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~Chapter 16: The Grip of Fear~

     “It has begun,” A hooded man tenderly stroked a large glass orb, in which the castle of Cephiro was seen. “Soon, my reign of terror shall cloak Cephiro like a blanket.” Loud knocking. “Enter, Jevo.” The man said, waving his clawed hand carelessly, causing the vision to disappear. “Yes, Master,” The doors opened, and Jevo entered. “I have done as you asked, Master,” said Jevo, bowing. “The Mage is badly wounded, as you have commanded.” “Well done, Jevo,” the figure in the hood intoned in a deathly, icy, rattling voice. He raised a clawed hand, and barked in his harsh voice, “Arise! Kurisa!” In front of him, the floor seemed to open a large, obscene mouth, and water spouted from the gap. It broke apart into thin, snaking tendrils, and formed into the slim figure of a very good-looking lady. She looked like she was twenty, had midnight black eyes, long, curly golden locks, full, sensuous (?!) lips and was clothed in a traveling cloak. “Kurisa…” The man droned in his rattling voice, “Jevo has done his job for now. Its your turn. Go, wreck havoc in the castle.” “Yes,” said the lady. “I shall do as you command, Master Magcron.”

~@~@~@~@~@~

     Clang.
     Umi’s sword collided with Hikaru’s as the Fire Knight parried what should have been a deathblow. “Aww, rats!” moaned Umi, as she recoiled and tried to hit Hikaru. “I should’ve got you by now, you know!” “That means,” said Clef, “either Hikaru’s improving, or you’re getting rusty.” “You always cut right to the chase, eh, Clef?” said Umi sarcastically, dodging a swipe of Hikaru’s blade. Clef had just recovered from the previous attack, and for some odd reason his nerves were rather frayed and he was apt to jump and thwock people on the head for coming up too quietly behind him.

     “Waah! I surrender!” wailed Hikaru, cat ears popping up on her head as Umi finally sent her sword spiraling through the air to land, blade down, in the grass. “Hah! Umi Ryuuzaki remains undefeated! Ea-…” Blim-blam. “Who’s that at the door?” asked Fuu, looking over the top of Clef’s head. “I’ll go see,” said Larfarga. Hikaru strode over to her sword, grasped it firmly by the hilt and tried (rather feebly, might I add) to yank it out of the earth. “You know…ugh, come on!...You should really give me…COME OUT!...a break,” said Hikaru. “Why won’t this sword come out?” Umi kicked it with her foot and the sword sprung out like a squashed spring suddenly let go. Hikaru blinked, the cat ears making their debut again. “How the he-?” “ ‘Cephiro is the land of the will’, Clef said. If I will your sword to bounce like a spring who’s going to stop me?” said Umi. “The sword’s owner,” muttered Hikaru darkly.

     “There’s a blonde girl in a traveling cloak at the door,” reported Larfarga. “Let’s go see what she wants, then,” said Clef, rising 

     The girl looked frail, hungry and tired. “M-may I stay the night?” she asked meekly. Clef showed uncertainty about his face. Something was not right with this girl. Ferio, however, caved in quickly. “Yes, you may,” he said. “Stay until you’re fit and ready to travel.” “Er, give us a moment, miss,” said Clef and he grabbed Ferio’s arm and dragged him to one side. “What is up with you, Prince?” he scolded. “You know better than to just accept strangers into the castle!” “But-but, she’s all tired and hungry and travel-worn…” Ferio insisted. “Ferio, for the love of Pete, use your brain! Couldn’t she have just got an inn in the village rather than trek all the way here just to stay in the castle?” Clef snapped. “Think, Ferio, think! She’s after something. 

     Anyway, despite Clef’s warning, Ferio still let the girl stay. “What’s your name?” asked Ascot. Lantis just stared at her. (Man of few words indeed…) “Lillian,” she replied. “Er…ok, Lillian, I have to show you to your room now…” said Ascot, and Lillian trooped after him. Primera swooped down on Lantis, almost smashing into the back of Clef’s head.

