




A note on the girls’ chest sizes:  Justlovereadin’ sent me the list of three of the Fairy Tail Girls.  Those are the only three whose sizes are ‘official’ and shockingly enough given fanon, Lucy’s chest isn’t the largest in the guild, which I had assumed in the last chapter.  Juvia has an inch on her, while Lucy’s tied with Erza.  I’m going to keep the fact that she is larger than Mira, Bisca and Cana, if only barely in Mira’s case, for now.   For those of you who care going forward I’m going to make Ultear around Mira’s size, that is smaller than Lucy and Erza, but the demon girls will be larger, and in Seilah’s case a good full size larger at that.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]This chapter has been looked over by Michael and Justlovereadin’ my small mistake guru and a Fairy Tail expert respectively, who I admit I should have asked for help sooner than this lol.  It has also been looked over by Hiryo, who in turn is an expert on canon Ranma.  Hope that you all thank them for their work, and please enjoy!


Chapter 7: Two Redheads Walk Into a Train Station…

“Now hold on,” Mira said after Elfman’s roar of agreement had died down, her tone both thoughtful and commanding, the voice of an S-class mage.  It contrasted very oddly with her current skirt and blouse combo and the somewhat cutesy way her finger was tapping against her chin.  “I think you should take at least two more people.  Not because you three couldn’t handle it, though I’d love to see Erza get in over her head for once.  I’d be the first to say she can handle herself; she’s my rival, after all.  My bro’s somewhat strong as well, and you’ve definitely got the bonafides.”
Indeed, Mira was wondering how the hell someone a little older than her had become a Ranger at all.  Hell, a part of her had always thought they were myths.  Still, that didn’t change facts.  “But we don’t know how large Eisenwald is.”
“Between seventy to eighty mages.  Not a one of them really S-class level, though Eribor or Erigirl, or whatever his name is, he’s supposed to be kind of tough,” Ranma said with a shrug.  “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
“Exactly.  And what do cockroaches do when someone tries to step on them?  They run for cover, split up.  So unless you’ve got magic which allows you to be in two places at once, you’ll need more people to hunt them all down.”  Mira looked over at Cana, whose cards could summon body doubles, beasts, and other things, but the drunk didn’t notice.  
Then her gaze turned to Lucy, who met her eyes and gulped, but nodded.  “I’d recommend Lucy here.  She can summon up Celestial Spirits, giving you four people for the price of one.” 
“I think we should also bring Gray along.  His magic is uniquely suited for capturing opponents,” Erza interjected. 
“Grrr, you want to bring along the stripper?” Ranma growled, glaring over to where the woozy boy had slowly been getting to his feet, woken up by Elfman’s shout after Ranma had laid him out with a single punch for flashing Wendy.  “On the other hand, it gets him away from Wendy.”
“And from me,” Carla growled in turn.  “I would react just as violently as you did should he strip in front of Wendy again.”  A cruel glint entered her eyes.  “Or get him arrested for corrupting her.  There is a bad name for those who strip in front of young girls, Gray.”
“Guh.  Damn it, Carla you know it’s not like that!  I just can’t help it; it’s part of my training!” Gray protested.
“So you say,” Carla shot back, while Ranma turned to Erza mouthing the word, ‘training,’ to which the redhead replied with a slight nod, causing Ranma to shake his head.  “However, I thought humans were above acting solely by their instincts.  Then again, looking at you and Natsu, perhaps I was wrong about your being human at all.  You could be a throwback.  A stripper monkey instead of a howler monkey, perhaps?”
“Meh, six out of ten.  I like the insult, and the wordplay was good, but you spent too long setting it up,” Ranma said, holding up a card with a six on it while Wendy did the same with a giggle, though her card showed a nine.  
“Hmmpf.  Just because you have the attention span of a flea doesn’t mean that my insults should cater to said span,” Carla shot back.  
This earned her a thoughtful hum, and the number changed to a seven, which caused her to nod in satisfaction.  To one side the nearby mages Fairy Tail watched this in confused amusement.  Carla really had mellowed, it seemed, able to joke around like that without getting all huffy or simply calling the individual she was arguing an idiot and walking away in a huff.
“Well, if you two want to come along, I won’t say no, but let’s get going now,” Ranma said, nodding his head at Carla before ruffling Wendy’s hair and handing her a magic card.  
This was a kind of magical device with a tiny, artificially created lacrima embedded in it.  It linked the card to a similar lacrima connected to the desired bank account and was actually rather old magi-tech.  The two siblings held it together for a moment, and then there was a faint flash, which showed that Wendy had been given access to the card.  
“Okay, Wendy, I have to go now, okay?  Be good for Mira and the others.  No climbing up buildings or anything.” 
Wendy’s eyes went a little rounder than normal as her lips trembled.  “I don’t like being left behind, Ranma-nii.  Do I really have to?  We could go shopping for clothing any time, after all.”
“Yes, but this way you get a real woman’s perspective beyond that of Carla’s.  And I know you don’t like fighting, even if you can handle yourself.  You know this might end up with another Demon hunt,” Ranma said, then sighed as Wendy’s eyes started to water.  “Tell you what, imouto: if you’re good while I’m gone, when I come back we’ll go out to that restaurant you like.  Or, or you can pick out a piece of jewelry on your shopping trip, and I’ll add that in to your new clothing.”
“Okay!” Wendy said cheerily, the hints of water in her eyes disappearing instantly.  “Have fun, Ranma-nii, and I’ll see you when you get back.”  She hugged him, then raced over to Carla, who was shaking her head at the girl’s antics, picking Carla up and moving over to where Lisanna and Anna had moved behind the bar to take off their aprons in preparation for leaving the guild.
“…That little girl has you wrapped around her finger,” Erza said, her lips forming a smirk as Mira cackled at the look Ranma’s face was currently sporting.
“*Sigh*, yeah.  Heh, never tell Carla I said this, but I’m grateful sometimes she was around so I didn’t spoil her rotten with clothes and things.  I know being on the road is a hard life even with all the magical goodies to make it easier, and I’ve never let her let up on training either beyond a certain point, so I tend to give her whatever she wants otherwise.  It’s a rare time that I don’t.”
“You’re sweet, but I think you all should head out if you want to find the trail of this Eisenwald before it gets cold.”
“Right!” Ranma said, shaking his head and turning his mind to more important matters.  “Erza, where are we going?” 
“Two towns over.  I overheard the Eisenwald mages say where they were supposed to meet up again.  We will head there and intercept them as they arrive,” Erza said.  “Let’s be off!”
The group of five, even Gray, left quickly after that.  Bare moments later Natsu, who had not been woken up from the stupor caused by Erza’s attack, stood up and looked around.  “What the…?  What did I miss?”
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“So, all Dragon Slayers do have trouble with transportation,” Erza mused, her lips twitching as she looked at the groaning, green-skinned form of Ranma on the train bench across from her.  “Laxus said that was the case, but I always secretly thought that was just his trying to cover for his own weakness.”
“Noooo, its all of us; wish to God I knew why,” Ranma groaned, clenching his lips around his pipe as he raised a shaky hand to the bowl, lighting the pipe up and breathing in slowly.  The smoke did its work, and his stomach slowly calmed down.  “Wendy’s got this spell she can use on us on occasion, but we can’t use it a lot since our bodies build up an immunity to it.  This helps; a little, anyway.”
“You do know smoking is bad for you, yes?” Erza said, shaking her head as she looked at the boy.  “And that certainly doesn’t smell like normal tobacco either.”
“It’s called Dragon’s Breath.  It’s a kind of herb from down in Desierto.  It helps calm dragons down, or Dragon Slayers in this case, and can make it easier to get in touch with our instincts if we’re meditating,” Ranma said, his voice more of a controlled groan but understandable.  “Found out recently that it can help with our upset stomachs too, though not much.”
“Hmm…  Well, if it’s medicinal I won’t say anything,” Erza said, sniffing at the smoke.  It didn’t smell of anything to her senses, but she’d spent enough time around Natsu to know just how incredible draconic-imbued senses were.  “Do you think it would help Natsu?”
