Disclaimer: Same rules apply, go do something else other than waiting for me to receive CLAMP. 
~Chapter 21: Fatigue~

   It was the chirping of the birds that roused Umi. “Bloody birds…can’t they pick a better time to chirp?” she got up, and stretched, arching her body and extending all twenty claws. She licked her lips. Wonder what one of those birdies would taste like? Mortified by her own thoughts, she rolled on her back, and bumped into something. “Oi?” Rolling right-side-up, she stood up and looked. Whatever she saw, she couldn’t believe it. “Clef?” She blinked. He’s still not up? Umi glanced outside. Yep, broad daylight, he should be downstairs by now. Maybe it was a weekend or something. Anyway, I’d better wake him. 

   “Where’s Clef?” asked Lantis, as Hikaru trotted out, yapping madly, behind him. “Didn’t sleep well, Prince?” Ferio looked like a panda. “Yeah, not with Fuu squawking and I keep having feathers up my nose.” Ferio pulled a feather out of Fuu’s tail. She pecked him in disgust. “You haven’t answered Lantis’s question,” said Larfarga. Currently, it was still pretty early, but everyone was used to seeing Clef downstairs before himself or herself. “No, the Guru’s not here,” said Ferio. “Ferio, it’s like, the crack of dawn,” sighed Larfarga. “Who’d be up earlier than this?” “Clef,” retorted the Prince. “The man’s like an owl – never sleeps. Off the subject – what the heck are you two doing up so early?” Lantis set Hikaru on the table. “She barked all night.” Hikaru whined and hung her head. Both men turned to Larfarga. “Caldina’s into karaoke…something of the Knights’ world, and she does it at night and in the wee hours of the morning.” Lantis and Ferio thought back on something Clef had said the previous morning. “Does anyone know what was making that dreadful noise last night? Sounds worse than a dying monster.” Both of them chuckled mentally. Whether that piece of information should be relayed to Caldina or not was another thing; few people feared the wrath of the cotton-candy haired Chizetian dancer; Clef of all people the most unlikely candidate for fear.

    “Clef, wake up, damn you,” cursed Umi, poking him with her nose. Finally, her temper on the brink, she closed her eyes, and mumbled, “Forgive me,” and scratched his arm. Hard. “Ouch…!” He sat upright and examined his arm. His eyes saw Umi sitting innocently upon the bedcovers. “Why on earth – ?” “Before you start lecturing me,” said Umi, “I’m sorry, and you were so zonked last night you didn’t even hear me come in, and by the way, it’s past your waking time.” Clef’s vision swam. “Add another four to the scratch score,” he sighed. He rubbed his eyes. “Ugh…I got more sleep than I deserved and still I feel as if I haven’t slept in ages.” “Cheer up, honey,” said Umi cheerfully. “Beats being a cat and being mauled alive by your best friend.” Despite the sick feeling in his guts and his overwhelming fatigue, he grinned.

    “Guru Clef!” yelled Ferio when he and Umi arrived. “Prince, don’t yell so,” said Clef. His voice was weary and strained. “You alright there?” asked Ferio, lowering his voice, “you don’t sound too good, nor look too good, for that matter.” “I’m f-fine, thanks,” said Clef. “Just need…more sleep.” “O…kay,” said Ferio, but there was a note in his voice that told Clef his alibi wasn’t quite steady enough the bank upon. “Any progress on changing –squawk– us back?” asked Fuu. Clef put a hand on Umi’s neck. “No,” sighed Clef, tired as he sank into his chair. “Could you please stop badgering me for it? I’ll tell you if I have any progress, alright?” 

    “Stupid.” Clef shut the book with a snap. “No luck?” asked Umi from on the table. “Zero – Umi, get off those papers, please.” Umi reluctantly shifted out of the way whilst Clef picked up the papers. When he was done she slithered back into the patch of sunshine there. “What is it with you and sunlight, Umi?” asked Clef, perplexed. “Cat thing,” she answered. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” “Trust me, I have,” he answered, scratching her ears. “To the point of sunburn.” Umi giggled. “You’ve been sunburnt before?” “Yes, when I was a child,” said Clef.

 

    “What’s it like to be a chicken, Fuu?” asked Ferio casually whilst in the gardens. “Miserable,” squawked Fuu, trying to balance her glasses, “absolutely miserable.” “Can’t be that bad, can it?” asked Ferio tentatively. Now that Fuu was fowl, her temper was apt to “fly”. (Bad pun, sorry.) “Ferio dear, yes, it can be that bad! How about you try being the damn chicken for once?” Fuu exploded. Ferio blinked slowly. “Umm…honey, you just said ‘damn’.” “How can you notice such trivial details at a time like this?” Fuu stopped. “What…did I just say, actually?”