     Nothing much eventful happened later that day, unless you count Aska blowing up an urn in the kitchen, the day was pretty much peaceful. Strangely the peace added tension to Clef’s already frayed nerves. 

~@~@~@~@~@~@~

     Night fell. All was silent. The distant sounds of snoring from Eagle (sorry, Eagle fans) and the biffs, baffs and smacks of the Knights’ weekly pillow fights were part of the castle atmosphere. Lillian removed her dark marsh green cloak. Kurisa brushed a silky tendril of blonde curl from her face, and cupped her hands together. Between her fair palms, a small clear orb, not much bigger than that of a tennis ball, materialized. “Master Magcron, I am inside the castle.” She whispered. A chilling, death-like, rattling voice that could freeze one’s blood was heard from the orb. “Well done, my little spider…Now for phase two.” 

     “You wish me to attack the Mage, sire?” Kurisa asked. “That can be easily done, now that he is weak.” 

     “No, Kurisa…you shall not attack the Mage. It is Jevo’s job, he is Clef’s Soul-Merge. No, you shan’t attack the Mage.”

     “I understand, master. What shall I do, then?” 

     “You will attack the Knights.”

     “D-directly, master?”

     “Foolish girl…toy with their emotions. The red-head, she has strong affection for a man named Lantis, the blonde, she is attached to the Prince…”

     “Yes, sire, but what about the Water Knight?”

     The man’s snake-like red eyes narrowed in a frown

     “I cannot determine whom she desires most, although, a certain Palu is showing interest in her, Kurisa. Go, my little spider…spread the wrath of Magcron!”

     “Yes, master. I am yours to command.”

     In his chambers, Clef awoke with a start.

~Chapter 17: Liana, the Headache~

     Clef stared around his room, his hair plastered to his face. Just now he’d sensed the biggest evil force since Debonair, and that was about, what? Two to three years ago? Ever since Debonair had snuffed it the Knights visited regularly. He remembered that one particular occasion where a girl had tailed Fuu back to Cephiro and was behaving exactly like Primera. Except, the target wasn’t Lantis, but Clef. Those days had been rather humorous to the castle’s inhabitants, but, of course, at Clef’s expense.

     Sighing loudly he buried his face in his knees. Who was he kidding? His nerves were as frayed as a broken rope, and he was about as calm as a cat being chased by a rabid dog. There was a fifty-fifty chance he’d imagined that force. 

     Resisting the urge to run out of bed and begin whacking his head against the wall, he settled on going back to sleep. That is, if he ever could. He could hear the loud, ruckus fighting of the girls across the corridor. Deciding they’d wake the whole castle if it got any worse (the last time Hikaru accidentally set the beds on fire), he got up and opened his room door.

     Smack!
     “Oo-oo-oww!!” shrieked Hikaru, dropping her pillow. “Umi, that hurt!” “Stop wailing so loudly, Hikaru,” admonished Fuu. “I’ll bet Clef heard you.” Hikaru threw her pillow (hard) at Fuu. It got her bamf in the face and she fell on her back on the feathery bed. Unsticking the pillow from her face, Fuu rubbed her reddened nose. “I swear…I think my nose is squashed by about three centimeters.” Knock-knock. “Open the door, Umi,” said Hikaru, examining Fuu’s nose. Umi got up and opened the door. “Aren’t you girls ever going to go to sleep?” The tall, lavender haired man at the doorway said, frowning slightly. “Clef!” squeaked Umi. “Did we wake you up?” Clef’s expression relaxed, and Umi pulled him into the room. “No, not really,” he said, cocking an eyebrow at random pools of feathers all over the place. Hikaru caught his gaze and hurriedly said, “We’ll clean up, I promise.” Clef gave her a look that said, “Yeah, right.”