“Sure, though I don’t have much of it anymore.  I’ll have to take a trip to the nearest Bank of Ishgar to pick up more.  I’ve got a deal with a trader down in Desierto, who then ships it to the bank that gets it to me.”  This actually had nothing to do with how much Ranma could hold at any given time, since with ki space and Requip space that was practically infinite.  No, it had to with availability of the herb down in Desierto. 
“Thank you.  He will probably pay very well for anything that can help him deal with his motion sickness.  Though I wouldn’t tell him that Wendy has a spell that can negate it.  He might try to abduct her,” Erza replied with a laugh.
Ranma and the others laughed too, though of course Gray added an insult sent Flame-brain’s way, with Elfman’s manly agreement accompanying him. Thankfully a glare from Ranma kept Elfman from bellowing at the top of his lungs as was his wont.  After a second, however, Lucy asked, “So, um, what kind of magic can everyone do?  I’m sorry, but I’m so new to Fairy Tail, and this is going to be my first big mission, so…”
“You don’t have to worry, Lucy.  I’ve heard of your first few missions already.  They say you defeated an army of Vulcans and a massive, magically enhanced gorilla maid?”  Erza’s smile then faded, her real eye going dark.  “And helped Natsu smash a kidnapping ring?”  At that even Ranma looked a little more awake, trying to look at the blonde who sat on Erza’s left side.  Somehow, in some kind of social judo Ranma would never understand, the two girls had taken one bench to themselves, forcing the three boys to share the other, despite one of said boys being so wide he took up half the bench on his own.
“Hah, um, no,” Lucy said sheepishly.  “There was no army of Vulcans.  Macao did darn well clearing most of them out before we got there.  The um, gorilla maid was actually a Celestial Spirit.  The slaving ring, though, that at least was all me.”  She then growled, thumping a fist down on the bench.  “Right up until Natsu showed up and destroyed the ship I had just captured, and then half the waterfront!”
She then sighed.  “Then again, if he hadn’t broken the Charm spell on me, I suppose I would have been just another abducted girl, so it sort of evens out.  I just wish my plan to infiltrate the group had worked better.”
Looking around at the others, she smiled.  “Well, anyway, I guess I’ll start.  I’m a Celestial Key user.  I have four Gold Keys to my name, and I can summon three of their spirits at once if need be.  Um, I wouldn’t like to use Aquarius around allies, though.  She tends to…not react very well to being called without prior notice.  Even after years under Master Capricorn’s teachings I can’t get her to always simply attack my enemies instead of just drowning everyone in the vicinity.”
“Interesting, and a very versatile magic from what I know about Celestial Spirits,” Erza approved, while Gray and Elfman nodded.
“Capricorn, huh?  That’s a name I haven’t heard in a while.  That’d make you Lucy Heartfilia, right?  Sorry, hadn’t heard your last name before,” Ranma said, not looking at anyone as he closed his eyes, trying to enter a half-meditative state with the help of the smoke.  “Good to know he reached you.”
“Oh!” Lucy gasped, one hand flying up to her mouth as she stared at Ranma in shock.  “Um…  Master Makarov said someone had passed Capricorn’s key on to me, but he never said who, and I never thought to ask Master Capricorn himself about it.  Thank you so much!  I, I can’t even begin to explain how much help Master Capricorn has been over the years.  I would not be nearly the mage I am now without his teachings.”
“Meh, it’s cool.  Not like I could use the key anyway,” Ranma said, waving that off.  “What about the rest of you?  I’ve got an idea of what Erza can do, and you, Elfman, but not Gray.  Something to do with stripping?”
“No, damn it!”  Gray growled, while the other Fairy Tail mages laughed.  “I’m an Ice Make mage.”  With that Gray held up a hand, tapping his fist into his palm, causing a small magical circle to appear.  Pulling the fist back up, Gray revealed a statue of a flower.  “I can make anything I want to out of ice, so long as I can imagine it in the first place.”
“Pretty,” Lucy said, staring first at the ice flower, then smirking at Gray.  “Oh, is that why you and Natsu don’t get along?  Fire and ice?  That’s so cute.”
“No, I just hate the flame-for-brains,” Gray huffed, swiftly looking away from Erza’s glare, a sweat drop appearing on the side of his head.  She was still under the impression that he and Natsu were friends just because they had learned not to fight in front of her.  “Erm, anyway, I just got into the habit of stripping when I was with my old teacher.  It was supposed to get us in touch with the cold of ice in order to help us control it better.”
“Huh.  Well, that’s interesting and all, but if you ever strip in front of my little sister again I'll cut off that which makes you a male, m’kay?” Ranma said, smiling a predator’s smile as he glared at Gray.  The fact that he still looked like he was going to be sick somehow did not take away from the weight of his threat.
“That’s soooo not a manly threat,” Elfman muttered as Gray nodded his head rapidly.
“Yeah,” Ranma drawled, looking over at him. “That would sort of be the point.”  
Closing his eyes after that, it took a minute for Ranma to realize that everyone was staring back at him. He only realized this when he cracked an eye open as a train employee came by taking tickets.  “What?”
“Your magic,” Erza prodded, her lips twitching in amusement at his reaction.
“Like I said in your guildhall, I’m a Water Dragon Slayer.  I can pretty much do most of the attacks you’ve probably seen from that kid Natsu, only with water instead of fire, and probably a whole lot more.  I have other magic tricks in my bag, but none that I'm going to share right now.”
“So you're like Juvia, then?” Gray asked.
“Who?”
“Juvia is a friend of Anna’s who’s in another guild.  She is slightly bizarre some of the time, but far too nice for Phantom Lord, really,” Erza said with a huff.  “I like the girl, and I know Anna’s invited her to switch, but she has never indicated that she wants to despite the…”  She frowned, cutting herself off.  
This was no place to air the long list of grievances she had against the other guild for some of their rumored activities.  Besides, that’s all it is: rumors.  If there was any real truth behind them, then the Magic Council would have addressed them, even if Jose is a Wizard Saint.  I can’t air our supposed rivalry here, and really shouldn’t even give it any lip service at all, lest the rest of the guild get the idea that they can do the same.  “Never mind.”
“Is it normal to have a friend in another guild like that?” Ranma asked quizzically.  “Before this I’d sort of gotten the impression there was a lot of rivalry between the guilds in Fiore.”
“There is, but this is Fairy Tail,” Erza said.  “Nothing we do is normal.”  The other Fairy Tail mages joined in with that last sentence, Lucy just slightly behind the others.
As the laughter died down from that, Erza took her turn to explain her magical powers without prompting.  I am primarily a Requip mage,” she said, thumping one hand against her armor clad chest.  “I can change weapons and armor in under a second. I prefer to be a close range combatant, but many of my magical swords and armor come with long-range attacks.  I can also control my weapons to a certain degree via telekinesis, which you will see once we join battle, and can use them in close range and long-range combat.  I have tried Guns Magic, but for the most part my abilities with telekinesis and thrown weapons make them superfluous at best, horribly underpowered at worst.  I do keep a few on hand occasionally for long term missions or times when I have reason to believe I may face magical exhaustion using my normal methods.  This should not be one of those times.”
“And Elfman uses Take Over, right?”  Ranma asked.
“Right,” Elfman answered with a nod.  “I haven't been able to use Take Over: Demon’s Soul like my sister, but I have several dozen souls under my manly command, much like Lisanna.  Though most of my monsters were chosen because of their combat ability.  I specialize in using half transformations, transforming my legs to that of one monster and arms to that of another.”
Nodding back, Ranma then paused, his head halfway through the nod as his skin turned even greener.  The others waited with bated breath, worried that he was about to puke, but he regained control, leaning back upright slowly as he took another long drag from his pipe.  Searching for something to concentrate on other than his stomach and the continued movement of the train under him, Ranma looked over at Erza again.  “So, what's life been like for you?”
“After our first abortive meeting, or after you told me you liked my hair?” Erza asked dryly.  Ranma smirked, waving his hand at her, and she chuckled. “Well, I joined Fairy Tail, as you can no doubt tell, and I believe that my master mentioned taking me under his wing a time or two?”
