It was such a beautiful day when Aleph, Nero, and Stry walked through a forest. Multiple trees covered much of the hilly landscape. A roaring river could be heard even from their location. For Aleph, this was the climax of his journey, which had taken multiple detours and misadventures.
Where they would meet their friends and form a superhero group.
Stry the Vee-mon walked some distance behind the other two with his arms behind his head and his red eyes closed. His blue and white, fine, scaly body reflected the sunlight from above. His ears-like appendages, which flopped on his head, twitched before he opened one of his eyes. He glanced at a lone bush, the only one within the pathway.
“Strange,” Stry said. He opened his other eye. “Why are you alone? And I swear I heard—”
“BOO!”
The ‘bush’ moved, swaying one of its arms before rubbing the ground. Stry jumped back with his ears-like appendages straightened out. At once, a face of an anthro cat popped out from the ‘bush’ top. He giggled and wiggled his arms more.
“What’s your deal?!” Stry demanded. He huffed, with steam flowing out from his nose.
The prankster cat stood tall with an arrogant grin. “Don’t you see? I’m your nemesis for your story! So, you better prepare—”
Stry narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think so.”
He swung back his fist and punched the prankster cat hard in the stomach. Though Stry looked small (the shortest of the trio, in fact), he held the greatest strength. The cat should have picked another target.
The cat flew into the sky until a star-like shine popped through the horizon.
“Maf, is there a problem?” Aleph asked. He and Nero twisted back, both confused. “What happened?”
“Sorry. Just a joker.” Stry shook his head. He calmed down by breathing in and out. He wiggled his long white claws, sticking out from his feet and his fingers. “He thought he could prank me and get away with it. I taught him otherwise.”
Nero the Lucario shook his head, with the four black appendages swaying with the motions. He sighed while lowering his blue tail, which bent at an angle near the tip. His face had black fur over his eyes, on the top of his muzzle, and between his two triangular blue ears. His red eyes gave a critical gaze at Stry for his stunt.
“Stry, Stry, Stry,” Nero said. He walked over and poked at the yellow V on Stry’s forehead. “If you do this to every prankster you come across, they’ll orbit the world more than satellites.”
“At least they won’t cause any more trouble,” Stry replied. He noted his twisted reflection from Nero’s chest spike. “Freaking, no life losers.”
“Maf. Let’s not get too heated here.” Aleph the toony wolf raised his pale blue hand-paws. Since it was getting warmer, he put away his coat and showed off the red aloha shirt with white flowers underneath it. His yellow eyes held a sense of kindness that only a child could show. “We’re almost at the meeting spot with all of our friends.”
Nero nodded. “Yeah.” He lifted his hand-paw, black with a steel spike on its back, and flattened it. He patted Stry on the back of his head with it. “Ready to meet our friends?”
Stry smiled. “Yup!” He glanced at the flat hand-paw and squinted one of his eyes. “You have got to teach me how you do that.”
“Do what?” Nero’s entire body flattened, and he folded himself. He became a blue and black paper airplane flying around Stry and Aleph. Once he zipped around twice, he unfolded himself. He restored himself to normal and snickered. “Ne-ne-he-he. Sorry. I couldn’t resist.”
“Of course you couldn’t.” Stry rolled his eyes.
“Nenehehe.” Nero strolled over to Aleph to pat his back. “At least you’re not a,” he coughed, “a Zera-ora anymore. Even if you could fold yourself into a paper airplane in that form.”
Stry laughed. “And I thought that you were just warming up—”
“Don’t. Finish. That sentence.” Nero’s expression lost all amusement, and it was replaced by anger.
Stry held up his palms while giving Nero a knowing grin.
“Maf. Take it easy here.” Aleph went between the two to pat both of their heads. “No need to fight each other. Let’s head over to the meeting spot.”
Nero’s and Stry’s expressions softened before they nodded and smiled at Aleph. Though they tease each other like brothers, they care deeply for their mutual friend. Aleph dragged both together to give them one giant hug. Nero and Stry grunted but hugged back, all three wagging their tails.
Once finished, they went back to walking on the dirt road.
Aleph felt a strong sense of anticipation growing within him. It was a fun series of adventures with his friends. It was a wild ride from meeting with Daren, who gifted him the same aloha shirt, to discovering his toony star power thanks to A-Ninetales. Not to mention meeting up with Nero and Stry after a long while and fighting Virmir on a couple of occasions. It was never a dull moment, especially after getting that coat in his backpack and finding that it transformed him depending on his mood.
It would all be worth it at the end of the road.
#	#	#
The three went deeper into the forest, enough that the branches above blocked the sunlight. Aleph stepped on a branch, which bent instead of snapped because of how wet it was. Stry rubbed his white chin, with his finger stroking his jawline. Nero walked ahead, having a broad smile while wagging his tail.
Aleph thought about what Nero told him regarding this forest: Oracle Forest. According to lore, it was once a training ground for Riolu, like Nero before he evolved. Though it was long since abandoned, there were spaces where trees refused to sprout. Some say it was because of how concentrated the Aura was (which Aleph doubted since it should have made trees more likely to grow). Others noted that it was because they were used as seals for evil beings that consumed Aura (which Aleph pointed out would have been undone if this was once a Riolu training ground).
