


I wish someone will come up with a story about ME. 


He moves like lightning! 


He kicks monster butts! 


I think I like that.


	-Li'l Cactus





The Brave Little Cactus





	The strangely attired man on the bed sighed irritably as the hero told her story.  She was so caught up in telling the tale of the bottled ghost that she didn't notice, but her intended audience did.  How rude! thought Li'l Cactus, trying to ignore the man and listen to his master's story.  After all my master has done for him, he can't even be quiet while she's talking to me!


	Li'l Cactus knew all about the man on the bed, thanks to his master's stories.  Elazul was a knight of the Jumi (whoever they were), and had gotten hurt while hanging around a girl named Pearl, who apparently wandered off and got lost a lot, according to Li'l Cactus' master. His master had also said something about jewel thieves and Pearl turning black, or something like that, but it was so confusing that it had made him dizzy, and he'd almost fallen asleep.


	Her latest adventure was much more exciting, and after she'd finished, Li'l Cactus looked at her nervously.  "See a ghost?" he repeated, worried.  His master certainly seemed sincere, but he didn't want to believe in something as scary as ghosts.  


	Once she had gone, he jumped from his pot and went to the post by the stairs, where his diary hung from a peg, and he wrote a little about it.  It almost always helped him to make better sense of his master's stories to write about them.  A penguin reeled-in a bottled ghost, and all the penguins on the ship ended up collapsing! That is really scary!  Li'l Cactus paused in his writing as something odd struck him.  He didn't think his master would lie to him, but... But I wonder how the ghost fit inside a bottle? he finished, and went back to his pot, thinking it over.  If the ghost could be trapped in a bottle, it wasn't so scary, was it?


	He was startled out of his nervous thoughts by another of Elazul's irritable sighs, and turned to see the young Jumi knight glaring at him.  Li'l Cactus was not happy about sharing a room with Elazul.  Not at all.  


	Master had told him early on about how she'd first met Elazul yelling at a little girl in a pub, and how he was so harsh to Pearl, who he was supposed to be protecting, but for some reason, she kept helping the young Jumi out.  That had been fine with Li'l Cactus, because he knew his master had a warm heart and would gladly help anyone in need, but now she'd even brought him to stay in her room!  Not just her room, but Li'l Cactus' room too!  Pearl had stayed with them for a little while too, but she was very quiet and pleasant to be around.  Li'l Cactus liked her a lot.  Bud and Lisa were a little noisier, but they never behaved as rudely as Elazul.  And unlike his master, Li'l Cactus couldn't just leave to get away from Elazul's unfriendliness; his pot was there, and being a plant, he had to spend a lot of his time in the pot. 


	At first, Li'l Cactus had tried to cheer Elazul up by bringing him fruit from the orchards - without Pearl around, he supposed that her knight was lonely, and he knew from reading his master's encyclopedias that certain fruits were said to make people less lonely - but Elazul always either gave him a rough reply or completely ignored him.  Elazul obviously didn't like him, but he couldn't figure out why. Maybe Elazul just didn't like anyone.  But then, why would he be sulking about Pearl like this?  I guess it's something I wouldn't understand, since I'm just a cactus, he thought.


	Li'l Cactus again had his thoughts interrupted, this time by a loud thud.  He turned to see Elazul's fist pressed against the wall, and his blue eyes burning with anger.  Li'l Cactus turned back around quickly, trying to pretend he hadn't noticed anything strange, but inside he was shivering.  Elazul was nearly as scary as a ghost, and he couldn't be shoved into a bottle. At least, Li'l Cactus didn't suppose he could, but you never knew...


	"A knight... I'm supposed to be a Jumi knight..." the young man muttered, breathing heavily.  "And while she's out there on her own, I'm stuck here, in this bed... in this room... with that stupid little tea set on the table, and a sissy cactus boy who keeps a diary."  


	Li'l Cactus frowned, but didn't dare say anything.  He didn't have a bottle handy, even if he thought it might work.


	"What do you write in that thing, anyway?"


	Li'l Cactus nearly jumped out of his pot; Elazul had never addressed him before.  His small black eyes met Elazul's blue ones hesitantly, but the Jumi's anger didn't seem to be directed at him, exactly.  Not that Elazul looked friendly, either.  "Adventures," he replied carefully, after a moment's pause.