Ranma waved his hand again, unwilling to try to move his head again.  Before Erza could reply, however, Elfman cut in.  “Erza isn't just strong!  She's known as the strongest woman in Fiore, stronger even than the female guild masters or even the two female councilmembers!  She is the manliest of men!”
“Not going to comment on the whole manly thing, and I would take that last one with a grain of salt,” Ranma said, shaking his head at Elfman’s exuberance.  “In my experience magic councils are never made up of the strongest mages, they’re made up of the most politically minded.  In other words, they’re almost always bureaucratic shits out for their own personal gain rather than doing their jobs.”
“The Magic Council is a respected body that is part of the government of Fiore.  You should give them respect,” Erza said.  To Ranma’s surprise the others were also looking a little nervous and serious at the same time.
“I've met a lot of mages in my time, and I've met several kings and queens,” Ranma said.  “I've seen how magic is policed in other countries, and I've seen how it is here.  There's a reason I was allowed to follow this mission through when Eisenwald crossed back in from Bosco, after all.  If the Magic Council had not simply handed down a dictate instead of actually waiting until they were in a position to arrest the entire guild, we wouldn't be dealing with this Lullaby issue at all.  Face it, guys, there's a lot to admire about Fiore, but at the same time you all produce more Dark Guilds than any other two countries combined.”
“We produce more mages, that's all,” Erza replied with a shrug.  “You can’t expect us to have three or four times as many mages as any other country, and not produce a larger number of bad apples than other countries too.”
“No, but it should be assumed that your Magic Council would act in such a way as to be showing a modicum of intelligence,” Ranma said bitingly.  “Besides, this isn't just me saying it.  I've talked to mages in positions of authority elsewhere, and they all say the Magic Council of Fiore is too big for their britches: arrogant, shortsighted, bureaucrats.”
The fact that this ain’t the first problem I’ve personally come across in the past few years that originated in Fiore is also an issue.  Ranma and Wendy had dealt with two other Dark Guilds that had escaped into Caelum last year, and then, a bare few months before Queen Rose asked for his help in stopping Eisenwald, there had been a major scandal of fake lacrima crystals being sold on the open market, made in Fiore and Seven under the auspices of the combined council.  
Those crystals exploded if they were used more than a few times, and there had been actual deaths.  Ranma had witnessed one such, and he and Wendy had tracked the distributors down, arresting them.  Those distributors had been fully accredited by the Council for their goods, yet no one could figure out how those crystals had been allowed past the Council’s quality control teams.  Or how the injuries and everything else hadn’t made it to the kings’ ears or the newspapers.  Ranma knew it was a cover-up, but hadn’t been able to trace it back all the way.
“Let's talk about something else,” Lucy cut in brightly, to which Gray and Elfman nodded.
For her part Erza looked fit to argue further, though from her face she was conflicted.  After all, Fairy Tail didn't have a very good reputation with the Magic Council.  The Council hated how destructive many of the guild members were, how powerful many of the guild members were, and how irreverent they were towards the law.
In return, a large majority of the guild really couldn't care less about the Magic Council at all.  Natsu and many others felt they were useless paper pushers, with nothing better to do than to get in the way.  Loke and Elfman both had specific issues with council members.  Elfman had actually punched out a councilmember not too long ago after the man had insulted him due his lack of formal education.  And last but not least, Loke had slept with a councilman’s daughter.  
Not that he was the first one to do so with that particular lady, Erza thought in amusement having heard rumors about that woman.  Her own thoughts on the Magic Council were much kinder than that of her fellows: while she didn’t particularly like many of them, and in fact was incredibly leery of one in particular, she willingly obeyed the Magic Council’s edicts because that was the law and Erza believed in following the law like Natsu believed that attacking those stronger than him made him in turn stronger.  
“How about we have a question and answer session?” Lucy went on, bringing Erza’s thoughts back to the world around her.  “That’ll let us get to know you.”
Shrugging slightly, Ranma agreed.  He did want to stay around here for a while, after all.  He wanted to get back in touch with Laxus, wanted to research some of the local magic and the history of Fiore, and, frankly, the idea of talking to a Wizard Saint—Makarov—was a fascinating one.  And this doesn't have anything to do with the fact that every girl in the guild is smoking hot, does it?  Is that your story? said a part of his mind.
Yep, that's my story. and I'm sticking to it, the rest of Ranma’s mind replied to the libido.  Although I wouldn't say no if anything did happen in that area. It had been a few years since he’d kissed Jenny, after all.
The question and answer session went on for a while, with the Fairy Tail mages firing questions at Ranma about places he had seen and about life outside Fiore.  The only one of them who had ever been outside Fiore before was Erza, and she had done so only rarely.  She had been to Seven, Bosco, and Caelum on missions, though not for very long, and she hadn’t seen a lot of the countries.  She had even been to Buckler once with some of the other girls on a trip organized by the now-deceased manager of Fairy Tail’s girls dormitory, Fairy Hills.  But she had never been further than that.  All of them were amazed at how much of Ishgar Ranma had seen, most of it having been in the company of Wendy and having to watch over the little girl too.
In turn, the Fiore mages shared more about themselves and the guild with Ranma.  Ranma learned that Lucy had joined up a bare month back and had been paired with Natsu for her first few missions, including one she had been on before technically having joined.  Gray had joined nearly a decade ago now, while Elfman had joined a few years after that with his sisters.
In terms of the rest of the guild, he learned that Mirajane was indeed an S-class mage, though she didn't take as many jobs as she used to.  She preferred to man the bulletin board and only took serious S-class work rather than the normal jobs even the other S-class mages did.  He learned that Laxus was respected, but not exactly well-liked within the guild.  It wasn't because he was arrogant; his strength was such that could be overlooked.  He was simply very prickly and standoffish and rather disdainful of a lot of the guild.  Those he was friendly to were the ones he acknowledged as either being strong or of having the potential to be strong.
For her part Erza continued to try to ask Ranma questions about the hidden Ranger insignia without actually using that term.  How had he earned it, where had he done so, and what really were the powers that it gave him?  Of course she couldn’t just blurt out his secret.  Like Mira, Erza knew that Rangers were supposed to keep their identities as secret as possible.  So she was forced to use circuitous thinking in order to ask her questions, something which Erza was not very good at.  This showed physically in her shifting in place, nibbling at her lips, and playing with her hair as she tried to control the urge to just blurt out what she wanted to ask.
Yet, despite the fact it was fun watching Erza squirm, Ranma refused to answer most of these, considering that they were in public.  All he would say was that he had earned the title of ‘chief Zeref wrangler’ after fighting some Demons, which caused Gray to look at him quickly.  “Did you ever fight a Demon in Iceberg?”
“Yeah, that was the first one I fought,” Ranma said, looking at him strangely.  “Big bastard named Delicious or something?  Nearly killed me at the time, but I bet if I ran into him again I could kick his ass!”  Ranma smiled, but there was nothing humorous about it.  Rather, it was a predatory grin, showing teeth like a shark’s.  Across from him Lucy blanched as Erza shuddered, the look calling to something deep inside her.
“Yeah, right,” Gray growled, angry at this near-stranger making light of the Demon that had wrecked his life twice over, even if Ranma had made Deliora run off all those years ago.  “I bet Deliora has gotten stronger too.  He certainly was when I…”  He stopped, looking away.
Ranma stared at him for a moment before nudging him in the side.  “When you…?” he prompted.
“Nothing,” Gray muttered.  “Nothing you need to worry about.”
Of the others there, only Erza knew what Gray had told everyone in Fairy Tail about how he had come to join the guild, but she didn’t say anything, feeling it was not her place to do so.  Instead the conversation tapered off, with Lucy, Gray, and Elfman talking about something else, while Erza and Ranma started to talk about weapons-craft.
Soon after that they arrived at the first of four different stops the train would have to make on their way to their destination.  Ranma breathed a sigh of relief, standing up and stretching his arms above his head, unintentionally pulling his shirt out from where it had been tucked in and revealing his stomach at exactly eye height to the people still sitting down.