Regardless of why the trees refused to grow there, their meeting spots were in one of the bare areas.
“We’re almost there, guys,” Nero said. He grinned even more broadly than before. “We’ll find our friends very soon.”
 “I can’t wait!” Stry said. He stretched his back a bit. “It felt like years since we began this journey.”
“Maf.” Aleph wagged his gray with a light blue tip tail. “This will be so cool~”
A minute of walking passed before the forest thinned out. Nero rubbed his creamy fur chest, knocking out any debris. This moment that he was working for had come to fruition. Everything hinges on this moment.
“Alright!” Nero pushed aside a branch while entering the clearing. “Hey, everyo—”
Nero stopped, with his eyes widening.
No one stood and waited in the clearing for them.
“Anything wrong, maf?” Aleph walked around Nero and stared at the surroundings in confusion. “Maf? Where is everyone?”
“M-maybe they’re just late.” Nero’s voice was higher than usual. He closed his eyes while straining to grin, with an oversized sweat drop forming on his forehead. “Yeah. That must be it.”
“That’s a good theory, except for one thing.” Stry lowered his eyes halfway. “We’re the ones who are late.”
The three stood there, letting the words sink in.
“Late,” Nero said in a quiet voice.
“Maf.” Aleph closed his eyes and focused. His fur floated all over, with him using his Aura. He sensed no one around other than them. “We’re alone.”
Nero opened his eyes and looked around while biting his claws. It took a bit until he noticed a plastic cover letter in a tree hole. He walked toward it and pulled it out. He undid the plastic with slow, precise movements and unfolded the letter. Once he read the message, all his black, white, and creaming fur turned pure white.
“Maf?” Aleph opened his eyes when he sensed Nero’s distress through his Aura.
Upon noticing the letter, he went to Nero’s side and bent over to read it.
Hey there, Aleph or Nero. If you found this letter, that means that you’re too late. We waited a week for you to appear, but we were low on supplies and couldn’t wait any longer. Don’t worry. We plan on returning soon. Hope to see you two there!
The letter’s bottom had all the signatures of everyone who wanted to join. There was also a date for their return, which was in five days.
“M-maf.” Aleph turned as white as Nero, with even his aloha shirt and blue jeans joining the action. “T-too late.”
Stry raised his left eye higher than his right before climbing on Aleph and reading. He blinked twice and remained stoic for a second. It failed before he smiled and leaned back in laughter. He could not hold onto Aleph any longer because of how hard he laughed, so he fell onto the ground. That broke Aleph’s and Nero’s horror, with them turning to Stry in confusion.
“Ve-ve-ve-ve! That’s hilarious!” Stry planted both palms on his thighs to laugh more. “Oh, sorry. I-I shouldn’t be laughing, but this is just too perfect!”
Nero lowered his ears back and huffed out his cheeks. “You’re right. You shouldn’t be laughing. This isn’t funny at all.”
Aleph remained quiet before he giggled. “It’s a little funny.”
Nero sighed and shook his head.
#	#	#
Night came all too soon, with countless stars in the sky above. The moon lay full and massive, though it was always that way to Aleph no matter where he stood in this world. If one could look at it closely enough, one could swear they could spot a dragon dragging the moon. It was said that this dragon kept the moon from falling on the world and kept it stable.
None of nature’s joy or myths came to Nero, who sat in front of a campfire beside Aleph and Stry. Its fire gave him and the others light and heat, which helped ease them. On occasion, Nero lifted the letter to his face to reread it. All the same, he felt miserable about it.
It was his idea to form this group in the first place, partly because he felt Aleph would enjoy it. The other part was to help distract him from a broken heart. He glanced at the other two, who remained ignorant of his other reason and envied their carefree attitude. He doubted he would ever live it down if they knew the truth. He came close to revealing it on that day when Aleph transformed into. Nero narrowed his eyes at the memory. a freaking Zera-ora.
“Maf? Is anything wrong?”
Nero lightened his expression and turned to Aleph. He looked concerned, with his eyes wide. Even Stry, who sat next to him, looked worried. Nero sighed and lowered his tail to the ground.
“I, um, I guess I’m angry with myself over this.” Nero shook his head. “I kept thinking of every delay that pushed us from arriving here sooner, from Virmir knocking us to the horizon to doing that music contest.”
“It was a crazy series of adventures.” Stry nodded. “I don’t think I even told you everything Aleph and I did in the Digital World.”
Nero waved a dismissive hand-paw. “Yeah. At least time flowed slower compared to here, so it wasn’t the biggest time lost. The biggest one I can think of was when Aleph was kidnapped by those evil Digimon. If, well, if I had done a better job protecting Aleph during that night, we likely wouldn’t gotten here on time.”