     “So what woke you up, Guru?” Fuu asked, sitting cross-legged on the floor re-stuffing a pillow. “An evil presence, Fuu…big-time one, like Debonair.” Clef replied, watching her progress. Fuu stopped, speechless. “But, it may be a false alarm,” said Clef quickly. “My sanity is on the brink of extinction.” Umi chuckled, and joined Fuu in pillow-stuffing. Hikaru picked up a pillow thoughtfully, and without warning, hit Clef upside the head with it. Umi and Fuu stared as Clef tried to place what just hit him. “…No way, Hikaru…”

 ~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~

     Last night, after Hikaru launched an unexpected pillow attack on him, Clef had thwacked her so hard (a rather unfortunate reflex action), Hikaru had had temporary amnesia for the rest of the night. However, she seemed back to normal when she arrived for breakfast, and found that, for now, she and Clef were the only occupants. The others were either a)still sleeping, b)getting ready or c)refusing to get their lazy behinds downstairs. When Hikaru made her entrance at the table, Clef was leaning back in his chair, eyes closed, sleepy and no doubt dozing whilst waiting for the others. Either he didn’t notice Hikaru or he was ignoring her, Hikaru wanted to test, and also to zing him for bashing her so hard last night. (Kindly retold by an ecstatic Umi…) Pulling out her chair gingerly, she sat down, and deliberately banged the table, hard. Clef shot almost a foot into the air. 

 

    “Hikaru!” he yelped, trying to regain his composition and wits, “just what are you trying to do?” “Nothing,” she replied in a sweetly false tone. “Just rather clumsy today, that’s all.” “I’ll say,” muttered Clef darkly, taking a single deep breath. “Where’re the others?” “If you mean Fuu, she’s still sleeping,” said Hikaru, twiddling with her braid. “Umi’s on her way down n-” Crash. Clef dropped his head to the table with a thud. “Umi…how many times have I told you, don’t jump down the steps!” he groaned, looking up at the Water Knight. “The floor’s made of marble; everything echoes.” “Sorry,” said Umi, half-meaning it. As she took her place beside Clef, she stared at the empty seats. “Woah…how come the table’s so empty?” “Beats me,” said Hikaru, plucking a roll from the bread basket. “I think I heard Lantis was up; must be coming soon.” True enough, footsteps were heard. Lantis appeared, and was surprised too to see the table so empty. Sitting down between Hikaru and Clef, he leaned back and gazed up blankly at the ceiling.

      “Penny for your thoughts, Lantis dear?” asked Hikaru, chewing on the roll. “Sure,” said Lantis, not taking his eyes off the ceiling, “that is, if you have about fifty thousand pennies.” “I’d hate to know how many pennies it cost me for your thoughts, Clef,” said Umi, laying her head on the table beside Clef’s hand. “Har de har har, Umi,” the mage replied.  Just then, Ferio came pattering in, his face flushed. “What’s wrong, Ferio?” asked Clef, turning in his chair. “It’s…it’s…horrible…” The prince gasped. “What is?” asked Umi, as she and Clef exchanged apprehensive looks. “Its…” Suddenly a long, shrill, breathy girl’s voice rang out. 

     “O-o-h, Cleffy-poo!”

    Clef winced. Ferio straightened up, a grim look on his face. “…Liana.”

~Chapter 18: Clef’s “Primera”~

    “O-o-h, Cleffy-poo! Where are y-oooooooo-u?”

    “Oh, my God,” groaned Clef. “Not Liana.” Umi’s eyes nearly popped out of her sockets. “You don’t mean that obnoxious, vain, stuck-up, ditzy girl who won’t get off you?” “Unfortunately, yes,” said Clef. Liana Wesner was a tall, pretty seventeen year old, the same age as the Magic Knights. She had silky brunette hair, a figure most girls would kill for, great looks, and she was stinking rich. However, she was more of a ditz than Tatra, and that was saying something. (I’m not sure if it’s Tarta or Tatra, will someone please enlighten me? You know, the pretty ditzy Chizetian with long hair.) She had first made her appearance in Cephiro a year and a half ago by grabbing onto Fuu just as she returned to Cephiro. When Fuu was greeted by Clef and the rest, of all people she choose to make her potential love interest, she had to choose the now seven hundred and eighty year old purpled haired Guru. He and Umi were sort of attached already, but hell, Liana didn’t care. She spent half her time prettying herself up, and the half Clef-hunting. Whenever she caught him alone, she’d pounce and cling. Primera wasn’t so bad – she was a tiny fairy, Liana was a tall girl. Several occasions she had almost killed him.