Erza blushed hotly, staring avidly at the heavily toned muscles of Ranma’s six-pack.  If there was an inch of fat anywhere on Ranma’s body, it wasn’t apparent.  Even the muscles in his sides, the ulterior and serratus anterior muscles which most never exercised were in perfect definition, visibly shifting as he stretched in place.  His muscles weren’t the overblown, weight lifter type of Laxus, Elfman, or Gildarts, but they were a step above Natsu or Gray in terms of size.  Further, they were the muscles of someone who used them in combat, as shown by several small scars here and there and one large, ugly scar that looked as if it passed entirely through his body.
Even the two boys who had been sitting next to Ranma stared, then vowed to themselves to add a few more reps to their daily exercises.  Lucy took one look, flushed, and looked away.  She could see that it would be attractive for some, but was a bit too intimidating to her.
Thinking of something else, Lucy stood up abruptly, grinning as she dodged around Ranma to stand in the pathway between the two rows of benches.  “I almost forgot!  I have a new Celestial Spirit I need to form a contract with, that’ll make five!”  
“This should be fascinating,” Erza said with a smile.  “I've never seen Celestial Spirit magic at work.”
The others all nodded agreement and Ranma sat down to get out of Lucy's way and she flourished one of several gold keys which hung in a belt pouch.  That belt was an intricate thing, with two lacrima mounted in it as well as wires of gold woven through the pouch’s outer shell.  A medallion with a sign of the zodiac on it marked the latch on the outer flap.
Holding the key in one hand, Lucy thrust the key forward, grinning as she shouted, “Open, Virgo.”
There was a shiver of bright light, then what looked like a maid appeared in between the two benches.  She was a petite thing, shorter by at least a foot than Lucy who wasn’t exactly tall, though only slightly less developed in the chest area, with a petite rear and long, strong legs slightly on show thanks to her maid outfit.  As she appeared, the maid was down on one knee, bowing to Lucy with her hand outstretched to the floor palm upward.  “You called, master?”
“Virgo?” Lucy asked, her eyes agape.  “Wow, you look so much better than you did when you served that asshole Everlue.”
“As a Celestial Spirit I can change my appearance to match that which my current master thinks appropriate.  Is this form acceptable, master, or do you wish me to go back to my old form?” the woman asked before her body changed into that of a massive, overweight woman with rather ugly, pug-like features.
The boys, two of whom had been trying and failing to not look down the maid’s shirt, groaned as this occurred, holding their hands over their eyes.  “So not manly!” Elfman moaned.
Erza chuckled as Ranma laughed, moving away and sitting down, putting more Dragon’s Breath in his pipe as Lucy waved her hands frantically.  “No, no!  That's quite all right!  You looked amazing in your other form!”
Virgo smiled at that and changed back.  She then looked up as Lucy knelt down in front of her, pulling her to her feet.  “And I don't ask my spirits to bow like that to me,” Lucy said firmly.  “Don't do it again, please.  You're my partners, not my servants.”
The spirit’s eyes widened at that, but she also smiled and nodded.  “Then, do you wish to form a contract with me, master?”
“And none of that master stuff,” Lucy said, rolling her eyes.
“Mistress?” Virgo asked.
“Nope.”  Lucy held up her arms in an X.
Virgo looked at Lucy from head to toe for a moment, her eyes dwelling on the whip Lucy wore on her belt.  A pleased smile flashed on her face for just a second.  “Then how about Hime?”
“That works,” Lucy said with a nod, while all the others looked at her with deadpan gazes.  
“Really?” Ranma groaned.
“Well then, Hime, all I need is your hand and some of your magic to imprint upon,” Virgo said.
Without hesitation Lucy held out her hand and shook Virgo’s.  “Happy to have you as part of the team, Virgo!” she said, beaming happily.
“I am pleased to contract with you as well, Hime.  Call me if you have need of my powers.”
“Speaking of powers,” Erza said, after the others had finished congratulating Lucy on forming a new contract, “Something has bothered me for a while.  Laxus has always made you sound like a man, but from Mirajane's description of the incident where Anna appeared, she was saved by a woman.  And Laxus has also sometimes slipped and talked about you as if you were a woman too.  Why is that?  Do you have a sister somewhere?”
“Heh.  Well, there’s an ‘easy’ reason for that so long as you’re able to actually see it in action, anyway.”  With that, Ranma reached into his Requip space and pulled out bottle of water.  “Seeing is believing, after all, and if I'm going to stay around here for a bit you might as well see my curse in action now.”
He glared at the two boys sitting next to him.  “But I'll warn you both now: if you ask me for anything perverted or try to grope me, I will break you!”
With that he turned back to Erza, smirking at her.  “And as for you, I hope you’re ready to say, ‘Hi.’”  He then poured the water over his head, quickly becoming ‘her.’  “To your long-lost twin.”
Erza took one look at the now redheaded girl, sliding off the bench in shock as she stared at the other redhead.  She wasn’t nearly as tall as Erza, and her eyes didn’t match even Erza’s original brown, but beyond that they might well have been sisters.  Their faces even had some of the same lines about them, though Ranma’s face looked more accustomed to smiling than Erza’s.
Beside Erza, Lucy gaped, her eyes going down Ranma’s body then back up, a flush to her cheeks.  “How the heck does a boy turned girl have a body like that!?”
“Good exercise?” Ranma replied with a shrug.
From there Ranma explained how she had been cursed before becoming a Dragon Slayer, the same story she had told Laxus so long ago and Wendy after him.  Gray, Elfman, and Lucy all had trouble getting their heads around a curse like that being water-based and unable to be removed, but Erza took it in stride.  She had seen worse, after all.
Gray and Lucy poured cold and hot water over Ranma a few times but then they stopped as the train started moving, and Ranma grabbed her stomach immediately.  “Oh God, it’s worse in my female form.  Why is it worse in my female form!?”

OOOOOOO

While Ranma and his team were on their way, back in Fairy Tail’s headquarters a large congregation of girls had decided to help Wendy with her shopping.  The three Strauss sisters, Bisca, and Cana joined Carla and Wendy with Mirajane in the lead.  “So, Wendy, what exactly do you want to buy first?  What kind of clothing do you need right away, I mean?” Mira asked, though she felt she had a good idea going by Wendy's age, something that caused a smirk to appear on her face.
Wendy's voice was a squeak as she blushed, holding Carla up in front of her face to better shield herself as she muttered, “A, ano, feminine things?  Some, some pads, panties, and maybe some bras?”
“Pads?” Cana asked intently, looking down at the little girl.  “Are we talking about…”
“Yes we are,” Carla said in a tone of long-suffering, still being held up in front of her friend’s face and not trying to get away.  “I had to have that talk with Wendy about that topic a few months back.”  She paused then went on in a rather begrudging tone.  “I will admit that Ranma tried, but even though he was a woman at the time, it just didn't work.  He was stuttering so much he was barely comprehensible, let alone educational.”
“Wait, what?  A ‘woman at the time?’  What’s that mean?” Cana asked, looking at the others.
Setting Carla back down, Wendy explained about Ranma's curse, by which time they had reached the first store Mirajane had been steering them towards.  While the other girls spread out and began to argue about what kind of underwear design Wendy would prefer, Mirajane took the little girl through the store into the back, where she gently led her into a changing room.  “Okay, Wendy,” she said, smiling kindly, “Let’s see if you really do need a bra, okay?”
Wendy huffed and looked away with a pout, which told Mira that she already knew the answer, and it wasn't what she wanted it to be.  But faced with no chance of escape, she went along with things anyway.  Mira watched as Wendy stripped down then pulled out a measuring tape from somewhere, putting it around the girl’s chest.
“As I thought!” she said triumphantly.  Then, as Wendy seemed to glow, Mira swiftly began to tickle her mercilessly.  “You're not quite there yet,” she said to Wendy as she tried to wriggle away, squealing after Mira’s tickle attack.  She knelt down beside Wendy, ruffling her hair affectionately and leaning in to whisper.  “Trust me, I was there for a long time too.”