“Maf. Perhaps.” Aleph looked over the cards he got from the previous town. Some were Pokémon, but most of them were Digimon. Nero noticed he paid closer attention to the Goliath card before putting them away. Aleph’s expression turned somewhat mischievous. “Or maybe we would’ve gotten into another adventure. Perhaps we could’ve gotten entangled in leaking data that caused Alephmon me and Stry to grow. Or maybe meet with another Daren. Did you know that there’s an Alolan version of A-Ninetales? I sure like to meet him.”
“Alolan?” Stry blinked twice. “What does that mean?”
“A regional variant.” Nero huffed and leaned closer to the flames. “Basically, unlike the common Fire-type Ninetales, Alolan Ninetales are part Ice-type and part Fairy-type. They’re snowy blue and white with their tails at the base almost fused like snow melted in daylight but fused as ice overnight. At least you won’t get cursed by touching their tails, but it’s not wise to touch their crest. that’s the fur on their head. since that angers them.”
“Will that cause a 1,000-year long curse like with a normal Ninetales and their tails?” Stry asked.
“I’m not sure. I don’t think so,” Nero answered. “They’re a more helpful type of Pokémon. Though some say that’s because they wanted the quickest way for folks to leave their territory.”
“At least touching A-Ninetales’s tails won’t curse us for a thousand years, maf,” Aleph commented. “Just humiliate us for a day at least.”
Nero let out a snicker. “Yeah. I still remember when you tugged one of his tails. That was hilarious.”
Aleph’s face turned bright red, with him flustering.
“Oh?” Stry perked up with some interest. “What happened?”
Nero smirked and held a hand-paw against his chest, “You see—”
“Don’t tell him, maf!” Aleph’s face turned as red as a cherry. Steam flowed out from his ears. “And especially don’t tell him of when I tugged any of his other tails!”
Nero sighed with a grin. “If you say so.”
“Awwww. Now I want to know what happened.” Stry crossed his arms in an exaggerated anger. His amused expression suggested otherwise. “Let’s sleep, then.”
Nero and Aleph nodded, with all three getting up. They went to Aleph’s sleeping bag, which was already rolled out. Aleph slipped into it and lay on a small pillow to sleep on. Nero and Stry slept nearby, ready to protect their friend even in their sleep. Stry curled one of his arms over Aleph’s chest over the sleeping bag. Meanwhile, Nero sat beside Aleph’s head and slept in a knee-up position.
Anyone who came by to harm Aleph would have to get through them first.
#	#	#
The sun soon rose, filling the forest with its golden-yellow glow. By that point, the trio had already awakened and cleaned the camp. Stry gathered the remaining charcoal for cooking and buried the remaining ones with the gray ashes so it looked like they were never there. Nero stretched, which involved flattening himself and folding his body.
Once Aleph stuffed the sleeping bag and pillow into his backpack, he stood up. “Maf. Now, what do we do now?”
“That’s the question.” Stry placed the bagged-up charcoal in his hammerspace. They might be helpful the next time they went camping and needed something to cook. “We have four days to waste before coming back here.”
Nero unfolded and unflattened himself. “I suggest that we wait here until the others return.”
“Sounds good and all, except that we don’t have enough supplies to do it.” Stry shook his head. “The nearest river is a day’s walk away, and our food supply won’t last a couple more days. We’ll be living tight during those four days.”
“What do you suggest, then?” Nero asked as he crossed his arms.
“Me?” Stry shrugged. “I’m thinking that we do a round trip to the nearest town. That way, we’ll stock up on supplies.”
“That ain’t happening.” Nero clutched his biceps tight. “The closest settlement is three days away. We won’t make it back on time. Even if they’re willing to wait, they’ll be less likely to wait for a week again. It’ll be better to live it light until they return.”
“We don’t know how many would return on that day or what they’ll bring.” Stry lowered his eyelids. “For all we know, it’ll only be that one who loves eating pizza and ate it all before he came here.”
“You know it’ll be much more than him,” Nero insisted. He lowered his arms and balled his fists. “Besides, we can’t let not knowing the future stop us from taking risks. Even if they didn’t bring any food, we’ll at least have water for three days. They’ll most likely bring water.”
“Uh-huh.” Stry turned to Aleph. “So, what do you think we should do?”
“Maf? M-me?” Aleph flattened his ears back.
“Yeah. After all, you’re not only our leader but also the tiebreaker.” Nero nodded at Aleph. “Tell us what we should do.”
“Um, er.” Aleph sweated all over his body. If he was honest with himself, he felt both sides had good and bad points. At the same time, he had difficulty choosing one idea over the other. It was like choosing who his best friend was when they were having a fight. His tail lowered, with his irises shrinking into mere dots. “Um—”
He paused. He felt something flickered in the air, triggering his Aura. It felt familiar, which was the only reason he noticed since it was also subtle. He closed his eyes and searched the area with his Aura. A second passed before he found the source.
His eyes widened in shock.
Aleph sprinted the opposite way while flailing his arms around.
“Um?” Stry blinked. “Is that a vote for me?”
“I don’t think so.” Nero shook his head. “He looked more scared than anything. I wonder—”
A large, golden-white leg landed in front of Nero and Stry, with them stepping back.
