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~Chapter 11: The Grey Sword~

     Days passed after Hikaru's untimely attack on Clef. Now he was back up on his feet. One day Larfarga suggested everyone go to the palace courtyard and practice their fighting. After all, if this double was as powerful as Clef they were going to need a heckeva lot of training. (Umi might beg to differ.)

     By chance Aska had dropped in and offered to help train, too. She wanted to pair up with Fuu but before she could do so Fuu grabbed Ferio by the arm and dragged him off. So she went with Clef.

     "Aska, that's hardly any fair!" Umi yelled, her blade locked with Larfarga's. Larfarga was just about to fling Umi's sword to the ground when the Water Knight stomped his foot and he dropped his sword yelling blue murder. Clef glared at Aska. She had created an enormous lion image that was almost as big as the Knights' Rune-Gods. It burped a ball of flame and set the hem of Ascot's robes on fire. Whilst Ascot stamped out the flame he tried summoning a beast. But since his concentration was elsewhere, instead of a fearsome demon appearing, he managed to summon a flying sheep. That was hardly a demonic creature at all.

     "Lightning Call!" A blast of lightning streaked out of nowhere and attacked the lion, which twitched, barely fazed. Clef frowned. Seeing that Aska let her guard down and was watching the flying sheep chew Ascot's hat, Clef bopped her on the head with his staff. The lion crumbled into silvers of charred paper.

     "EEEEEK!"

     Hikaru was backing off from a sword that had appeared out of nowhere while she mock-fought against Lantis. It was as big as Fuu's and had a grey-coloured blade. The hilt had a model of a skeletal horse. The sword swung down on Hikaru's shoulder. CLUNK. Instead of drawing blood, the sword bounced off and flew at Clef. Lantis ran over to Hikaru. Hikaru examined her wound. She wasn't bleeding but the sword left an awful-looking grey-blue bruise that was about as big as her own fist.

     Lantis parried the sword before it hit Clef. It was as if it was being controlled by an invisible someone. He ducked as the heavy blade almost concussed him. It seemed to be made of a heavy, dull metal that could only break and bruise, not slice and kill. 

     He observed as the sword made several attempts to whack him, and closed his eyes and swung his staff.

     CRACK.

     He hit something and it sounded a lot like crystal breaking. As he opened his eyes, he saw the sword hit the grassy ground and a small popping sound. Clutched around the hilt was a hand. And the hand belonged to a man who looked exactly like Clef if not for his malevolent, storm-cloud grey eyes which contrasted to the deep blue eyes of the Mage.

     "Hello, Clef."


~Chapter 12: Jevo~

     The man stood up and glared icily at everyone. His eyes stopped roving to rest on Clef's face. His head-dress, instead of being adorned with sapphires, had onyx jewels instead. The largest one in the center was cracked and it was what Clef had hit. 

     "Aaah...Clef. Finally we meet." The man had an icy tone. Clef's blood froze. 

     "W-who are you?" he asked as sternly as he could, fighting a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. "Wouldn't you all like to know." The man's sword melted and reformed into the shape of a staff exactly like Clef's, however, instead of sapphires, there were onyx gems.

     "My name is Jevo. I was the once who made Hikaru attack you." 

     Hikaru blanched, and rubbed her bruise fitfully. It hurt. Umi, on an impulse, rushed forward and slashed Jevo's shoulder. He flinched, and Clef suddenly felt a stinging pain on his shoulder, too. "It would be unwise to hurt me," Jevo said calmly. "Why?" snapped Umi. "Because, Water Knight, whatever pain I feel, or am given, your dear Mage feels it as well." He pointed at Clef, who was holding his shoulder. Umi's eyes widened. Uh oh. "I'm sure we'll meet again," said Jevo, and before Umi could interrupt, he vanished into misty vapour.

     Clef felt the stinging fade away and stared at the spot Jevo was stand in dismay. 

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

     "OUCH! UMI!" Clef retreated from her. That was the third time she'd accidentaly injured him. "What the heck's gotten into you, Umi?" He examined the finger she almost sliced off. It was bleeding, but only slightly. He shook his hand vigourously. "I'm just...distracted," said Umi, lowering her sword. "Yes, and your next one could kill me," scolded Clef. A jet of fire whirled towards them. It exploded on Clef's barrier. "Hikaru!" yelled Umi, several strands of hair standing on end, "just WHAT do you think you're doing?!"

     Hikaru had accidentaly fired a Flame Arrow at Lantis and he ducked, so it soared over the top of his head and flew at Clef and Umi. "I think we're all jittery after seeing your double, Guru," said Caldina. "Let's take a break."