	Elazul gave a derisive snort.  "Adventures!  Like you'd even know what an adventure is all about."


	Li'l Cactus' face fell.  "Excitement.  And heroes."


	"How would you know? You never leave this house."


	"Been to the junkyard," Li'l Cactus informed him, sticking out his lower lip and crossing his small arms defensively.  "And I went out all by myself and met a Wisdom, and some pirates, and... and some greenballs and Tako bugs-"


	"Like that's an adventure."  Elazul took a deep breath, and reached up to grab the corner post of the bed.  With a groan, he managed to pull himself to a standing position.  "Cactus, you wouldn't know an adventure if it came into this room and knocked you over the head."


	Li'l Cactus' eyes flew wide open in fear.  Was that why Elazul was standing up?  To knock him over the head?


	Instead, Elazul just continued to stand there by the bed, still holding the post.  Li'l Cactus studied him carefully, and was startled by what he saw.  Elazul had been lying back in the bed among the shadows for so long that Li'l Cactus had never noticed how pale he was.  Just the effort of pulling himself to a standing position had taken so much out of him that small beads of perspiration were rolling down his cheek, and his shoulders heaved with every labored breath.  As the small cactus watched, he closed his eyes briefly, clutching the small stone at his chest and leaning against the wall as if he were dizzy.  "Still hurt?" Li'l Cactus asked with concern, forgetting his fear.


	"So what if I am?" Elazul panted as he straightened up again, and began to limp towards the stairs.  "I have to find Pearl."


	"Why?"


	Elazul ignored him, and Li'l Cactus watched from across the room as he continued to limp painfully towards the staircase.  As Elazul's hand fell upon the railing at the top, Li'l Cactus' curiosity got the better of him again.  "Why?" he repeated. 


	Elazul stopped and looked at him with some emotion that Li'l Cactus couldn't identify.  Anger?  Disbelief?  Maybe both of those... and sadness, too, now that he looked closer.


	"I... can't stand your... naivete," the young Jumi said slowly, still trying to catch his breath.  "But in a way... Cactus... I envy you."


	Leaving it at that, he began to make his way downstairs.  Li'l Cactus listened as his halting steps echoed away into silence, leaving him alone to think about what Elazul had said.  After a few minutes, he went to his diary, hanging from its peg, and began to write.


	Elazul says he envies me.  Why would a Jumi knight who gets to be heroic and go on real adventures and everything envy me? I'm just a cactus who has to stay near my pot. I should be the one to envy him. This is really weird.


	Li'l Cactus put down his pen, and after a moment's thought, ran down the stairs.  Elazul couldn't have gone too far by now... he could still catch up...


	To his surprise, Elazul hadn't even gotten out the front door yet.  He found the Jumi leaning against the wall by the door, his eyes closed again and his hand resting idly on the doorknob.


	"You okay?"


	Elazul lifted his head with a start, and aimed another of his scary glares at the cactus.  "Good enough.  Go back to your little pot and leave me alone."


	Knowing what kind of shape the knight was in, the glare didn't frighten Li'l Cactus as much as it might have before.  "But you're hurt."


	"It doesn't matter," Elazul growled.  "Just as I thought, you don't know a thing about what an adventure is really like."


	"What then?"


	The blue eyes flashed with anger once again, and Li'l Cactus was prepared to run right back up the stairs, but then an odd thing happened.  Instead of shouting at him, Elazul sunk down to the floor, seeming to swallow his anger for once.  "You think an adventure is all fun and glory, don't you?"  


	Li'l Cactus nodded, but Elazul shook his head slowly in response.  "It's not like that at all.  You haven't been listening to your master's stories at all, have you?"


	"I'm sleepy sometimes," Li'l Cactus admitted.


	Elazul smirked.  "No, I mean you don't have any idea what she really goes through.  Sometimes an adventure is all fun and glory, but more often, they're filled with pain.  Mine, for example."  The smirk began to slip from his face, and now he just looked tired and sad.  "My people are almost all dead.  Very few Jumi exist now besides myself and Pearl, and the ones who remain are hunted for their cores.  Like this," he explained, taking his hand away from his chest briefly to reveal the blue stone that lay there.  It seemed to glow from deep within, as Li'l Cactus leaned forward to examine it, but the glow flickered fretfully.  "The jewel thief, Sandra, scratched my core, more or less just to torture me.  She tried to take Pearl's core... She did manage to take Esmeralda's core."