    In strutted Liana, wearing a skimpy miniskirt over (thankfully) a pair of jeans with kneeholes, and a tube top. Umi and Hikaru winced. Liana had always had poor fashion sense. Ferio scuttled behind Umi. Clef leaned back and closed his eyes. Where was a karma when you needed one? Liana spotted the tuft of lavender hair, and pounced.

    Clef choked as Liana dangled from his neck. “Oh, my Cleffy-poo! I’ve missed you!!” she squealed in a high, girly voice dripping with syrup and honey and everything else sickeningly sweet. “Liana!” Clef pushed her off, “you were just here last week!” “I kn-oooo-w,” she said, going all clingy again, “but it’s soooooooo long for me!” 

~@~@~@~@~@~@~

    “Her clinging is doing wonders to that old sword wound,” Clef confided to Umi as they hurried down the hallway to try to lose Liana. Umi turned. “Why?” “Every time she clings she’s crushing my ribs,” Clef replied. “Hikaru’s sword went in there, you know.” He winced as he said that. The wound might have healed, but the pain was as fresh as the memories. Umi nodded understandingly. Suddenly she froze. “Uh-oh…I hear footsteps behind us,” she said, and turned to see the glint of rhinestone patterned boots. “Crap – Liana!” Clef looked from left to right, grabbed Umi and shot in through a door. Slamming it shut, he pressed an ear to it, to see if Liana had passed. “Cleffy-poo, ooooh, Cleffy-poo! Where are yoooooooou?” Soon the click-clack of her boots died, and Clef gingerly opened the door, and, seeing her distracted by Ascot’s creatures, he and Umi made a run for it to the Knights’ room, the only true safe place.

    “Hello, Guru, Umi,” said Fuu politely as the two shot in, panting. “You look like you’ve just run a marathon,” commented Hikaru. “That’s exactly what it’s like trying to run from Liana,” said Umi, plopping down on her head as Clef sank into a chair. Hikaru fell off a pouffe she was seated upon. “Liana Wesner?” She gasped, scrabbling at the velvetly fabric of the pouffe, “not her!” She glanced desperately at Clef, who gave a sullen nod. I hate obnoxious, vain, stuck-up bitchy little ditz, thought Hikaru coldly. “I wish I could kill her,” Hikaru spat. The other three stared. Hikaru mentally kicked herself. “I’m joking!” she snapped. “She’s so hateful, who wouldn’t want to do so?” “Yes, but if you do slip and drive your sword through her heart, imagine the uproar it would cause,” said Clef, resting his staff against the drawers behind his comfy chair so that he could lean back and have some shut-eye.

    Fuu, Umi and Hikaru watched him sleep, hair falling over his face, chest rising up and down slowly. Hikaru stared at the carpeted floor, cuddling Mokona. Hard to believe she had been the one to drive a deadly weapon through that very same chest before her. The furry marshmallow let out a soft “Puu” as if to tell her it wasn’t her fault, Jevo was manipulating her. Finally Fuu broke the contented silence. “I’d better go check if Liana is in this corridor,” she said softly, so as not to wake the sleeping mage. The other two girls nodded. Tiptoeing past him, Fuu opened the door a crack, and found Liana lurking in the corridor, ambushing anyone who passed her with the same question: “Where’s my Cleffy-poo?” 

    Her first “victim” was Lantis, who gave her such a hard cold stare that she backed off. The second was Eagle, but he pretended to be in a daze so as to avoid her. Larfarga and Caldina followed, but as they approached their chatting grew louder and louder, completely drowning out Liana’s question. She fared no better with Ferio and Ascot; when asked they said, “In his study, stupid.” Elated, Liana set a new Cephirian record for sprinting in high-heeled rhinestone boots, only the find the study empty and devoid of any Clef-ness.