~Chapter 13: Nightmares~
     “Right as usual, Caldina,” said Ascot, trooping over to see the drinks she’d brought in. Hikaru took a cup, stared into it, and gulped. Immediately her face puckered up. “Caldina! What’s this stuff? Lemon juice?” she said, coughing. “We-ell, it’s supposed to be lemonade…” said Caldina. Clef tasted a tiny bit and cringed. “You’re supposed to add sugar, which you forgot,” he muttered. Caldina shot him a frosty look and her gaze fell on his bleeding finger. “You’ve got a cut,” she said, bending down. “What happened?” Clef jerked a thumb at Umi 

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

     ‘Umi…Umi…’ 

     Umi sat up. Who was calling her at this time of night? “Zagato, Emeraude, if it’s you two quit it!” Zagato and Emeraude drifted through the walls. “Not us,” said Zagato. “Why?” “Someone’s calling me,” said Umi. 

     ‘Umi…come to me…’ 

     “You can’t hear it, can you?” asked Umi. “No but I can sense someone unwelcome here,” said Emeraude wistfully. 

     ‘Umi…’

     Suddenly, Umi’s blood turned to ice. Jevo. She clamped her hands over her ears. “Stop it, Jevo! Stop!” Zagato and Emeraude froze. “Jevo?!”

     ‘Umi…don’t fight it.’

     “No I won’t give in and let you make me hurt Clef!!”

     ‘You know you want too…’

     Zagato and Emeraude fled.

     “No, I don’t!!”

     ‘Yes…remember how you hated him…’

     “That was a long time ago! Leave me alone!”

     ‘Umi…’

     Suddenly Umi’s eyes lost their sparkle. They became blank pools of blue. 

     ‘You know you wanna kill him…after all, he did send you into battle to kill Emeraude…’

     “Yes…he didn’t tell us…”

     ‘So go, my little puppet…’

     “Yes…”

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

     Fuu and Ferio bumped into Umi on the way to the gardens. 

     “Owch…oh hi Umi… 

     No response. Umi just stopped and stared into space. Ferio raised a hand and waved it in front of her. “Err…Umi?”

     “I have to kill him…”

     Fuu froze. “Kill who? 

     “Him…”

     Fuu looked at Ferio. “She’s scaring me,” Fuu whispered. “I think she’s not herself,” Ferio whispered back. “Her eyes are blank…”

     “I have to kill the one who told me nothing…”

     “Forgive me, Umi,” said Fuu. Biting her lip, she slapped Umi hard across the face. Immediately, the Water Knight blinked and began looking around. “What in blue blazes am I doing outside of my room in my pyjamas?” “I was going to ask the same thing.” Ferio retorted. Fuu stepped on his toes with her heel. “Umi, what happened? You said something about killing a man.” Umi’s eyes widened and she slapped her forehead. “That jackass Jevo was messing with my head, Fuu, he was,” she said, starting to sniffle. “But when I said his name, Emeraude and Zagato…they fled the room.”

     CRASH. BANG. WHAM.
      The sounds of a scuffle

     Everybody turned on their heels and ran full-pelt towards the sound. 

     THUD.
     “OW!”

     “Hey, what the-? YEOW!!!”

     “OW-OW-OW!! Gerroff my legs!”
     After a lot of confusion, and getting poked in the eye, everyone finally disentangled themselves. Ferio, Fuu and Umi had crashed full-force into Eagle, Lantis and Hikaru. Presea, Caldina and Larfarga just stopped short of adding to the mess.

     Suddenly a loud explosion rocked the palace. Everyone jumped up and ran towards the source, only to be met by heaps of thick, black smoke. Fanning some of the smoke from her eyes Presea saw two forms through it. 

     One was standing.

     The other was on the ground. Both held staffs.

 

~Chapter 14: Soul-Merges~

     Presea let the smoke clear from her eyes, fearing the worst. Praying the one standing would be Clef and not Jevo, she led everyone in. Her worst fears were answered. The one standing was Jevo, and he had a triumphant smirk on his face. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the cavalry,” he said in that same, frosty tone, which now had a touch of malice. “But I fear you’re too late.” He saw Lantis draw his sword, and said, “Remember what happens when you attack me.” Lantis scowled and watched as Jevo made his escape. 

     “What are we going to do?” said Caldina, pacing back and forth in Clef’s chambers. “We can’t just let him keep making attacks on Master Mage Clef’s life!” “I know, Caldina,” said Presea impatiently. “But will you please stop pacing?” Caldina stopped and plumped into a chair. “Thank you very much,” said Presea tartly. She turned to Fuu and Ferio. “What did Jevo do to him?” 

     What happened was that Clef, staying up as usual, had not heard Jevo appearing inside his room, until he sensed Jevo’s presence and dodged the first attack blasted at him. However, the second attack did catch him but it bounced right off his barrier. This defensive thing kept up for a while when Clef summoned lightning to hit Jevo. The lightning struck and Jevo flinched, and Clef felt the pain. When Clef was doubled over with the shock, Jevo fired a Blasting Spell, which was what caused the explosion and the shaking.