As Wendy looked up at her, Mira smiled.  “I started to bloom around fourteen or fifteen, so you've got two to three years to go before you start, Wendy.  Don't rush it; trust me.  I went around, you know, displaying them,” she said, patting her chest to show Wendy what she meant, “for the first month, then they just started to get irritating for a while.  They'll swiftly be just a part of your body, not a sign of you growing up or anything like that.”
“But don't they make men crazy?” Wendy asked, tilting her head curiously.  “Carla has said that a lot of times, though I have never seen Ranma-nii act like that.”
That's only true for some people, and your brother probably has a willpower of steel,” Mirajane replied dryly.  
Though I might try my hand at getting through it~, Mira caroled to herself.  Hot, strong, with a job as a Ranger adding some mystery and good with kids as well as having a damn good sense of humor?  Yes, please!  Although, there is his curse to think about...
Mirajane had to suppress a shudder at that and how the redheaded Ranma looked so much like Erza.  While several of the guys in the guild might've whispered that their fights were simply unrequited attraction, Mirajane would be the first (if she heard about it first anyway) to say that was absolutely not the case.  
Yeah, she found girls interesting.  She wouldn't have fallen into bed, literally, with Jenny despite the fact they were drunk at the time if she didn’t.  But that was a far cry from thinking that she was attracted to Erza, who was her only true rival in Fairy Tail.  They might have become friends over the past few years, but that didn't mean they were very close, and Mirajane certainly never had any fantasies in that direction, as she had had with Jenny and, at one point, Cana.  
But Cana’s a special case in many ways, Mira thought drolly as she stood up, hearing Cana arguing for lace thongs out in the main store with the others.  The outgoing lush was the party girl of Fairy Tail for a very good reason, and Mira wondered occasionally if her nickname should have been the ‘kissing queen’ instead of the ‘immortal liver.’  Cana had kissed nearly every girl in the Fairy Hills at one point or another while drunk off her ass, and Mira was no exception.  Heck, she thought even Erza had fallen victim at one point.  
Though since Lucy’s joined she seems to have concentrated her flirtations on her, thankfully.  The clothing the blonde wore was at sharp odds with her innocent attitude, putting her chest on more display than any of the other girls in the guild did beyond Cana.  The fact she was one of the largest in the guild didn’t help.  Heck, if only I knew whether or not Erza had an actual freaking chest under that armor of hers I’d say she’s the largest, darn it!  Thankfully she isn’t dumb, I’d hate to lose in that area to a walking cliché.
“However,” Mirajane went on, patting the girl on the head.  “I think we can do better than boy shorts for you, at least.”
With that she exited, leaving Wendy there for a few moments before coming back with a selection of different kinds of panties.  “Tell me which ones of these feel comfortable.  We’ll go for looks after we know what style you like.”
The group finished in that store quickly enough, since it only sold underwear and nothing else.  Bisca took a moment to head out as the others were paying for Wendy's purchases to grab some ice cream for them all, coming back with cones between each of her fingers, which she handed out quickly before the ice cream could start to melt.
Wendy eagerly munched on her cherry vanilla ice cream, a treat she had rarely seen outside of Fiore.  The magic necessary to keep the ice cream cold enough to ship didn’t exist in most places in Ishgar.  That made it taste even better.
With Lisanna and Anna now in the lead, they walked through the city for a time while eating their ice cream as Bisca and Wendy talked about traveling on the road.  Bisca had traveled for quite a ways by herself before eventually coming to Fiore, where she had tried to make a living posing as a Fairy Tail mage in order to scam enough money from local townsfolk to feed her animal friends, of which she had acquired a wide variety.  
Bisca had been found doing so by Erza, who had quickly clobbered her, but had not arrested her after discovering the reason why she was trying to get so much money.  Bisca had then joined Fairy Tail because she had thought Erza was the coolest person she’d ever met, on top of being the strongest.
The others had heard this story before, but began to ask questions when Wendy began to tell them about her travels with Ranma.  She didn't say anything about Ranma's job as a Ranger or about the Demons they had fought.  But she did mention bandits, Vulcans, and the fact that the Queen of Bosco almost adored Ranma for his part in crushing the slave trade in her country.  “Almost single-handed too, but I don't know much about that, since it happened before Ranma-nii found me.  But I like Queen Rose,” Wendy said with a smile.  “She's nice, and Prince James is…is, um…  He’s nice too.”  She blushed a little, looking away.
“Do I detect someone has their first little crush?” Cana asked, patting Wendy on the head with a wicked smirk on her face.  “And with a real Prince, too?”
Wendy blushed hotly, looking away, while the older girls laughed.  
Mira then asked, “Hmm, I wonder what Ranma would do if he heard about this?”  Seeing Wendy wave her arms around frantically and beg was hilarious, causing Mira, Cana, and Bisca to all burst out laughing, while Lisanna, Carla and Anna tried to calm the girl down.  “Don’t worry, Wendy-chan.  Mira-nee wouldn’t do anything like that.  She’s all bark and little bite about that kind of thing,” Lisanna said, kneeling down next to the frantic Wendy and pulling her into a gentle hug. 
Lisanna and her twin had barely calmed Wendy down when their conversation was interrupted by a squeal that was almost, but not quite, high enough to no longer register on human ears.  “Carlaaaaaaaa!”
From one of the side streets leading back towards the Guild Hall, Natsu and Happy appeared through the thin crowd of townsfolk.  The instant he caught sight of her, Happy launched himself forward from the top of Natsu’s head.  Small wings appeared from his back, propelling him forward like a small, fluffy cruise missile.
“Hah!  I told you I’d find them, little buddy,” Natsu laughed happily, patting his nose.  “The nose knows!”
“Oh no!” Carla muttered just as Happy barreled into her, taking her to the ground before she could dodge.  He was bawling his head off as he hit her, sniffling and sobbing, his arms latching around her like a vise.  “Carla, Carla, you're back!  Don't leave again!”
“Oh, yuck!” Carla groaned, trying to twist away.  “He's getting slobber on me!  And Happy still doesn't wear any clothes!?  Why has no one told Happy he’s naked, for goodness sake!  Have some heart, you cruel people!”
Wendy and the others watched this slobbery reunion, shaking their heads and laughing.  But Wendy turned as Natsu tried to grab her by the shoulder, turning quickly and thumping a punch into his chin as she backed away rapidly, her nose in the air and her hands on her hips as she did her best Carla impression, as Ranma-nii called it whenever she did this.  “Hmmpf.  Why are you so touchy-feely!  I hardly know you!”
Natsu shook his head.  That punch had been a normal one, not powered by magic, but it had still rocked his head back.  She's a lot stronger than her size would make you think!  “That doesn't matter!” he shouted, getting in her face again.  “Do you know anything about Igneel?!”
“Who?” Wendy asked, looking confused even as she backed away further.
“My dad, Igneel, the Fire Dragon!  Have you ever heard of him?  Have you ever seen him?” Natsu roared, getting more and more worked up.
“Natsu, wait!” Anna and Lisanna said as one, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him away from Wendy.  
“You're not making any sense!  And I think you need to apologize before doing anything else,” Anna said sternly.
Under the gaze of the two girls he was closest to in all the Guild Natsu sighed, but calmed down dramatically.  “Sorry about that,” he muttered, looking away.  “I kind of, kind of lose control when I find anything that can be a clue to where Father could be.”
“You're forgiven for that, but not for sniffing me before.  That's an entirely different thing you have to apologize for,” Wendy said sternly, wagging a finger up at him. 
Scratching at his pink hair, Natsu again bowed his head.  “Sorry about that.  But besides Laxus, you're the first Dragon Slayer I've ever met.  And he isn’t even a real one: he had his lacrima embedded in him, instead of learning from an actual dragon.”
“I'll forgive you for that this once,” Wendy said.  Then she smirked a little, looking over to where Mira was watching this to one side with Cana before looking back.  Anna was trying to separate Happy from Carla as the white-furred Exceed was going a little blue.  “I don't know why it bothered me so much, but I think it's to do with the fact that you're a boy Dragon-Slayer and I'm a girl Dragon-Slayer.  But as long as you don’t do that again, I won't tell Ranma-nii my suspicions, okay?”