    “If Liana is lurking in the hallway,” said Umi, as she sat with her back to Clef on the floor, “how are we going to smuggle him out of her for lunch?” “He can teleport us to the dining area,” said Hikaru simply. “Ugh. I’m hungry. I’ll risk it; I’m going to go get some grub for us.” “Be careful,” said Fuu. “Ask Lantis, he can help keep Liana off your back.”

    Hikaru opened the door and stepped into the hallway, where she spotted Lantis at the other end, a few birds perched upon his being. Liana swooped. “Where’s my-” “Lantis!” Hikaru called. The swordsman turned and made his way to her, shooting Liana a death-glare. “Liana, for goodness’ sake, you’ve been lurking here the past hour,” said Ascot, who had just happened down the corridor. “Go find somewhere else to haunt. Besides, I doubt Clef’s even here, he could be downstairs or something.” Liana raced off. Hikaru grinned. “I owe you, Ascot,” she chirped. 

~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~

    The door creaked open. “I made it out alive!” said Hikaru softly, shutting the door and depositing a basket of food on the floor. “I owe Ascot a hot-dog.” “You’re going back to Tokyo later?” asked Umi, examining a curious looking fruit. Clef was still sleeping. He deserved it, anyway. Mokona had snuggled up in his lap. “Yeah,” Hikaru answered, biting into a queer-shaped bun, savouring it. “I’m going to buy Ascot a hot-dog. He sent Liana on a wild-goose chase downstairs.” “He’ll probably be wondering what’s a ‘hot-dog’,” said Fuu. Hikaru wasn’t quite looking where she sat down, and landed very heavily on top of Clef’s feet. “Ouch!” He awoke with a start. “Ow…Hikaru, get off my feet…thank you.” “Sorry for waking you, Clef,” Hikaru apologized. “No harm done,” the mage replied. “Where’s Liana?” “Ascot managed to convince her that you were downstairs,” Hikaru smirked. “Say, Clef,” said Umi, peeling off the skin of the funny fruit, “could you teleport us downstairs later?” Clef raised an eyebrow. “Getting lazy?” he asked. “All kidding aside – ” He reached down and picked up a random fruit, “why?” “Liana’s going to be very and I mean very pissed about being tricked, so I figured it might be better if we took a short cut,” Umi explained, biting into the fruit which, surprisingly, tasted like apple. 

    “That does it!” thundered Liana. “Nobody knows where Cleffy-poo is.” Liana sat down on a clump of moss, frowning. Just then, Lantis passed, a bird perched on his finger. Liana shot him a scowl. Lantis was a human iceberg; there was absolutely no way she was going to worm the location of her “beloved” out of him. In fact, the whole place in this freakin’ castle she’d neglected was the room of the Magic Knights. A smile sweeping across her face she leapt up and ran. 

 

~Chapter 19: “Lillian”~

    BANG. “CLEFFY-POO!”

    To the utter horror of everyone in the room, Liana burst in, and flung herself bodily at Clef, who yelped when a sharp pain pierced his chest. Umi was horrified. “Liana! Get off him!” she yelled, trying to feebly pull her off. Clef winced with the immense pain Liana’s clinging was doing. 

    A few doors down, “Lillian” flipped her crop of shining blonde hair idly. Soon, she would strike.

    Meanwhile the chaos in the Knights’ room was very real. Fuu yelped for Ferio, who came running with Ascot and Larfarga. What Liana didn’t know was that her “Cleffy-poo” had a very bad sword wound that had just properly healed and she was causing him extreme pain. “Liana! Get. Off. Clef.” Ferio spoke each word, each syllable with extreme firmness. “Make me,” said Liana stubbornly, not realizing the seriousness of the situation. Clef felt a metallic taste in his mouth. Liana clung on tighter, resisting all attempts to being pried off. Suddenly, Clef coughed, and a handful of red fluid appeared on the floor. Everyone froze, even Liana. Seeing her distracted Larfarga reached over and ripped Liana off the mage, who was still doubled over, coughing out blood. “Now you know why he doesn’t like to be clung at!!” Umi’s temper boiled over. Liana cowered as the Water Knight’s rage broke over her. 

