get it,” Alex said.


Koga smirked, then vanished.


“You see,” Koga’s voice came from behind Alex.  When he turned to face Koga, Koga wasn’t there.  “The Neo League emphasizes teamwork, namely the ability to fight in pairs.  Trainers who do so often become dependant on the other, unable to fight alone.”


“So you’re making us?”  Alex asked.


Koga appeared in front of Alex.  “Not quite.  The battlefield shall be this manse.  You are to use any Pokémon on your team to fight your way to the front and reunite with your partner, who will be using his Pokémon to fight his way around the manse.  Aya and myself will, however, attempt to stop you.  Then, you will battle with my apprentice Janine.  Two on one is unfair in her favour, but you should manage.”


“What about me?”  Marril asked.


Koga glanced to Marril.  “You will remain here while the challenge is being fought.  Should you use your enhanced abilities to aid this young man, both trainers’ challenges shall be forfeit.”


Marril took a seat in one of the chairs by the door.  “Let me know when it’s done, all right?”


Koga nodded.  “You shall be notified.  Now then, young man.  En garde!”


With that, Koga vanished.  Alex glanced back at Marril, and then called out Blastoise.  “Come on, we’re getting through this place.”


Almost instantly, a Venonat swarm appeared in front of Alex.


“Blastoise,” Alex called, “Blizzard them away!”


Having heard a similar explanation from Aya, Tschel opted to start with Jolteon.  The many trees in the rainy yard were suddenly much less inviting and more so hiding places.  Already, three Scythers had attacked him from the branches of a cherry tree.  A Thunderbolt had solved that.


“There’s going to be more to this than brute force, knowing Koga,” Tschel thought.  “If not to me, then to Alex.”


Another Scyther popped out from behind a tree and slashed Jolteon.  The Eeveelution stumbled but didn’t fall.


“Jolteon, Thunderwave, then Double-Edge!”  Tschel shouted.


“Damn it,” Tschel thought as Jolteon did so, “Why can’t I stop worrying about Alex?  Sure, that bit with his father coming back, and his sister being attacked by Team Rocket’s given him some worry, but he’s doing fine, and I’m here…”


Jolteon’s pained yelp broke Tschel’s train of thought.  A Seviper had hit it with its tail blade, knocking it out.


Recalling it, Tschel sent out Espeon.  “Espeon, Psychic attack!”


With the snake out of the way, Tschel sprinted across the field around the manse.  A cloud of various bug and poison Pokémon followed him.


“Espeon, Psychic!”  Tschel shouted.


The psychic cleared a large number of them away, but failed in keeping up with the large swarm.


“Damn it,” Tschel muttered.  “Must’ve gotten more of them by going so fast.”


Espeon was engulfed by the bugs, and tried to shake them off to no avail.


“Sunny Day!”  Tschel called.  A tactical decision, he told himself.


The rain stopped and the clouds parted.  The sun beat down on the field harshly, but the bugs’ attacks were unrelenting.


“You’re doing well,” Aya’s voice came from a cherry tree.  “My bugs almost lost.”


Tschel growled.  “Espeon, Morning Sun!”


A ray of sunlight shot down from the clouds and enveloped Espeon, restoring its health and blinding the bugs swarming it.


Aya frowned.  “Interesting.  But you’re only half of the way there.  See you!”


Alex sighed.  The Venonat swarm had been thick, despite the heavy blizzard that had engulfed them.


“Come on, Blastoise,” Alex said, leading Blastoise through a hall, “Just stay back a bit.”


Several small flitting sounds erupted from behind Alex.  He spun around to see the source, but saw nothing.  Looking at the painting, he discovered small holes in it.  Blastoise was on all fours head and limbs tucked into its shell, but appeared unharmed.


Alex tapped Blastoise’s shell.  “It’s all right to come out, you know.”


“Blaaaaas,” Blastoise grumbled, looking down at several blow-darts sourly.


A flapping sound whipped around the two, allowing neither sight nor smell of its cause.


“Blastoise, be on your guard,” Alex said in a low voice.  “It’s probably one of Koga’s Pokémon.”


“Toise,” Blastoise nodded.


Alex looked around, worried.  Whatever was flying around was fast.  He could feel the air whipping around his body.