    “Hikaru, what now?” asked Lantis, because, for the hundredth time, his love was yipping madly at the top of her voice. “Play fetch with me!” chirped Hikaru. “Fetch? What’s that?” asked Lantis as Hikaru bounced up to him, a ball clamped in her jaws. “You throw this ball, I’ll fetch it.” Lantis, knowing he wouldn’t get any peace unless he did as Hikaru asked, tossed the ball. Hikaru ran forwards, and sank her little needle-like teeth inside. So hard, the ball burst.

     “Clef,” Umi broke the Mage’s reverie, “how old am I in Cephiro years?” Clef thought for a moment. “Not quite sure,” he answered. “Well, Eagle once mentioned to Zazu, that although we looked fourteen back then, we could be three hundred over years old. That helps?” Umi suggested. “That’s a rough guide,” said Clef. “Let’s see…you’re seventeen now, I guess maybe about three hundred fifty?” “What about you?” asked Umi. “Cephirian years?” asked Clef, puzzled. “No, Earth years,” said Umi. “You look about twenty-five.” “Eh, I guess around that area, yes,” he answered. Umi’s ears twitched. “What was that loud ‘pop’?” “What pop?” asked Clef. “You’re a cat; you can hear things I can’t.” “Came from the courtyard,” said Umi, swishing her tail. “Let’s go look?”

    Clef arrived in the gardens, carrying Umi with a hand, and saw Hikaru, sitting on the ground, a burst ball in her jaws. “So that’s what burst,” he told Umi. “Poor ball…Lantis, what happened?” “Hikaru wanted me to play…er…fetch with her, and when she tried to get that ball…” The magic swordsman shrugged. “You burst a ball playing fetch?” Umi was abashed. “Can I help it?” yipped Hikaru. “My teeth are sharp! Also they’re good for mauling you!” Hikaru lost control. Her animal side was currently stronger as she dashed at Clef, trying to maul Umi. Lantis reached forward and restrained her. Umi was panicked. Shrilling loudly, she plunged her claws into Clef’s robes. “Ouch, Umi, stop trying to claw me!” he yelped, trying to detach her. 

    “Lillian” watched from behind her bush. “Enough fun for you, Knights,” she said in her airy voice. Throwing a sparkling powder to the wind, she let it carry the powder to the Knights. With that, she vanished.

    First, the powder descended on Umi and Hikaru. Pop! Hikaru’s dog form seemed to explode, the human her sat on the ground, bewildered. Clef put Umi on the ground, and she too, reverted. Both men were stunned. “That was…sudden…” Clef found his tongue first. Lantis had the “deer-in-the-headlights” look written all over his face. Hikaru broke the stunned silence. “Can we still play fetch?”

    Ferio joined them soon, carrying a still chicken Fuu. The powder settled on her feathers. Pop! Ferio staggered with the sudden weight and almost dropped Fuu, he himself falling on the ground.

 “Well, now that the animal problem is solved,” began Clef, raising an eyebrow upon seeing Ferio on the floor with Fuu lying on top of him, “we can get down to…Ferio, Fuu, stand up.”

 ~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~

    “Water Dragon!”
    The dragon sped towards Clef, and it exploded on his shield. “Nice try, Umi,” he chuckled. “Needs more work.” As he turned to help Hikaru, Umi tried again, this time, as a back attack. “Water Dragon!” The attack wasn’t strong, though. Splash! Clef was thrown forwards a step, and he looked up and turned around. He was dripping wet. “Umi, that was not called for!” he scolded. “Back attacks are low-down and dirty,” muttered Fuu. Umi, however, found the sight  of Clef soaked to the skin hilarious. 

    Smack.
    Clef had whacked her around the head with his staff. “I thought you’d said you’d stop hitting me!” the Water Knight shrilled at the Guru. “I’m seventeen, not fourteen!” “Yes, but only if you stopped behaving so childishly!” spat Clef. “Hitting someone’s back with a spell is the definition of childish, Umi Ryuuzaki!” “But you’re not hurt!” she whined. “You added salt to the wound by laughing when it was your doing,” said Clef. 