     “He’ll live,” said Ferio. “But Jevo has got to be stopped.” “But how?” asked Umi, her eyes glassy with tears. “Every bit of damage we deal Jevo, Clef seems to get it double.” “Maybe it’s because Jevo’s like Nova?” suggested Hikaru. “No, Jevo is not like Nova,” said Fuu. “When we hit Nova last time you were unfazed, Hikaru.” “I wonder if Jevo feels pain when Clef’s hurt?” pondered Ascot. “Good question, but who knows?” said Umi, sniffing. “I’m not going to chop Clef’s arm off just to find out.” 

     Zagato and Emeraude appeared through the floor. 

     “Jevo is what you call a Soul-Merge,” said Zagato. “Soul-Merges are rare. I thought they died out long ago.” “What are Soul-Merges?” asked Hikaru. “Soul-Merges are spiritual beings,” explained Emeraude. “They wander randomly around Cephiro till they find a being of great power, and ‘attach’ themselves to it. As in, they become partially bonded with the being, sharing its powers, weaknesses, and strengths. Whatever pain the Soul-Merge experiences the being also feels, but it’s very one sided. Soul-Merges can also toy with the minds of others, only if they are the people the being it’s attached to cares deeply about. For weak-minded victims the Soul-Merge is able to siphon away its memories and gradually its soul, leaving an empty, yet living shell.”

     Everybody was stunned. “But Clef cares about all of us,” said Ascot, his brow furrowed in thought. “Doesn’t that put all of us at danger?” “Agreed,” said Ferio. “Hang on,” said Larfarga. “You said something about these Soul-things sharing weaknesses?” Emeraude nodded. “Then…if we play on Clef’s weaknesses doesn’t that affect the Merger too?” “Yes, but sometimes doing so may kill both sides.” Emeraude sighed. Kill both sides? Umi thought. How are we going to save Clef if killing Jevo may kill him too? 

     “The situation looks so hopeless,” said Caldina. “How are we going to pry Jevo off Clef?” “I pried off a Soul-Merge once,” said Zagato. Everyone stopped what they were doing (except Fuu; she was looking after Clef but she kept her ears pricked.) “By killing it.” “Killing it?” Caldina almost shrieked. “Doesn’t that hurt you?!” “Yes, it does,” said Zagato. “It hurt like fire for days on end but that’s the only way I could get rid of it. With the exception of death, of course.” 

 ~Chapter 15: Kitchen Mayhem~

     Now, out of fear of Jevo attacking the wounded Mage, the Knights and Lantis and Larfarga were taking it in turns to guard him, at least till he recovered.

     Umi was walking towards Clef’s chambers for her turn when Mokona jumped up, going “Puu! Pupuupuuu!!” and smacked Umi hard at the back of the head. “Ouch!” she squeaked, before whipping around. “Mokona, you little rat! You be thankful I don’t catch you and turn you into roasted marshmallows!!” Umi screamed. Just then, Fuu left the room and tapped Umi’s shoulder gently. “Umi, it’s your turn,” she said. 

     BOOM.
     Suddenly the entire corridor was engulfed in thick blue smoke which smelled of rotten eggs. Ascot rushed up, and all his words came out in a rush. “There’s-been-an-accident-in-the-kitchen-,big-explosion!” He stopped and breathed. “I’ll relieve your shift Umi…they need you in the kitchens.”

     Upon reaching the kitchens, they saw Aska, standing on top of an upturned pot, throwing random items into a smoking urn, which was now giving off a sickly green smoke ponging of cheesy feet. All the while, she was muttering utter gibberish and random mumbo-jumbo nobody could understand (except, of course, Aska herself) and the urn was creating miniature explosions at regular intervals.

     The noise of the explosions made it impossible for Aska to hear anyone. That is, till Ferio had a brainwave and brought in an old brass gong. Signaling everyone to plug their ears he swung and banged hard on the gong. The sound reverberated around the room and the urn made a funny noise that sounded suspiciously like someone farting.

     Aska stopped chanting and stared at the sea of angry Cephiran faces before her. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” she screamed. “I am Lady Aska of Fahren and I was trying to help you get rid of this evil spirit!” “You’ll kill us first before you get rid of any evil spirit, Aska!” thundered Larfarga. Lantis made no comment. “This smoke is making everyone cough and choke, Aska,” said Fuu. “I’m surprised you didn’t notice it.”

     Thump-thump-thump-crash-bang. “Owch!”

     Umi ran out. “Ascot! You okay?” Ascot hurriedly got up, pink in the face. “Y-yeah. I just tripped…and guess what? Clef just woke up! The noise made him open his eyes for a minute, but I think he went back to sleep. Mokona’s with him!”