	"Esmeralda?" Li'l Cactus thought the name sounded familiar, but he couldn't place it.


	"One of the very few other Jumi I've met in my travels.  She was one of the four sisters who they called the Lucky Clover-"


	"Oh!" Li'l Cactus spoke up, remembering his master's story.  "Little dirt-clod!"


	Elazul's eyes narrowed dangerously as he grabbed the cactus roughly by the stalk of the flower on the top of his head.  "How dare you!? How dare you call her that? You stupid little-"


	Li'l Cactus squealed in alarm, trying to pull together his thoughts.  He'd had no idea Elazul would react that way.  "Isn't it a good thing?"


	"What? How could it be a good thing?" Elazul raged.  Li'l Cactus trembled in his grasp, too frightened to answer.  "Answer me!" Elazul demanded.


	"W-well... I have dirt in my pot.  I like the dirt in my pot."


	Elazul's grip abruptly loosened, and Li'l Cactus backed away, still trembling.  But to his surprise, Elazul began to laugh.  That was almost more worrisome than his anger - Li'l Cactus had never seen him laugh in all the time he'd been staying with them.


	"I... I guess that makes sense," Elazul admitted, clasping his hand over his core as he tried to catch his breath, his lips still twitching with amusement.  "Your world view is... so... small."


	Li'l Cactus wondered if he should be offended, but he decided it was better not to be.  He didn't want Elazul to grab him again.


	Finally, Elazul's breath returned to him, and the look on his pallid face became grave once more.  "Anyway, Esmeralda was a friend, and now she is dead.  Pearl has vanished, and I've been severely wounded.  That is what really happens on adventures, Cactus - people get hurt, and often die."


	Li'l Cactus blinked, trying to understand what Elazul was saying.  "Adventures... aren't fun?"


	"Not always.  In fact, very seldom.  I'm not leaving now because I want to, but because Pearl needs me.  Sometimes you just have to do a thing because it's right," he muttered.  "It doesn't matter how badly I'm hurt."


	Li'l Cactus watched as Elazul pulled himself back upright, using the doorpost to brace himself.  "You could die," he pointed out.


	"Just as I said," Elazul growled, "that happens sometimes on adventures.  Still think they're just fun little stories to write about in your diary?"


	Not knowing what to say, Li'l Cactus remained silent as Elazul pulled open the door to leave.  On his way out, though, the Jumi looked back over his shoulder.  "I suppose that if I do die, your master will find out.  And when she does, she'll come back here and tell you about it, and then you'll write something about it, just like you write about all she tells you.  I'm sure it will make a fantastic story.  So farewell, Cactus," he said with a shrug, turning to leave.  "At least someone will get something out of my failure."


	And with that, the door closed, and Li'l Cactus was alone. Somehow, even though he hadn't enjoyed his days spent living with Elazul, he thought that the house felt very empty all of a sudden.


	This time, when he went back upstairs, he didn't write in his diary.





	An hour later, Li'l Cactus cheerfully closed the heavy encyclopedia and then headed outside.  Just as he'd expected, the person he'd been hoping to find was hanging around the monster corral behind the house, playing with the mushboom.  Her brother was preoccupied with riding the chocobo around, shouting commands and pretending he was in a fierce battle.  Li'l Cactus didn't want to go into the corral - being a plant, he was a little worried that one of the grazing pets might think he looked tasty - and so he hopped up onto the fence, waiting to be noticed.


	It wasn't long before Lisa happened to look his direction, and then she looked up at him with a smile.  "Hi, Li'l Cactus!  What are you doing out here?"


	"Got an idea!" he told her.  He jumped off the fence, heading back towards the house, and was pleased when she followed without a complaint, dragging her broom along behind her.  Apparently she wasn't still too mad about how he'd thrown it away a few days earlier - he'd felt really bad about that.


	Once he'd led Lisa to the library, he proudly reopened the encyclopedia to the page he'd bookmarked a little earlier, and she looked over his shoulder at it.  "A Tomato Man?" she read out loud. "A clan of black-magic priests. It is said that they never leave their pots."  She peered at Li'l Cactus curiously.  "What are you up to?"  By way of response, he trotted out of the room, heading upstairs, and Lisa again followed.