    “I hate it when he starts lecturing me as he did three years ago,” sighed Umi, delving into Hikaru’s magazine. “Back then he was still child-looking; I could zing him back for his comments.” “Yes, but now he’s not,” said Fuu. “Anyway, hitting him in the back with a spell wasn’t nice, Umi.” “Would you much rather have him stay child-like or would you have preferred the more handsome him?” Hikaru teased. “Aw, shut up,” Umi threw a pillow at Hikaru. “You know which one I like better.” “Yes,” chimed in Fuu. “Imagine seeing Lantis as a child.” This time, Hikaru threw a cushion at Fuu, her face glowing like the setting sun. The door burst open and Liana flew in. “Where’s my Cleffy-poo?” she shrilled. “Not here!” yelled Hikaru back. This resulted in a verbal fight as words flew back and forth.

 “He’s here!”

 “Is not!”

 “Is too!”

 “Is not!”

 “Is too!”

 “Is not, is not, is not!”
 “Is too, is too, is too!”
  “Quiet!” A second voice, a male one, broke the heated catfight. “Will you two please shut up before I get a migraine?” It was Clef. “Cleffy-poo!” Liana shrieked, throwing herself at him. Clef dodged. “Get a grip, Liana,” he hissed. “What was going on? I could hear you two from the courtyard; that’s saying something.” “Liana; she started it!” All three girls pointed their fingers at the brunette who put on what was later known as a “fighting-fish” face and stormed out of the vicinity, tripping over Mokona in the process. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to take a catnap,” said Umi, threatening to throw a pillow at Clef. “Go away,” she said in a cheeky voice. 

 

~Chapter 22: The “Grip” Unveiled~

  Next morning, Clef had made everyone scramble out of bed, because he’d some alarming news. They congregated in a guestroom, and Clef was there already. He pointed to a mirror. “Touch that mirror, anyone,” he said. Hikaru, the bravest of the lot, poked it. The mirror rippled like water, and a fearsome hooded face with glowing eyes, one red, one green emerged. Everyone flinched, and Hikaru swore she could see lavender and blue hair. Hikaru withdrew her hand quickly in shock as the vision disappeared. “What was…that?” asked Fuu feebly. “I don’t know, but it’s uncannily evil…however…” “Spit it out, Clef,” begged Umi. “I sense a little bit of everyone in this creature, I do not know if it is even human.” Everyone congregated in the room froze. “Who’s room is this?” asked Larfarga. “Isn’t that the room of the little missy who showed up at the castle’s doors a few days ago?” mused Caldina. “Lillian!” breathed Ferio. “Find her!”

    Thus began the castle-wide search for “Lillian”. Clef was the only one who even came close to catching her; he would have, if she hadn’t tried to blast him to pieces. Hikaru managed to summon Nova to help. Nova also came close to catching “Lillian”, but almost got turned to stone. 

   The third one was Caldina. The dancer was combing through the corridors in the fifth south-west wing when she spotted the hooded girl everyone was seeking. Caldina sprinted up to her. Somehow she was sensed, and the girl whipped around. “Incendia telum!” she cried out in Latin, and Caldina dropped to the ground to avoid the blast of bright blue flame. She called out mentally to Clef. Sighted in fifth south-west wing, heading towards courtyard. 
    Kurisa was cornered. Half the inhabitants intercepted her at the courtyard, and Clef advanced. “Who are you?” he demanded. “Unda telum!” She intoned, and fired a jet of silver liquid at Clef, who created a shield in time to ward off the attack. “I see you’re not going to let me go so easily,” she smirked, and pulled off her hood. “I am Kurisa.” “Who sent you?” asked Umi venomously. Everyone present stared; Umi was not known to speak so icily. Even Kurisa flinched. “Master Magcron,” replied Kurisa, her eyes narrowed. “Soon, he shall have Cephiro in his ‘Grip’, and nobody shall escape.” Her black pupils widened. “Fatumdies!” That last word she spoke was the last thing everyone remembered before the sky turned black and she disappeared.

   (Author’s Note: “Incendia telum” means Fire Arrow, “Unda Telum” means Water Arrow and “Fatumdies” means Doomsday. All Latin translations courtesy of InterTran.)
   The first one to come to was Hikaru. The sky was clear as crystal. What had happened? Last  thing that I remember…the sky turned black, that strange woman vanished, and…Her mind drew a complete blank. This woman seemed more dangerous than Jevo himself. Her head spun. It feels like the worst hangover in the whole world. She shook her head, a crimson mop of hair cascading down her face, willing her vision to clear, and it eventually did. What she saw horrified her. 

    Everyone…Umi, Fuu, Lantis, Ascot, Clef, Ferio, Caldina, Presea…everyone was unconscious and on the ground. She heard a groan from beside her; Fuu was stirring. “Fuu!” Hikaru tried to stand up, but her wobbling legs were about as good as jelly. Crawling towards her friend, she tried to help Fuu sit up. “Fuu…you ok?” asked Hikaru. Fuu adjusted her glasses. “I’m…I’m fine, if you call this monster of a headache fine.” Just then, Ferio got up. He wasn’t dizzy, or even having a pain in his noggin. “That spell that girl did, didn’t it do anything besides throw everyone out cold?” he ask. 