    Lillian left the safety of her room, and overheard the commotion (not to mention loud screaming) next door. Thinking it worth checking out, she opened the door. “Oh my!” she said in a falsely sweet tone, “what’s happened?” “Liana’s just caused our seven hundred and forty eight year old Mage to have a coughing spree,” said Umi accusingly. Liana’s eyes popped. “He’s seven hundred and forty eight? I thought he was twenty five!” “Yes, he only assumed that form a year after we destroyed Debonair,” said Hikaru, rolling her eyes. 

~@~@~@~@~@~@~

    After the coughing of blood, Liana was very careful around Clef now. Hikaru wondered if it was the fact that Clef was like, seven hundred and thirty one years ahead of her. Anyway, Liana wasn’t able to get near him because the Guru had mysteriously retreated somewhere and wherever that was nobody was willing to tell her.

    As a matter of fact, Clef was in his study, the last place in Cephiro Liana would go to seek him. Clef was picking off books off the shelves at random, looking through each musty, moth eaten page half-heartedly. Lillian went up to the door. Narrowing her eyes she concentrated. Clef felt his skin crawl. There was something in this room, but what was it? Lillian’s mind scanned the room for the heaviest object, and settled on a thick, old leather-bound book. Using her mind, she edged it out of the shelf, hovered it over the Mage’s head, and let it go. 

    Thwack!
    “Ouch!!” Clef held on his head. What was that thing that fell on top of my head? He wondered, screwing his eyes up in pain. His azure eyes filled with tears. That hurt, that hurt, that hurt. Looking on the floor, he spied the nasty little culprit. A big fat book. One hand upon his aching noggin he reached over and dragged it off the floor. History of Cephiro, the cover said, in bold gold letters. “Evil thing,” he muttered, squashing it back into the shelf where it fell from. Outside his door, Lillian giggled. That wasn’t the last thing she’d planned for him.

 

    Umi sighed, and looked at her best friend, Hikaru, sprawled across the length of her bed, absorbed in a teen magazine she’d brought along with Ascot’s hot-dog. Fuu? Off somewhere with Ferio for a romantic outing, no doubt, Umi thought. She leant over the edge of her bed, Mokona perched on the top of her head. She closed her eyes and was lost in her thoughts. A small grin spread across her face when she remembered their reactions to Clef’s dramatic change. Well, he’s not short anymore, he can use a sword, and, on the plus side, he looks more handsome. Umi giggled inwardly. The thing she and Clef had was something everybody found rather amusing. It was more of a match-make in hell than heaven. However to everyone’s immense surprised both got along very well.

    A loud knocking on the door disrupted her thoughts. “Who’s there?” asked Hikaru. “If it’s Ascot, no, I ain’t got anymore hot-dogs.” A loud clear voice rang through the door. “It’s Ascot’s teacher.” Hikaru sprang off the bed and opened the door, revealing Clef. “Did anyone happen in my study?” he asked, sitting down beside Umi. Hikaru jumped back onto her bed and swept up her magazine. “No, not me,” she said. “And Umi hasn’t left the room.” “Strange,” he said. “Because someone dropped a very heavy book on my head; I almost got a concussion. I didn’t even hear the door open.” “Telekinesis,” said Umi suddenly, shooting upright and sending Mokona flying into Hikaru. “Teleki-what?” repeated Hikaru, catching Mokona. “Telekinesis, silly,” said Umi. “The ability to move things with the power of the mind.” “You’re forgetting that this is Cephiro,” said Hikaru. “The land of the will. Anyone could have willed a book to drop on Clef’s head, couldn’t they?” 

    Bang.
    Everyone was covered in soft, white, feathers. “I think a pillow just exploded,” said Clef, plucking some of the down from his soft lavender hair. Umi spat out some feathers. “Damn right one did,” she said, holding up a ripped pillowcase. Hikaru picked some off Mokona, who was going “Puu” at a very alarming volume. Outside the door, Lillian retreated back to her chambers, doubled up in silent laughter. Oh, causing havoc here is going to be so much fun!
 ~Chapter 20: Metamorphosis

     “Time to bring out the big guns,” said Kurisa. “Upon the midnight hour, they won’t be the same again!