	He was very proud of this plan he'd formulated; after Elazul's depressing departure, Li'l Cactus had soon decided that he had to do something to help the young knight out.  But what could he do, when he was just a cactus, and couldn't go too far from his pot for very long?  Obviously, something had to be done about that problem if he was to go off and help Elazul, and after a little research, he'd stumbled upon this brilliant idea.  Jumping into his small pot in the far corner, he smiled brightly.  "Magic?"


	Lisa's eyes widened.  "Are you kidding?  You mean you want me to enchant your pot?"


	"Yep!"


	"Hmm..."  Lisa sat down in one of the chairs at the table nearby, her chin in her hands as she thought it over.  "I'm still just a kid, you know.  I bet I could do it, but I don't think I could make it last forever.  It would probably wear off in a week or so.  But it does sound like it would be fun."


	"Fun!" Li'l Cactus agreed.


	Lisa grinned.  "Okay, I'll give it a try," she told him, spreading her fingers out in a fan-like pattern towards him.  


	She began to chant some strange, complicated words that Li'l Cactus couldn't understand, finished with a grand sweeping gesture, and then he found himself rising into the air.  "Flying!" he exclaimed, looking down at the floor slowly dropping away beneath him.


	"Yeah, I did it!" Lisa cheered.  "Li'l Cactus, what do you think?"


	"Cactus Man!" Li'l Cactus proclaimed proudly.  


	Lisa giggled, then abruptly gasped.  "Look out!  You're gonna-"


	Li'l Cactus' head suddenly hit something with a dull thud, and he looked up in surprise.  "Went too high," he said ruefully, rubbing his head where it had hit the ceiling.


	"Oops," Lisa grinned up at him.  "Are you okay?"


	He was about to say that he was just fine, but then, looking down at her, his head spun.  Not from bumping into the ceiling - he hadn't realized until that moment just how high up he was!  The pot suddenly seemed so little and unsteady, and the nice, safe floor looked so far away...


	Seeing the look on his face, Lisa's grin vanished.  "Li'l Cactus!  Don't panic - you just need to concentrate!  Don't look down, just look at the wall right beside you, and focus your thoughts on the pot lowering very slowly, very gently to the floor. Very slowly... very gently."


	Li'l Cactus did as she said, trying his hardest not to be scared, and after what seemed like an eternity, his pot was resting safely on the floor again.  Lisa breathed a deep sigh of relief.  "I guess you need a little practice, huh?"  


	Li'l Cactus nodded.  A few days ago, that would have been enough to discourage him completely, but Elazul had gone off after Pearl despite his injury.  If Elazul could be brave enough to do that, Li'l Cactus supposed he could be brave enough to try flying again.


	With instructions from Lisa, pretty soon Li'l Cactus was rather confident in his ability to control the flying pot, and zoomed around the room as Lisa cheered.  "Great job!  You're a natural, Li'l Cactus!"


	"Thanks!"


	"Anyway, if you're all set," Lisa said, suddenly looking exasperated, "I just realized, I better go see what Bud's doing.  He could be up to anything by now...  I hope he's not trying to grow pumpkins in the orchard again."


	"Yeah, bye!"  Li'l Cactus didn't really hear what she said - he was too busy pretending he was Pelican.  "Bang bang! Look out, boys!"


	Li'l Cactus continued playing for a little longer, narrowly avoiding knocking over the tea set as he flew past, before he remembered why he'd asked Lisa to enchant the pot.  Floating downstairs, he took the bag that hung on a peg near the door, then went back upstairs to get his diary and pen to put in it.  If I'm finally going to have a real adventure, I'll need to write it down, he reasoned.  Taking another look around, he decided he was ready to go, and floated out the front door.  He could faintly hear Lisa and Bud arguing in the orchard as he floated down the path, over the Sproutling's head, but didn't try to listen in.  He was off to find adventure!


	Thinking back to what his master had said, Li'l Cactus supposed that Pearl was at that tower... the one called... well, he couldn't remember what it was called.  It had lots and lots of floors, though, so it was a good thing he could fly now.  Elazul would probably be headed there to find her too, but it was a long walk.