    “We’re having major dizziness,” groaned Hikaru. “How can you not feel anything?” Caldina came to. “What’s wrong, lil missies?” she asked, obviously unharmed. Fuu and Hikaru stared, open-mouthed. Umi slowly got up, holding her head. “How come Ferio and Caldina are a-okay?” she whined. Ascot, Larfarga and Presea woke up too, but only Presea and Ascot seemed to reeling; Larfarga was relatively unfazed. “I…don’t get it,” said Hikaru, thinking out loud, “how come Caldina, Larfarga and Ferio seem ok, but the rest of us are having such painful headaches?” “Beats me,” answered Ferio, helping the conscious girls to stand, “but as far as I’m concerned, I feel perfectly fine.” “Me too,” said Caldina. “Larfarga, hun?” “Nothing other than just a slight ache in my neck,” he answered. “Ascot, Presea…?” “Tough luck on us,” grumbled Ascot. “I feel as if a monster just sat on me.” “I share Ascot’s pain.” Presea chimed in.

    The last ones to wake up were Lantis and Clef; both men seemed to be in the worst shape of all the three. Hikaru was positively frazzled. How could three of them escape with unscathed but everyone else was groaning and grumbling? Fuu was deep in thought as Umi tried to help Clef regain his bearings. Lantis wasn’t as bad as the Mage. Suddenly, Fuu’s loud “Eureka!” made everyone jump (excluding Lantis and Clef; both were too disoriented to even think straight). “What?” snapped Umi. “I know,” said Fuu. “Ferio can’t use magic, right?” “No, love, not a single spell,” the Prince replied, obviously having no inkling where this was going. “Caldina can’t use magic either, Larfarga as far as I’m concerned only knows a little.” Fuu explained. The truth began to dawn upon them all. “I got it,” said Caldina, excitedly. “So, you’re saying this spell only affects magic users?” “Yes,” said Fuu, tweaking her glasses. “Which is why Clef is so badly affected.” “Lantis too,” interjected Hikaru. Clef was sitting against a pillar, leaning back his head, eyes closed. Lantis? Sitting on the ground, head in hands. By now everyone else had recovered slightly. 

     An hour after the attack, Lantis and Clef could (at least) walk without going in a zigzag pattern. (Trust me, the girls got a good laugh out of that.) By the way, did I mention? Everyone’s magic was on the fritz. (Har! Listen to this.) Ascot tried to summon one of his “friends” (Note the quotation marks…) and instead, got a frog. “A frog…?” asked Umi. The amphibian suddenly swelled to gargantuan proportions, and whistled. It abruptly imploded, showering everyone in confetti and they watched as fireworks shot into the sky, exploding in a myriad of colours and lights. Ascot face-faulted. Umi sweatdropped. Mokona’s expression remained the same. “Puu…” Clef and Lantis, who were sitting nearby, stared at the fireworks as they suddenly formed into long fiery dragons, squealing pigs and whirling Catherine wheels. When Hikaru cast Ruby Lightning to destroy them, sparklers appeared. They fizzed and gave off flaming sparks of fire. They began to write rude words in the air, one spelling out “F***” in big, bold red shining letters. “Hikaru, what have you done?” whimpered Caldina. One firework dragon burped sparks at Clef, who ducked as they singed his arm and smacked the dragon aside. He was still too weak to use magic, and who knows what might happen even if he could. “Help!” He called, trying to fend off the dragon. Both he and Lantis were still drained. Ferio sliced it in half, and it multiplied twice-fold. 

    The rest of the day, everyone was almost scared out of their skins as the rampant fireworks went into random rooms. Clef had the living daylights scared out of him when a Catherine wheel did a threatening “Wheeeeeee” towards him in the corridor and crashed against a wall, screeching madly and ricocheting off any hard surface. Liana’s head was set on fire when a firework dragon exploded over her. His cape, Lantis discovered, had been visited by one of Hikaru’s sparklers. It left the word “Dorkface” on his cape in big gold letters that went “Feeee” every time they were doused with liquid and  glowed all the brighter. 

    Kurisa’s Doomsday spell was worse than anyone imagined. The fireworks persisted all through the day, and nobody knew how to get rid of them. The Catherine wheel refused to leave Clef alone; it persisted until Clef whacked it into the fountain; it died with a loud “FweeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeEEEEEEEE” and gave off blue smoke which smelled like burning rubber. 

 