Natsu nodded his head rapidly at that.  Even if he didn't really understand what she just said, the looks on the girls’ faces all around him said he better agree or else.  “Okay, sure.”  Then he brightened.  “Now that that's over with, what can you tell me?  But if you don’t know about Igneel, then what happened to your parent?”
Wendy's face nearly crumpled at that.  Despite it having been seven years now, she still missed her mother dearly.  “Gone,” she whimpered, looking away and kicking at the ground.  “She left me when I was five.”
“What!” Mirajane shouted, with Bisca and Cana's voice echoing behind her as Lisanna and Anna simply looked on in shock.  “Your dragon left you when you were only five!”
Wendy nodded sadly.  “Grandeeney left me in the woods in Seven.  Onii-chan thought about it a lot, and he thinks that she was transported away or had to leave through magical means to get away from some enemy.  We found a few clues to another dragon hunting dragons like Mama down, a big, black one named Acnologia.  But we've never found any clues as to what really happened to Mama.”
“Oh.  Er, I’m sorry,” Natsu said hesitantly.  He really wasn't the best when it came to talk about feelings.  “But um, what about Ranma's dragon?”
“Wait.  Before you answer that, I want to be clear on this.  You were left alone at five?” Bisca asked, with the other girls nodding with her.  “Who took care of you!?”
“Ranma found me that same day,” Wendy said, smiling happily.  “He's taken care of me ever since.  Then Carla came around, and life got even better.”
“I have to admit,” Carla grunted, pushing Happy off her with difficulty with Anna’s help.  “That, guh, that Ranma did a very decent job for a man, raising Wendy.  She's not quite as educated and ladylike as I would like to say, but I suppose in the world we live in, that there have to be allowances for such things.  And will you get off me, you crazy tomcat?!”
At that, more than one of the other girls there put another check mark next to Ranma’s name.  The only two who didn't were the two Strauss twins.  Both of them were now busily trying to separate Happy from Carla, who looked to either be choking or debating on whether she could get away with murder.  It was a very odd look on her normally calm face.
“Yeah, that's cool and all, and I think the idea of traveling around like that sounds cool, but what about his dragon!?” Natsu asked again.  “What about his dad, or was his dragon his mom too?  Do they know anything?  Did they ever mention Igneel?”
Wendy shook her head.  “I don't think so.  Ranma said to me that his teacher mentioned my mom, but that was the only other dragon that Typhon-san mentioned by name.  And he's not around anymore either.”
“Did he go away too?” Mira asked before anyone else could.
“Oh no,” Wendy said, shaking her head.  “He died a long time before Mama disappeared.  Ranma calls him a senile old coot.  He said Typhon was a large dragon who lived under the sea, but he was also really old!  Ranma-nii said he died while ago.”
“Drat,” Natsu muttered.  “So that's a dead end.”
Cana, however, was working something out of your head.  “Hey, Natsu,” she said slowly.  “Do you remember what the date was when your father disappeared?”
“July the seventh, 777,” Natsu replied promptly.
Wendy gasped.  “That’s the same day my mother disappeared!” Wendy said, her eyes wide and startled.
“There has to be some kind of significance to that, doesn't there?” Cana asked looking out at the others.
“I agree,” Mirajane said, with Natsu saying the same a second behind her.  “However, there's nothing we can do about it now.  Unless one of them left behind something at the place they disappeared from?”
“Of course, Ranma never actually finished his training,” Wendy went on.  “He had to train himself in Dragon Slayer magic.  Then he trained me.  We've run into a few problems, but it's mostly been a lot of fun.  Watch,” she said, giggling as she hopped into the air.  She then stayed there, hopping in place before moving through a martial arts kata, her hands flicking out this way and that.  “See!”  She giggled, hopping over to where Mirajane was then, landing beside her.  “Fun, right?”
Mira laughed in agreement, saying she totally understood since she could fly herself while Natsu shouted, “Oh, that's so awesome!  It really makes me want to fight him now!”
“Natsu, Ranma dealt with you with a single punch before.  Why do you think a fight would be any different?” Lisanna asked, shaking her head. 
“I'm a lot stronger now!~” he shouted, flexing his muscles and unintentionally drawing a blush from the Strauss twins, while the others simply rolled her eyes at his antics.
Once more feeling a little irritation towards Natsu due to his earlier question about her mother, Wendy sniffed, looking away.  “It won't go any differently.  You're not even as strong as me, let alone Ranma-nii.”
As Natsu's jaw dropped at this brutal assessment Mirajane whistled, ruffling Wendy's hair.  “Nice one.”
“You think you're stronger than me?!  You got lucky early, cold-cocking me like you did.” Natsu shouted recovering quickly.  “But if you think that, why don’t you prove it?!  I challenge you right here, right now!  Let’s go!”
“Oh hell, no!” Mirajane said, stepping briskly in front of Natsu and grinding her knuckles into his head.  “Remember what happened the last time someone started a magical fight out in the town?  The punishment the entire guild was given?  I'm not going through that again!  Besides, Wendy hasn't agreed yet.”
Wendy sighed, realizing she had sort of put her foot in it this time.  “All right,” she said slowly.  “I'll fight you after our shopping is done.”
Natsu had begun to smile as she spoke, but now pouted.  “But that'll take hours!” he whined.
“So?” Wendy asked, turning away.
Lisanna and Anna, however, grinned, then Lisanna moved up to Natsu’s right side as Anna did the same across from her.  “You know, there is a way you can make it go faster?”
“How!?” Natsu shouted, eager to try himself against the other Dragon Slayer.  “Tell me!”
“Oh, you'll just have to carry a few things, that's all,” the twins said as one, leading him off and pinning his arms against their chests.  And odd feeling went through him at that, a feeling he’d been feeling more and more often of late around the two, but which he couldn’t quite describe.  Regardless, all his desire to move away or even to fight left him at it now.
Lisanna then finished the assault, putting the final nail in Natsu’s coffin, cooing her words directly into his ear.  “Nothing too strenuous for a big, strong man like you.  Don’t worry…”

OOOOOOO

Eventually the torture, that is, the train trip, came to an end.  Hearing the name of the town where she had overheard the Eisenwald mages say they would meet up, Erza stood up imperiously, gesturing for the others to follow her.  That seemed to be the way Erza did everything, though Ranma thought it suited her.  She definitely needed to be authoritative given the way the normal Fairy Tail mages seemed to act, and she hadn’t tried to give Ranma orders, so she was fine with that.  
Her reverence for law and order, though, that I could do without.  The unnatural redhead’s eyes trailed down to her skirt clad rear and the legs beyond, then up to the swell of her chest underneath the armor.  But damn if she don’t wear that red hair of hers better than I ever could.  And she’s strong too, I can tell.  It’ll be interesting to see her in action later.  Maybe I should challenge her to a spar when we get back?  Another part of Ranma’s mind was wondering what she’d look like without that armor on, and found that image good.
Shaking those thoughts away Ranma stood up moved after the rest of them.  Erza looked back at her quizzically, shaking her head as she looked the other redhead up and down.  “Aren’t you going to change?”
“I’ll change when we get off the train, not before,” Ranma replied, nodding.  “Just need to get some water and heat it up.  If the train hadn’t started up again after I had changed that first time I could have gathered it out of my clothing, but that takes too much concentration when I’m dealing with my freaking motion sickness.”
Nodding at that, Erza turned, following the crowd out of the train.  Ranma was about to follow when she paused, sniffing the air as a faint scent stuck in her mind.  It was a scent Ranma had caught a few times, always faint, always days or even weeks old, depending on how far behind Ranma was of his quarry and the weather.  Despite that, Ranma recognized it as the mage Kaggie or something, the one who had the power to unlock Lullaby from where it had been hidden.  Fuck!