“Oh. Of course.” Nero sighed.
#	#	#
Aleph sprinted through the forest, ignorant of where he was heading. He did not care if he was leaving the others behind since he knew they were safe. This was just a continuation of a game his friend loved to play with him, which he lost no matter how hard Aleph tried.
Even so, he still ran.
Not long after he began running, he sensed huge legs stomping toward him. Their golden-white fur seemed to glow in the sunlight, even when squishing trees flat. Aleph jumped over a huge rock and under tree roots, hoping to escape from his sight. With no trouble, his friend stepped over the rock and squished the tree.
“Maf!” Aleph jumped, kick-bounced from one of the trees, and made a hard right turn. A massive paw stomped on the tree a second later. “MAF!!”
Aleph jumped on a tree and propelled himself forward with each hop. Each was in a vain attempt to speed himself up. The stomping paws grew closer, one time scraping his tail. He yelped and thought of an idea after closing his eyes to use Aura.
He landed on a tree, but instead of jumping toward another, he backflipped onto one of the massive paws. From there, he hopped to the ground between the paws and sprinted underneath his giant friend. Aleph hoped that his friend lost him, only to see his body lowering to flatten him.
Aleph gulped but kicked on a tree to boost and turn a sharp angle. The massive belly went down, coming closer. The trees bent and flattened underneath his gigantic friend. Aleph rushed forward and escaped from underneath the body with a second to spare.
He let out a grin. “Maf! You missed—”
Another massive paw, this one white with huge black claws, landed on top of Aleph.
“HA! Got you!”
The second giant lifted her paw off the ground and showed it off. Aleph lay on the middle of her black pawpad, flattened into a round disk. His eyes were a black spiral, spinning around in their sockets. He wiggled a bit but was planted on the pad as though he became a sticker.
He shook the spirals off and saw both giants’ faces. “M-maaaaaaaaaaf. Hello, Daren. Hello, Saria.”
Saria the Absol snickered. “I didn’t think you would forgo your usual nondestructive ways to flatten Aleph like this.”
“Yes.” Daren the Ninetales, nicknamed A-Ninetales, got up and had an amused expression on his face. “It helped that I enjoyed Aleph’s attempts to escape and that any damages done to the forest here get undone soon.”
#	#	#
Nero and Stry waited at the clearing until A-Ninetales returned. His golden-white fur was as beautiful as ever. He swayed his nine tails, with each of them tipped with orange. Unlike a normal Ninetales’s solid red eyes, his were human-like and sea blue. He wore a green bandana with a round silver badge with golden-white wings on the sides and a lime green A on the center. He also had a similar green A on his back, which was why he was nicknamed A-Ninetales.
To their surprise, Saria walked beside him. Much of her fur was covered in a long white coat, especially on her chest, with small, fine black fur on her face. A scythe-like horn stuck out on the head’s left side, with a similar long, curved fur extending down on the right. On her forehead lay a black oval that sometimes reflected light. Her black, scythe-like tail wagged behind her. She also wore a green bandana with the same badge around her neck.
She extended her front right paw, where a disk Aleph lay. “He avoided my dear Daren but couldn’t escape me.”
“Ah, my sweet Saria,” A-Ninetales said in a teasing tone. “He was so focused on me that he didn’t realize that you also came to visit. Plus, I helped ensure that he would cross your path in one way or another.”
Saria snickered and flicked Aleph off her paw pad.
The flat coin Aleph flailed but still landed on Nero’s face.
“Gah!” Nero pulled the flat Aleph off before setting him on the ground. “Huff. Stry?”
“On it.” Stry reached into his hammerspace and pulled out a bicycle pump. He stuck its hose into Aleph’s mouth and pumped on the handle. With each push, Aleph extended out from his disk form, with his limbs sticking out. His ears popped up, his muzzle extended, and his eyes bulged. After a few pumps, Aleph popped back to normal. Stry set the pump down and asked, “Alright there, buddy?”
“Maaaaaaaaaf. Yup!” Aleph tugged the hose out before turning to A-Ninetales and Saria. “Are you always going to greet me like this?!”
A-Ninetales chuckled. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
The badges on A-Ninetales’s and Saria’s bandanas glowed in green and white. The two giant Pokémon shrank before them, with the trees soon outsizing them. To Nero’s and Stry’s surprise, Saria continued to shrink after the twenty feet mark. It did not take long for A-Ninetales to become his standard 3’7” height. Saria beside him was a bit taller by four inches, which was average for an Absol like her.
Stry approached Saria and patted her back. “I didn’t think you discovered a way to shrink back to this size. Ever since you found that Absolite, your default became twenty feet tall instead.”
Saria flashed a grin. “It still is. You can thank Glorfindel for finding a way to shrink me further.” She patted her badge and bandana. “He even improved it so it no longer felt like a tight tie around my neck.”
“That’s cool.” Stry reached with his arms to hug Saria by the neck. “It’s been a long time since we last met.”