Tschel crept slowly through the yard with its surprisingly tall grass.  He’d figured out through experimentation that the slower he went, the fewer bugs he attracted through his own doing.


“Tsk, tsk,” Tschel heard Aya mutter from behind him.  “I thought you were better than this.  Now you’ll have to stop my Venomoth.”


Tschel smirked.  Venomoth was a poison type; no match for his Espeon, despite any training Aya could have given it.


“Venomoth, Sleep Powder!”  Aya shouted to the ground.


Tschel looked at the ground, puzzled.  Espeon’s fur was sticking straight up as it stared harshly at the sky.  A light bluish dust was beginning to rain down on them.


“Psychic away that powder!”  Tschel shouted, covering his nose and mouth.


Espeon’s eyes flashed brightly and the powder dispersed rapidly.  Aya leapt down from the tree branch she was sitting on to avoid falling prey to her own Pokémon’s attack.


“Venomoth, Night Shade it!”


“Night Shade…” Tschel said quietly to himself, disbelieving.  He then saw the opening.  “Espeon, rush through it and Bite!”


Aya’s eyes widened.  Espeon leapt through the wave of spiritual energy and bit down on Venomoth.  This tactic caught both Aya and Venomoth completely by surprise.  Aya was stunned.


Espeon stumbled to the ground, exhausted.  Tschel recalled it and sent out Flareon.  “Come on, Flareon.  Let’s go.”


Aya watched Tschel leave, fuming internally.


“Janine will get them…” Aya told herself.  “Janine will get them.”


Alex didn’t enjoy seeing Blastoise knocked out by the rather skilled Dustox, but Gyarados had taken the thing down easily.


“There’s the front door,” Alex thought to himself.  The stairway down to the first floor was unguarded, as well.  His trek through the manse had been mostly uneventful save for the Venonat swarm, the darts fired from a painting that had bounced off of Blastoise’s shell, and the Dustox that moved all too fast.


Alex walked briskly down the stairs, stopping only when he heard a roar of pain from Gyarados.  An electrical field surrounded it, its generator unknown.  Gyarados hit the stairs hard.


“Sorry,” Alex said quietly, recalling Gyarados.  He headed for the door.


The door opened and Tschel spun.  Thankfully, it was Alex, and not Aya back to taunt him.


“So, we’re supposed to meet Janine out here?”  Alex said.  He looked at the sky, puzzled by the intense sunlight, but didn’t ask about anything after seeing Flareon.


“Guess so,” Tschel said.  “Hey, there she is over there.”


Janine stood out on the field, holding two pokéballs.


The two walked over to Janine, Flareon following them.  Alex took a pokéball from his waist.


“I’ll go easy on you,” Janine said, throwing her two pokéballs to the stone walkway.  A Shuckle and a Ninjask came out.


“Go, Golduck!”  Alex threw his pokéball.


“Flareon, Overheat!”  Tschel shouted, starting the fight.


“Shuckle, Withdraw!”


Shuckle withdrew into its shell, blocking the intense jet of flames from reaching its extremities.


“Golduck, Psychic that Ninjask!”  Alex shouted.


Golduck’s eyes glowed a bright blue as it stretched its webbed hands.  Ninjask stopped its blurred flight.


“Flareon, Flamethrower!”  Tschel called.  The flames hit Ninjask and, while weakened by the stress of using Overheat, the flying Pokémon was still taken to the ground.


Janine frowned.  Obviously these two trainers were unfazed by their previous challenges like normal trainers were.  How, she wondered, did they suddenly work better after meeting each other?


“Go, Weezing!”  Janine shouted.  “Explosion!”


Shuckle easily withstood the attack by staying in its shell.  Golduck’s psychic abilities weren’t honed enough to block the large explosion, and Flareon was already exhausted.


Tschel recalled Flareon and sent out Umbreon.  Alex switched in Milotic.  Janine opted for Arbok.


“Milotic, Ice Beam that Shuckle!”  Alex shouted.


“Withdraw!”  Janine shouted.  “Arbok, Wrap that Umbreon!”


“Umbreon, Confuse Ray!”  Tschel called.