With that, Ranma turned and leaped back up onto the train even as it began to move once more.  This action was caught by the others, but the only one who was in a position to do anything was Lucy.  “Everyone, Ranma just jumped back aboard!” she shouted, turning and following Ranma, leaping up after him as the train began to move off, gaining speed.
Erza turned at that, followed by the two boys.  They raced back only to be unable to get through the crowd back to the train in time as it pulled out of the station.  “What was that about?” Gray asked.  “Why’d a Dragon Slayer choose to go back onto a moving vehicle?”
“Only one reason I can think of: he must have spotted our quarry.  Which means that this isn’t the place they are going to meet.  The train itself is coming out of the town!” Erza said, growling.  “I should have thought of that!”  
Looking around, Erza spotted a nearby station employee directing a group of cargo haulers to stack their goods to one side of the station.  “You there!” she bellowed, moving towards the man like a falling avalanche.  “Stop that train!  It is a magical emergency!”
“Huh?” the man said, but that was the wrong response.
The next instant Erza had reached forward and grabbed the man, pulling him into a headbutt that knocked him clean out.  Dropping his limp form, Erza raced on to the next worker.  “You, stop that train!” 
“Wha…”
That too seemed to be the wrong answer, and a second man joined the first as more workers looked on in growing alarm.
Behind her, Elfman and Gray looked at one another.  “Right, you try to stop her; I’ll go and grab a magic car.”
“Oy!” Gray shouted to Elfman’s suddenly retreating back.  “Why the hell do I get the hard job?”
“It’s not manly to complain!” the only male Strauss said over his shoulder as he raced out of the station.
On the train, Ranma had stopped moving, leaning against the wall of the train between cars.  A soft arm went around her, pulling her into one of the cars and setting her down on a bench as she looked up, biting back the urge to throw up as Lucy’s face hovered over her.  “Ranma, why did you get back on the train?”
“Smelled him, the guy named Kaggie, the one supposed to get Lullaby.  He’s here.”
“You’ve come close enough to him to get his scent?” Lucy asked in astonishment.
“A Dragon Slayer’s sense of smell is better than most dogs,” Ranma groaned.  “And I was close near the start of this hunt, but decided to follow Eisenwald’s leader rather than this guy.  Came close again before coming to look up Erza, but lost his scent there in a cattle market.”
“Okay, so what’s he look like?” Lucy asked, looking around surreptitiously.
“According to the witnesses I’ve questioned, he’s around Gray’s height, black hair done in a pineapple sort of look, sharp face with black eyes, really sharp eyebrows, white coat,” Ranma recited, still holding her stomach.
Lucy spotted someone matching that description moving through the train to the back and smiled.  “Okay, I just spotted him.  Come on; just follow my lead.” 
Putting an arm around Ranma’s waist, she started to pull the redhead through the train.  The train was somewhat crowded now having taken on more passengers and Ranma’s ability to move was sharply curtailed by her stomach issues.  Ranma acted more like a slightly mobile practice dummy rather than her normal self, forcing Lucy to nearly drag her a time or two.
Despite that, they eventually traversed through the train to a car further back towards the cargo containers.  There, in a slightly less crowded area, their quarry was sitting.  The man looked up, his eyes narrowed at their arrival, but the suspicion faded as he looked at the two hot girls and the obvious distress the redhead was in.  Holy hell, are those tits on the blonde real!?
Lucy barely nodded to him or to the others in the car, helping Ranma into a bench across from the man.  “Are you going to be alright?” she asked solicitously, leaning over Ranma and both flashing Ranma some of her cleavage and thrusting her rear back towards their quarry.  
“Ugh, just let me lie down until the train stops,” Ranma groaned.
Standing up, Lucy nodded to their target, moving to sit across from Ranma.  “Sorry about that, but I figure if she does throw up, it’s best she do it back here where there aren’t many people around.”
“No problem.”  The man said, smiling at the blonde as disarmingly as he could while the rest of the train passengers went back to their own business.  “Is your friend sick or something?”
“Motion sickness and something she ate,” Lucy replied promptly, crossing her legs as she leaned back, her arms also crossed under her chest.  This served to draw the man’s attention easily and also hid her palm, where her guild mark was.  It had been hidden before this thanks to her putting that hand behind Ranma’s body.  “I’m Lucy, by the way.  This is Ra, er Rachel,” she went on, making up a name on the spot.
“Kageyama,” the man introduced himself.  “So, um, where are you two from?”
“We live in Magnolia, but we’re from Custard,” Lucy said, naming the town at the farthest edge of the train line they were currently on.  “We’re heading home ’cause a cousin’s getting married.”  She sighed theatrically.  “Must be nice, I’ve never even gone on a date, for goodness sake.”
“Um, really?” Kageyama asked, then smirked, moving over to sit beside the groaning Ranma, not questioning this bit of good fortune.  “Well, if you’re looking for a boyfriend, babe, I’d volunteer.”  Lucy forced herself to blush prettily, but something else had grabbed his attention rather than Lucy’s attempts at flirting.  “But if you live in Magnolia, I bet you’ve seen some Fairy Flies around, right?”
Lucy nodded at that, gritting her teeth at the insult to her guild, which Kageyama didn’t notice.  
“Heh, we always hear so much about that guild, how pretty some of the girls are in it.  Though I doubt they’d be nearly as pretty as the two of you.”
“Oh, so you’re a mage?” Lucy asked, still leaving her arms crossed under her chest so as to hide her hand.  “That’s cool.  What guild are you from?”
“Never you mind, sweet cheeks.” Kageyama said, his mouth twisted into a sneer.  “We’re an…up and coming guild that will be making a big splash soon.  A big one.” 
“Sounds exciting…” Lucy said, interjecting a bit of interest and awe in her voice, like a country bumpkin talking to a mage for the first time.  
“Yeah.  We’re going to be big, way bigger than those Fairy Flies, those cowards who kowtow to the Magic Council’s rules, could ever be!” Kageyama said, almost shouting the words.  Then he shook his head, coming back to the here and now and leaning forward, placing a hand on Lucy’s knee.  “But enough about me, babe.  Let’s talk about you…”
He never noticed Ranma’s hands slipping silently and quickly into his pocket and away.
But any further attempts to flirt were halted as the train came to an abrupt halt.  Lucy frowned and forgot herself, uncrossing her arms and standing up, looking around.  “What are we stopping for?  We’re nowhere near the next stop.” 
Kageyama’s eyes drifted down her body salaciously, but his eyes latched onto Fairy Tail mark.  His lusty thoughts were suddenly subsumed by worry and disdain as he growled, reaching for her.
But having seen his face change out of the corner of her eye Lucy turned and socked him a hard punch in the chin, which sent him flying over the bench.  “That’s for badmouthing Fairy Tail!” she shouted. 
Ranma stood up abruptly, her motion sickness disappearing.  She took a quick glance out the window and down the open connecting doorways in the train’s center before shaking her head.  She had seen men coming towards the train and boarding it from a few cars ahead of them.  It stood to reason that more were getting on all along its length even if the train was moving once more.  Ranma wondered what their real destination was, but put that to the side for now.  “Come on, there are too many civilians on the train to fight them here!”
Before Lucy could protest or her motion sickness could rear its head once more, Ranma grabbed Lucy up into her arms.  She then hurled themselves toward the train’s windows, smashing through back first to protect Lucy from the shattered glass.
Behind them Kageyama shouted as he got to his feet, a flare of magic coming from his arms as shadows began to come alive, forming fists and reaching for them.  “Fucking Flies!  You won’t get away with this!” 
As they hit the ground Lucy gave out a gasp, but Ranma rolled quickly and jumped to her feet before racing along that side of the train for a few minutes, then breaking off over the hills after she had made certain that the entire train had gotten a good look at her.  “Quick thinking there, Lucy!  Damn well done!”
“Maybe, but we still lost him again.  Unless you can run fast enough to keep a speeding train in sight?” Lucy asked.
“Don’t worry about that, Lucy.  Heh, things have changed now.”  With that Ranma broke off over the hills, certain that the entire train had gotten a good look at her.
“What are we doing?” Lucy asked as the train picked up speed, rapidly disappearing out of sight from where they had hidden, following Ranma back over the hill to watch it do so.