“It has been, hasn’t it?” Saria rubbed her cheek against his head.
Aleph patted A-Ninetales on the head between his ears. “How was your training with Faith, maf?”
“With Faith? It’s done.” A-Ninetales nodded. “I finished training her about three weeks ago.”
Nero kept his distance while listening to the talk. His fingers twitched a couple of times before he balled them into fists. It took all of his strength to not show off Aura flames. His red eyes narrowed, struggling to remain calm.
Three weeks.
“OK. OK. It’s all good that you’re here and all.” Nero approached A-Ninetales and Saria while setting himself between them. “And I’m glad that you finished training Faith.” His control over his wrath broke, and he demanded, “However, where the heck have you two been?!”
“Um?” A-Ninetales leaned back. His eyes widened out of surprise and confusion. “What are you—”
“Three weeks ago, Aleph was kidnapped by evil Digimon!” Nero flattened his ears back. “We’ve been calling you for help, but you didn’t answer!”
Aleph paled before tugging Nero’s red bandana around his neck. “Um, maybe now’s not the time, maf.”
Nero ignored Aleph and yelled, “We had to find out where they took Aleph ourselves! If you answered our call the first time, we could’ve saved him sooner!!”
“Nero, calm down.” Stry grabbed his hand-paw and clenched it. “This isn’t helping.”
“Aleph was getting drained of his energy by those Digimon! If we didn’t save him, he would’ve—” Nero paused, shook his head, and narrowed his eyes. “And that cost us time! Because of that massive delay, we couldn’t get here before our friends decided to leave for some days! What do you have to say for yourself?!” He gestured to Saria with his head. “And don’t think I haven’t forgotten about you!”
A-Ninetales and Saria locked eyes with each other for a few seconds. In bits, their confused expressions morphed into flustered, guilty ones. A-Ninetales leaned back and rubbed his head’s back. Saria wiggled her claws, clutching the ground with them, while wiggling her nose.
“It’s a long story. To begin with, I haven’t received any contact from you. Honest,” A-Ninetales admitted. He glanced at his badge. “Hmm. Three weeks ago. That was when I—”
A tinging sound, like glass landing on the floor, came from behind the group. A-Ninetales paused and spun around in confusion, with Saria joining him. Nero huffed out and opened his mouth to speak. Aleph and Stry closed his mouth and restrained him, trying not to let this get any worse. Nero struggled, with him glaring out.
A pair of glassy orbs rolled over to the group, with it bouncing a couple of times before stopping. The brown orbs had a darker zigzagging brown pattern that went around it. A thick purple band wrapped around it perpendicular to the zigzag pattern. It shone white where the sunlight landed on.
A-Ninetales widened his eyes in horror. Without saying another word, he leaped into the air and pounced it. Saria, who had a similar horrified expression, joined him by jumping onto the other orb. They covered the orbs in all angles, with Saria wincing.
“Maf?” Aleph uttered in confusion.
A pair of lights flashed from under A-Ninetales and Saria, though it did not touch the other three. When they faded, the orbs dissolved into nothing, and A-Ninetales and Saria lay there flat. Aleph thought it was nothing, that it was nothing more than a joke.
At least until stone crawled over their legs, as though skin and fur morphed into minerals. It crawled over their tails, freezing them in place. It passed onto their chest and belly, crawling upward to their backs. Their movements lessened when the spreading mineral crawled up their necks. A-Ninetales gritted his teeth, which became his still expression when his head became stone. Saria closed her eyes just before the stone covered the rest of her.
The two lay there as petrified statues.
Aleph, Nero, and Stry looked at their petrified friends in fear. Aleph rushed over to A-Ninetales, rubbing his stony face as though trying to wash it off. It remained on, with Aleph collecting slight dust on it. Stry reached Saria’s side, feeling the cold stone instead of warm fur. Nero approached with a horrified, regretful expression, his eyes wide as baseballs.
“Maf! Wh-what was that?!” Aleph asked. He shook A-Ninetales’s stone head as though trying to walk him up. He could not move him at all. “Daren!!”
“Trees, I keep on encountering you all!”
Aleph blinked once before lifting his head toward the new voice’s origin. Nero folded his ears back, both out of fear and annoyance. Stry only sighed and shook his head.
Virmir the gray fox toon approached them, with his oversized wooden Urocyon hammer on hand. Gray fur covered much of his fur and was on his neck, separating the gray-white fur on his belly, chest, and muzzle. A black cape, held together on his neck by a brass clasp, fluttered behind him like bat wings. His hair-fur, shaped like upside-down V-like antennas, wiggled in the breeze.
“Maf, Virmir!” Aleph gulped and took a step back. “Where did you come from?!”
“From my castle! Trees!” Virmir shook his head. “I thought I could take a nice little walk when those blasted giant Pokémon almost stepped on me! I figured that I’d use a couple of those Petrify Orbs I found to punish them for it! Trees, I hate having my time wasted!”
Nero lowered his eyes in annoyance. “Isn’t it a bit far from your castle?”
“That’s an understatement there,” Stry remarked. “It’s a few weeks of walking away from here.”