Umbreon started to form a wispy bundle of energy in front of its face, but Arbok charged through it and wrapped around the Eeveelution.


“Poison Fang!”  Janine called.  Arbok bit into Umbreon’s shoulder and held the bite.  Umbreon tried to throw Arbok off, but the poison worked quickly.


“Go, Eevee!”  Tschel sent in his final Pokémon.  “And does that Shuckle ever attack!”


“I think it’s just a meat-shield,” Alex muttered.  “Keeps drawing us away from her other Pokémon.  Milotic, Water Pulse that Arbok!”


Arbok deftly slithered under the pulse of water.


“Eevee, Quick Attack!”  Tschel saw the opening.


Eevee’s shoulder met Arbok’s right eye socket and the snake hissed in pain, disoriented and with blurred vision.


“Milotic, finish with an Ice Beam!”  Alex called.


“Shuckle, Toxic them both!”  Janine smiled.


Both Pokémon were hit with the sludge, but the Ice Beam still knocked out Arbok.


“Those are your final Pokémon,” Janine said, stating the obvious.  “Shuckle is mine, yes, but you can’t knock it out before your Pokémon fall.  Shuckle, Rest!”


“Hey, Tschel, I’ve got an idea,” Alex said, seeing that direct attack was pointless.  “Have Eevee get hit with a glancing Ice Beam.”


“Are you crazy?”  Tschel said.  He sighed.  “Nothing to lose anyway.  You heard him, Eevee.”


Milotic knew what it was going to do without orders.  The Ice Beam froze a part of Eevee’s shoulder.


“I see what you’re doing,” Tschel said, laughing to himself.  Janine saw, too, and as such her face was grim.  “Eevee, Quick Attack!”


Eevee leapt, using the block of ice on its shoulder as a bettering ram.  The shattering sound was deafening.  The force of the blow knocked Shuckle back at least ten meters, a crack in its shell.  The bug was clearly knocked out.


“Close one,” Tschel said, watching Eevee and Milotic stumble from the toxic effects.  “Hey, doesn’t Milotic know Refresh?”


“Yeah,” Alex shrugged.  He then flashed Tschel a smile.  “Recover, too.  Wanted to involve you in winning, though.”


“How kind of you,” Tschel said sarcastically, recalling Eevee.


“Let’s not fight,” Alex said, hugging Tschel.  “Let’s just get our badges and get our Pokémon to the Pokémon Center.”


Janine saw this and smiled inwardly.  Of course, she thought, the reason that their spirits improved such on being reunited was that the two boys were in love.  It made sense.


“Hey, Alex,” Tschel said after the two had gotten their badges and were in the Pokémon Center, their entire teams under medical attention.  Nurse Joy’s expression after seeing yet another set of Pokémon that had fought the gym leaders was one of resignation.  A room had opened up, so they didn’t have to camp out again that night.  The gym challenge had taken several hours, which seemed like a lot less.


“Yeah?”


“That challenge made me think,” Tschel said, “well, you know.  All the hard stuff we’ve been going through.  I mean, uh, you’re all right with it all, right?”


Alex laughed.  “I’m fine.  I know what you mean, and yeah, it is hard sometimes.  ‘Specially with all the recent stuff, but you’re here for me.  That alone’s enough.”


Tschel chuckled and hugged Alex.  “You told me about that psychic guy, David, who tried to kill you and all a few years ago.  After that, nothing’s going to get to you, eh?”


Alex laughed and hugged back.  He kissed Tschel on the cheek and said, “Yeah, I don’t look like it, but I can take a lot.”


Marril, who didn’t object to the relationship but found human affection in general to be quite annoying to watch, at least told herself, “Hey, it could be worse.  Lot of guys can’t show feelings in general.  Least they can.”


“The poison’s out of Umbreon’s system,” Nurse Joy said to herself, sighing in exhaustion.  “Who’s next?”


Chansey handed Joy a clipboard.


Joy read it.  “A Gyarados with severe electrical burns.”


Taking a few deep, calming breaths and reminding herself of why she became a Pokémon Nurse in the first place (“to help sick and hurt Pokémon”), she went to tend to Gyarados.  “Only four more Pokémon after this,” she said to the ceiling.