    In some far away distance, a clock struck twelve. (Not that there are any clocks I know of in Cephiro.) “Let’s see how they deal with this.”

~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~@~

    “EEEEEEEEEEEKK!!! CLEEEEEEEEEEF!!! FERIOOOO!!! ANYOOOONE!!”
      Umi’s loud, piercing shriek rang out through the castle. Not only did it bring Clef and Ferio running, it brought Ascot, Larfarga, Presea, Caldina, Emeraude and Zagato’s ghosts, Eagle, Lantis, Primera, Aska and several pages to the scene. “What ha-” Ferio stopped as he looked inside the Knights’ room.

    “Look at us!” shrieked Umi in a state of pure hysteria. I can’t bear to look, thought Clef. However, he looked in, and his blood froze. There, on the beds, was a blue cat with white stripes, a reddish-brown dog, and a big green chicken. Ferio’s eyes almost fell out of his sockets. “Oh…my…God,” said Ascot. “They’re so cute!” squealed Caldina, pushing past Clef and squishing Hikaru to her chest. “Waaah! Let go, Caldina!” Hikaru howled. “Ok, this is freaky,” said Ferio, his eyebrow twitching as Fuu the Green Chicken waddled over to him, a pair of teensy glasses balanced upon her nose. “This isn’t the freakiest thing I’ve seen,” said Clef nonchalantly. “So what is the freakiest thing you’ve ever seen?” asked Ferio, not willing to be defeated. Clef twiddled his thumbs and said slyly, “How about that time you danced in front of the whole court of Cephiro wearing nothing but pink rabbit patterned underpants?” Ferio turned tomato red. “Clef, I was four!”

    “How long am I going to be stuck like this?” wailed Umi in a very tragic voice. “Umi, stop whining,” said Clef. She was testing his patience. “How would you know?” the blue cat shrieked. “Because,” Clef said in an icy tone, “if you’ve forgotten, I was a fox not too long ago.” “…Oops,” said Umi softly. “ ‘Oops’ is right,” said Fuu. “I…can’t…stop…shedding!” A couple more feathers fluttered down and landed on Ferio’s robes. Suddenly, with a loud yowl, Umi pounced at Fuu, who was swept up by Ferio. Umi felt herself being dragged back the length of the bed by her tail. “Umi, what do you think you’re doing?” admonished Clef, when Hikaru, barking madly, leapt at Umi and tried to maul her. Lantis picked Hikaru up by the scruff of her neck. “What on earth are you trying to do?” squawked Fuu, flapping her wings and sending a shower of bright green feathers over Clef and Ferio, “Eat me?” Hikaru whined piteously and struggled against Lantis’s firm grip. “Lemme at that cat! Wuff, wuff…” “Animal instincts,” said Clef, still pulling Umi towards him. Quick as a whip she zipped round and instinctively scratched his hand. “Ouch!” He let go of her tail but grabbed her scruff with his other hand. She had given him four long, deep scratches. (Trust me on this one  - I’ve got a cat and when you piss him off he scratches bad.) Common sense kicked in and Hikaru stopped struggling. Umi stared at Clef’s hand. “Oops, sorry,” she said, her ears drooped. 

    “We have got to do something,” said Ferio. He was still carrying Fuu, who, when in stress, would shed copiously. “I’m working on it, Prince,” said Clef, brandishing his fresh and bleeding scratches, Umi hanging over his shoulder. Ferio shut up. Having feathers all over you wasn’t as bad as being mauled by your “catty” girlfriend.