“Hey! When your backyard is taken over by a blasted pest of a half-wit witch and your front yard is infested with fairies, you’ll go out of your way to find a new place for a decent walk!” Virmir fumed at them. “I also still haven’t forgotten what you all did to me!”
“H-hey. Maf.” Aleph held his palms up and forward. “We-we don’t want trouble as much as you do. S-so, let’s just leave this behind—”
Virmir held up his right palm, where a bright glow of white and orange emitted from. Stry and Nero, seeing this, tackled Aleph onto the ground. A second later, Virmir fired a beam that pierced through several trees behind the trio. When it impacted a hill, it exploded with a massive plume of smoke, dirt, and fire flowing toward the sky.
“JEEZ!” Stry got onto his feet first while shaking his fist. “If you want a fight, we’ll give you one!”
Virmir folded his ears back. “Trees, you’re all a bunch of pests. You know what the worst thing you did to me?” His expression darkened. “You wasted my time, causing me to be late with several projects! If you didn’t, I would’ve set up my magical security, protecting my territory from those blasted fairies!”
“Maf, what did they—”
“Enough!” Virmir spun his hammer a couple of times. “No more wasting my time! Instead, it’s time to take you all down!”
Aleph got up during Virmir’s speech with a somewhat uncertain expression. Upon seeing Stry’s face, he steeled himself and clutched his fists together. At once, the Aura flowed out from them like flames, though they did not burn anything. Aleph looked at Nero, who got up and prepared with his Aura on his hand-paws and nodded.
Aleph, Nero, and Stry charged toward Virmir, each looking determined. Virmir gritted his teeth, narrowed his eyes, and ran toward them. He swung his hammer toward Aleph’s head. Stry leaped in the way, slamming his head against the hammer.
“Vee Headbutt!” Stry cried out.
Virmir shook from the vibration enough that he dropped the wooden hammer. Aleph and Nero followed it by striking Virmir with Aura-powered punches on his belly and chest. Virmir exhaled, his body flung back with enough force to crash against a tree and shatter it. He shook his head and got off from the tree’s remains.
“Trees, you don’t know when to quit!” Virmir growled.
Stry flailed his arms. “Look who’s talking!”
Virmir ignored that and reached behind his cape, where his hammerspace lay. “It’s a good thing I’m organized for this.”
He pulled out a potion with the liquid in it shaking. The vial itself was oval, and the content was dull gray. The label spelled out ‘Super Potion’ along with an image of a weedy figure becoming big. Virmir grunted, pulled out the cork, and drank it in one swift motion before the others reacted.
At once, Virmir’s body vibrated as though trying to contain the potion’s effects. His muscles bulged out, with his chest broadening. His nonexistent abs burst out from his stomach, forming a thick six-pack that could grind veggies. His pecs swelled out, with each at least half a size larger than his head. Virmir’s arms and legs thickened, his legs fighting for space and his arms large enough to crack tree trunks. His neck thickened out, with his cape stretching to contain it. His back also grew defined with muscle. During all of this, his height increased until he was at least doubled his previous size. Without moving, Virmir sank into the ground because he became heavy.
Virmir grinned and stomped on the ground.
The earth shattered while an earthquake almost knocked Aleph, Nero, and Stry to the ground.
“In case you forgot, I like to tinker with alchemy!” Virmir yelled out. His voice became deeper with his size. “It’s how I once tossed that blasted Ninetales out of my backyard when he was the size of my wagon!”
“Um, I think you meant something like potion-making,” Nero said. He let out a nervous grin while sweat drops formed on his forehead. “Alchemy is more like—”
“ENOUGH!!” Virmir cracked his knuckles. “Time to get flat!”
Aleph gulped, thinking about what to do to counter this. On one hand-paw, the ideal counter would be his toony star form. He felt he could do anything in such a state, even getting unflattened and bouncing on the walls. The only problem was that he had a short time limit on how long he could stay in such a form.
Even if he stretched it to five minutes, Virmir would outlast it.
Then again, muscle strength was not everything.
Aleph reached for his belt and pulled out his Digivice.
Virmir jumped forward, swinging his arm back. “Take this!”
Aleph, Stry, and Nero leaped to the side, avoiding the strike. While Aleph jumped, he pulled out a Digimon card with the text ‘Digivolution’ and scanned it with his Digivice. It beeped in response, pouring out digital white blocks from its screen. It surrounded Aleph and melted into his body.
His ears grew longer by a few inches while his muzzle shrank. Aleph’s aloha shirt curled around his neck, becoming pure red and morphing into a bandana. A black outline formed around his yellow eyes, with them changing into Digimon-style eyes. His hand-paws thickened, with black fingerless gloves forming around them and his white claws stretching longer. His blue jeans rolled up, becoming khaki shorts with two black straps hanging on the sides and a black belt wrapped around his waist. His height shortened, though no less potent than before. A black belt with a sword in its sheath formed and attacked itself on his back, with the belt going from his left shoulder to his right hip.
When Aleph landed, he became Alephmon the Folf Digimon.
Virmir landed, punching the ground hard enough to shake the entire forest. “You blasted pests!” He spun to Aleph and smirked. “You think that becoming a Digimon instead of somehow bulking up would save you now?”
Aleph nodded while a blue with a brassy pawprint shield, SHA-1, formed on his left arm. “Yes, maf. Because I’m here to protect my friends.”
Virmir jumped toward Aleph, swinging his fist back.
Aleph raised his shield high.
Shield and fist crashed against each other, causing a shockwave that knocked Aleph and Virmir back. Virmir flipped backward and landed, glancing at his fist in confusion. Aleph crash-landed against a tree, with him grunting. His shield had no damage, having absorbed the attack with no issue.
“OK. That was impressive,” Virmir remarked. He snorted before bending his knees again. “But your time—”
Stry reached from behind and grabbed Virmir’s leg. He grunted, lifting Virmir up despite his weight and swinging him around. He smashed, swung, and smashed again, slamming Virmir against the solid ground. Each strike caused massive dents to the soil. He followed it up by tossing Virmir against a tree.
“OK.” Stry huffed. He bent to his knees while stretching his arms. “What was—wheeze—a bit too much.”
Nero rushed to Stry and helped him to his feet. “Alright there?”
Stry flashed Nero a grin.
Virmir shook his head before glaring at Stry. “How could a runt like you be so strong?! Trees, you become much stronger when you become a large dog!”
Nero blinked twice before glancing at Stry. “Large dog?”
“Everyone seemed to think that Digivolution is a large dog.” Stry lowered his ears-like appendages to the side. “Even him.”
Virmir grunted and stood off from the fallen tree. He took a few steps forward, each one causing a quake. He pumped up his muscles, making them seem bigger than before. Then, Virmir sprinted toward Stry and Nero while baring his teeth.
Despite the massive muscle mass gained, Virmir loses none of his speed.
Nero pushed Stry to the side before flattening himself, becoming two-dimensional. Virmir swung at Nero, who curled away with ease. Virmir gritted his teeth and kept trying to punch his flat opponent. To his growing frustration, he kept missing.
As soon as Virmir stretched too far with his punch, Nero curled around the arm and spiraled up to his neck. He glared at Virmir’s silver eyes before pulling his flat arms back and concentrating on his Aura. A blue and black sphere formed between his hand-paws, glowing with energy. Nero fired Aura Sphere at Virmir’s face just as he reached for him.
“GAH!!” Virmir shook his head, with it covered in smoke. The attack scorched some of Virmir’s fur, causing him to glow red from anger. He grabbed Nero, crumbled him like paper, and tossed him toward Aleph. “You’re all such annoying pests!”
Aleph watched with a horrified expression what had happened to his dear friend. Though Nero uncrumbled himself from it with no severe damages, that did little to hold back his growing wrath. He gripped his hand-paws together before pulling out a Digimon card.
“Oh, you made a huge mistake,” Aleph said in a low voice. “Goliath!”
Aleph scanned his Goliath card with his Digivice.
Virmir rolled his eyes. “Oh, trees. What’s that going to—”
He stopped when Aleph’s entire body became surrounded by a glowing yellow outline. A second later, Aleph grew in size to Virmir’s surprise. He rose higher than the trees around them, brushing his tail against one of them. His shadow covered Virmir, Nero, Stry, and the petrified A-Ninetales and Saria. Aleph towered at a hundred and fifty feet tall when he stopped growing.
Virmir blinked before he growled. “You think becoming big might save you?! Even A-Ninetales can’t squash me at that—”
Aleph extended his leg forward until one of his claws was between Virmir’s legs. With a flick, he tossed Virmir into the air. Virmir spun around a few times to regain control in the air. By that time, Aleph swung his fist back and balled it close.
Virmir watched with his ears folded back. “Frazz.”
With no sense of amusement, Aleph punched Virmir with tremendous force. The card, Goliath, increased his size and enhanced his strength even if it did not expand his muscles like Virmir. That, along with Virmir not having any force to push back against, was enough to punch him hard into the horizon.
Aleph watched until Virmir shined like a star on the horizon.
“Think he can hurt my friends just because they crossed paths? Ha!” Aleph shook his head. He calmed down and looked at Stry and Nero, who looked up with stunned expressions. “Maf. What do you think?”
“Where the heck did you get that card?!” Stry shouted. He jumped up and down, half-cheering and half angry. “If you had that card when we fought Virmir last time, we could’ve ended it early!”
“Ah. Maf.” Aleph stuck out his tongue while rubbing the back of his head. “I got it in the last town we went through. I used part of the prize money on it. Thought it might be useful, maf.”
“I was wondering what that did,” Nero mumbled.
Aleph’s body formed a glowing yellow outline again. This time, instead of growing, he shrank down. Within seconds, he became his average height again. He pressed a button on his Digivice, causing white cubes to pour out from his body and flow back into his Digivice. His height increased, his khaki shorts became blue jeans, his gloves, sword, and shield disappeared, and his bandana became an aloha shirt. When his ears shortened and his muzzle grew longer, he became his usual toony wolf again.