    The worst part was, animal instincts and common sense were frequently clashing, so one moment, the Guru and the Knights were talking in a civilised manner, the next, Clef had to restrain all three girls from mauling each other alive. Tiring stuff. Finally, out of stress, frustration and exhaustion, Clef dragged in both Lantis and Ferio to help. (Which was a good thing because if he snapped things were going to get pretty ugly.) “We could try that –  FUU!  – incantation that turned you human,” suggested Ferio as Fuu squawked and shot up on top of Ferio’s head, because Umi was trying to eat her for lunch. Clef reached forward and dragged Umi back by the scruff of her neck and put her in his lap. “Stay…STAY, you’re not going anywhere,” he commanded. Common sense kicked in again. Umi finally realised she couldn’t go anywhere; the Guru had gripped her neck firmly. The only way out of this was by scratching him up so bad, but even the “animal” her wasn’t stupid enough to do that. (Clef’s temper was not to be trifled with.) “I don’t wanna get leeks in my ears!” squeaked Hikaru. “That’s only because Ascot couldn’t pronounce the words to save his life,” chuckled Clef. The Palu turned tomato red. “Yeah, but you gave me kumquat ears, so that’s fair!”

    Dinner time was…well…not quite as civilised as one would have hoped for. This time, animal instincts raged, and quite often, Ferio, Lantis and Clef had to restrain the rowdy cat, dog, and chicken. “Umi! That will be enough!” Clef reached out over the table, grabbed Umi firmly by the tail, and against her yowling protests, pulled her back to her seat. She whipped around and almost scratched him; he dropped her tail and with his free hand yanked her by the collar. “Ugh…how undignified.” He dropped her in her chair. Umi spat. “You’re not the one who’s a cat! What do you know about dignity?!” Clef gave her one of his frosty eyed glares. Hikaru was shooting across the table trying to chew Umi up faster than Lantis could catch her, till Eagle plucked her off the table and gave her back to Lantis. Fuu? She was squawking, and dropping feathers everywhere and getting her feet in the pudding. Through all the commotion, nobody noticed a feminine hand slipping something in the drink of one man.

~@~@~@~@~@~@~

    Clef rubbed his eyes. They had tried the incantation that worked for him, but nothing happened except for the leeks in the ears spoof thing. How come he felt so tired already? Yawning, he looked outside for a moment, and saw Hikaru with Lantis. 

    Pop.

    Clef jumped and turned. When he saw Zagato and Emeraude, he let out his breath. “Look, I know you two are ghosts, but it’s still courtesy to knock.” He said. “Ouch,” Zagato grinned. “Even in death, you won’t let us go, will you?” “Of course he won’t, Zagato dear,” said Emeraude gently. “He’s your teacher!” “At least you remember,” Clef smiled. Zagato gave a mock-pout, and suddenly had an idea. “Okay, Teacher,” he said, grinning. “You’re sleepy, so go off to bed!” Clef raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And who are you to say so?” Zagato responded simply, “Your student!” Clef raised both palms in defeat. “You win…”

    It was dark, but to Umi, it was as good as daylight. She was pacing the corridors to her room, but remembered what the other two girls had said. “I don’t think we should sleep together. Too…dangerous.” Umi had to agree, she didn’t want to wake up and find she’d just eaten her best friend. Turning, she decided to go to Clef. 

    “Meow…Clef?” she gingerly approached his doors, expecting them to swing open by  themselves. Nope, nothing. She sat there, and decided to try scratching at the doors. Still nothing. Push open the door? Umi pressed her furry body against the door. Thump! They swung open easily and in one blue blur she cartwheeled inside. “Me-ow!” she said. “I swear – I’ll never kick another cat as long as I live.” As soon as she got her bearings (rooms looked enormous now) she tried to locate Clef. Not at the balcony. Maybe on the bed reading or what not? Padding across the carpeted floor she leapt up in one beautiful sinuous movement to land on the bedside table. Unfortunately Clef had put his staff there so she almost sent it on top of her own head. Opening her eyes to check that she was still in one piece, she made the small jump from table to bed, and bumped her nose into Clef’s back. He’s got to stop wearing them dark colours to sleep. Which part had she bumped her nose into? Oh crud. His neck of all places. Surprisingly he didn’t even stir. “Clef?” she squeaked, jumping over his head to face him. “Can I sleep…Clef?” No response. Umi screwed up her face at nobody in particular, but curled herself up against the Mage’s chest, and had a catnap.

 