Aleph approached Nero and Stry before hugging them close. “Maf, I’m glad that both of you are alright.”
Both Nero and Stry smiled and hugged Aleph back. Once done, they broke off and headed toward A-Ninetales and Saria’s location. Aleph hoped that, since Virmir was defeated, those orbs he tossed to them would lose their effects. That was how it was treated in various media, right? After all, a dark lord’s defeat usually ended with their lair falling apart.
A-Ninetales and Saria still lay there as statues.
“M-maf. No.” Aleph approached A-Ninetales and stared at the eyes. They remained unmoving. “He’s defeated! You should be free! No!” Aleph slammed his fist on top of A-Ninetales’s frozen head. “NO!!”
The statue cracked on impact, to Aleph’s surprise. Shards flew out from all angles. He blinked twice more before gasping in horror. The cracks spread all over the body like spiderwebs. Aleph rushed to the side and pressed the cracks together, trying to keep it together. It was one thing to have his friend in frozen stone, but another to see that friend fall apart.
The statue shook, with A-Ninetales bursting his head out from its front. “Gth!”
Aleph, Nero, and Stry widened their eyes in shock, each as large as dinner plates. A-Ninetales shook, with more of the stones falling from his golden-white fur. His tails broke apart from behind, though a couple of shards struggled to loosen off. He stood, shook off the remaining rocks on him, and stepped off.
“M-maf?!” Aleph yelped. “You-you’re alive?!”
“Yes. It’s only a Petrify Orb,” A-Ninetales answered. He slammed his front right paw on top of the Saria statue hard. “It’ll only keep its victims petrified until they’re hit hard enough. Really, the danger is if everyone was affected by it.”
The Saria statue cracked from the impact before she broke her head free from it. She gave a dramatic gasp before shaking off the stone shards. She stretched her legs and wiggled her claws and tails, knocking off as many as possible. Once done, she turned to A-Ninetales and smiled.
“Whew. At least we weren’t turned into items again,” Saria said. “That was an awkward moment.”
For a moment, everyone stared at each other. When that moment ended, Aleph lunged and hugged A-Ninetales and Saria with tears in his eyes. Nero and Stry joined him, snuggling both sizeshifting Pokémon. A-Ninetales and Saria laughed and hugged back.
“Daren, I’m sorry about earlier,” Nero said. He wiped away his flat tears. “I got way too heated and got myself carried away.”
A-Ninetales gave a kind smile and patted Nero’s head. “Ah, my dear friend. I’ll always forgive you. After all, we went through so much.”
Nero smiled and gave A-Ninetales a close hug to his head.
“So, what happened here?” Saria looked around at the ruined place. “It looked like a nasty fight happened.”
“Maf. It was Virmir,” Aleph answered. “He walked by and wanted payback. Even made himself big and muscly to do it.” He rubbed the back of his head while sticking his tongue out. “I sent him flying.”
A-Ninetales smiled and nuzzled Aleph. “I’m glad that you’re getting stronger.” He glanced around for a few seconds. “I don’t think this place would be a good place for camping for now. So, let’s take you all to the nearest settlement. It’ll be no time at all once we grow larger.”
Nero and Stry looked at each other for a second and smiled. They nodded and gave A-Ninetales a thumbs-up. Aleph also grinned, rubbed one of A-Ninetales’s ears, and stepped back.
A-Ninetales and Saria focused, with their badges glowing. After a second passed, the two grew higher than all three stacked together. They kept growing, outsizing the trees around them even as they left no damage to the surroundings. By the time they stopped growing, they reached an impressive two hundred feet tall. Even the tallest tree in the forest could not stretch passed their knees.
“Now, all aboard.” A-Ninetales scooped Aleph, Nero, and Stry off the ground. He raised his paw up until it was level with his head. The three hopped off from his paw and settled between his ears. Once done, he lowered it. “Where’s the nearest town?”
“Ah, up in the northeast,” Nero answered. He inhaled and popped back to normal. “It’s a three days’ walk from here.”
“So, it’ll be some hours for us.” Saria chuckled and brushed her side against A-Ninetales’s. “Shall we, my dear?”
“Of course.” A-Ninetales turned to the northeast and walked in that direction. Despite his stunning size, he did not leave a pawprint or caused a quake. Instead, he walked while leaving no destruction. Saria walked beside him, also leaving no destructive trail. A-Ninetales turned his sea blue eyes upward and said, “While we’re walking, let’s catch up on stuff. It’ll be a good time as any as to why we didn’t respond.”
“Um, sure.” Nero rubbed the back of his head. He blushed a bit on his cheeks. “So, why didn’t you answer us when we tried contacting you?”
“It’s a long story. To begin with, The Second Capitol underwent an attack on the same day I finished training Faith.”
A-Ninetales continued his tale, which Aleph half-listened to. The other part thought about when he first encountered him, though he was not this big. He smiled at the memory and swayed his tail back and forth.
Perhaps those days would return.