Before Ranma could reply, they heard a honk in the distance, then a voice shouting, “Lucy!  Ranma!”
A moment later a small magic car pulled to a shuddering halt, and the three Fairy Tail mages inside piled out.  “Ranma, I apologize that I couldn’t stop the train in time to get back to you!  You may hit me for my failure!” Erza shouted, coming to a halt in front of the other redhead.
One eyebrow rising in surprise, Ranma shrugged.  “Well, if you insist…”  With that, Ranma grabbed Erza by the shoulders and twisted her around before spanking her hard on her rear.  The cute ‘EEP’ she let loose at that grabbed just as much attention from her guild-mates as the act itself had, but Ranma merely smirked at them, winking at the her fellow redhead.  “What?  She asked me to hit her.  That can mean many things, y’know.”
Blushing hotly at the spanking and the flare of arousal it had sent through her, though she would never have admitted it on pain of death, Erza shook her head.  “What happened.”
“I’ll tell you as we move,” Ranma said, turning and racing off at a speed that caused the others to blink.  They all turned to Lucy as Elfman asked the question on all their minds.  “What’s going on?”
“We met the man Kageyama, who was supposed to have retrieved Lullaby, but the train stopped and Ranma said he saw other people getting on, so we figured it was the rest of their guild,” Lucy explained, clambering into the car.  “Ranma said there were too many civilians around to get into a fight with them on the train, so we ran, but I don’t know what he’s, er she’s doing now.”
Quickly getting the car moving, they swiftly caught up with Ranma, who wasn’t running at top speed. 
“Ranma, why aren’t you following the train!?  Even if there are too many civilians around now, we can wait for them to leave the train again,” Erza asked.
“Heh, things have changed.  We don’t have to chase after them anymore.  They’ll have to come to us once they realize I stole Lullaby off that sucker!” Ranma replied over the sound of their passage. 

OOOOOOO

There was much drinking and carousing whenever Guild Masters met up, and this year was no different.  No matter what they acted like around the public or the rest of their own guilds, when the Masters got together it was always raucous, as people with a lot of responsibilities and duties let their hair down in a large, drunken mass.
Makarov fit right in despite normally acting like this regardless, laughing and drinking with the best of them.  This year, however, the antics of his guild was for once not the most interesting.  Instead that honor belonged to Goldmine’s, since rumor had it that his guild had been almost flattened in an internal fight.
“I don’t know where these fucking rumors start!” Goldmine said, shaking his head irritably even as he grinned widely under his witch’s hat.  “It wasn’t an internal fight at all!  My chief rabble-rouser just started a fight with an outsider he shouldn’t have, and the rest of the guild, of course, piled on.  The only one who walked away was the…guy…who had been attacked first.”
“And that doesn’t bother you, Goldmine-chan?” asked another Guild Master, the atrociously feminine sounding and dressed male Guild Master of Blue Pegasus.  He was a middle-aged man with stubble around his fat chin, overweight in all ways, and yet also dressed up like a ballerina.  It was a truly horrifying sight, and Makarov bet that at least half the drinks being currently drunk were because everyone wanted to drown out the pain the sight was doing to their minds. 
“Meh, it was good for us,” Goldmine said, flipping that thought away with a hand.  “Bacchus needed to be brought down a peg, and I’d been meaning to rebuild the hall anyway.  This way none of my guild members will argue with the need.  But enough about me.  I hear you got another cutie for your guild, Makky?  How the hell do you attract them?”
“Hah!  Yeah, that’s Lucy!  And she’s got big hooters just as I knew she would years ago!” Makarov roared drunkenly.
“Mou, bad Makky.  No laying hands on your own guild-members,” the apparition in pink said.
“Bah!  I’ll do what I…  Oh, what’s this?” Makarov muttered as a small magical messenger bird flew through the wall.  
It alighted on the table in front of Makarov, and, after ascertaining that he was indeed the one it had been sent to, a small hologram appeared above its back.  Mirajane stood there, a smirk on her gorgeous face. 
 “Here she is, everybody!  The poster girl of Fairy Tail!  Ain’t she hot!” Makarov bellowed, bringing more attention to the little image.  
“Yo, Master.  This is Mira.  Everything’s all right at the guild, though we have a few guests with us now.  You might recognize their names: Wendy and Ranma?”  Makarov wasn’t the only one to twitch at the name Ranma.  Goldmine did too, though no one noticed.  “Anyway, Ranma took Erza, my bro, Lucy, and Gray out on a job to stomp on a Dark Guild named Eisenwald.  Turns out they stole something called Lullaby.  Just thought I might as well give you a heads up, seeing how much damage any one of those could do on their own and that they might be in the area of Clover Town.  Ya might want to be on the lookout for them.  Have fun and don’t kill your liver, old man; it’s got one foot in the grave already.”  
“Hmmm…  I wonder what would have brought a wandering mage to hunting down a Dark Guild like that?” Makarov mused, before shuddering.  The amount of carnage Elfman and Gray alone would cause was horrifying, adding Erza into the equation, that made it a thing of nightmares.  Whatever she said or acted like, Erza was just as susceptible to destroying things in the pursuit of her jobs as any other Fairy Tail member.  And then you add this Ranma fellow into the equation…  Why do I think this is going to end up poorly for anything nearby?

OOOOOOO

“H, hey, boss.  What are you doing here?” asked Kageyama, looking frightened, far more frightened than he should have been just for meeting up with his guild members earlier than he had expected.  But that was the effect Erigor had on people all the time.
“You were taking so long I decided to come and meet with you.”  The speaker was a thin looking individual, his chest and arms on display along with several tattoos.  He had long, silver hair done up on a coif that fell half over his face and wore gloves while wielding a large scythe.  His voice was an odd alloy of amusement and chilling concentration.  “Is that a problem?  You did find the flute, didn't you?”  The last words were said in that same tone, but his eyes glimmered, the threat clear.  Guildmates though they might be, Erigor would not tolerate failure from anyone.  
“Oh yeah, I found it easily enough.  The directions we were given by that…”  Kageyama looked around, as did the others, before he continued.  “That scary Demon babe from Grimoire Heart was freaking spot on!  I was even able to take down the spells guarding it.  Just like they said, most of the other defenses were keyed to nonhuman access and line of sight, so I bypassed them easily.”  
He paused there, glaring around him at the currently empty train car, the few other people who had been there having rushed further forward when Eisenwald had boarded the train.  “I just ran into a little bit of trouble a bit a few seconds ago, though.  There were these two girls, and they were so hot!  One of them looked a little sick, but they were so good looking, and…”
“I'm not interested in your romantic fantasies, Kageyama,” Erigor interrupted, glaring at him and prodding Kageyama with the scythe that was his trademark, with the blunt end rather than the cutting end, thankfully.  “Do you have the flute?”
“Yeah, I've got it.  But those two women, they were, um, they were from Fairy Tail,” Kageyama stuttered.  “Since they were here at all, they, um, they might know what we’re planning...”
“You didn't say anything, did you!?”  Suddenly the business end of the scythe was lying across the front of Kageyama’s throat, and Erigor’s tone had lost any hint of good humor.  Around him the rest of the guild glared at their guildmate too.
“N, no, boss!  I just, I meant, it’s weird they were here at all, isn’t it?!  And…”  Kageyama faltered, licking his lips before going on, his voice a barely controlled babble.  “I, um, I did kind of badmouth their guild.”
“Actually, boss, he might be right,” said one of the others hesitantly.  He was a larger, fat man with wide lips and a wider face.  “I mean, we’re nowhere near their guild hall, and remember, the members who were with Kageyama before mentioned a redhead in armor…”
“One of the girls was a redhead, though she wasn’t in armor.  She was the one feigning sleep…” Kageyama said, his eyes widening as did the others’.
“Show me the flute!” Erigor ordered abruptly, his eyes dangerous.
Kageyama hesitantly put his hand down towards his pocket, then frantically patted himself down, his eyes widening as, instead of the flute, he pulled out a simple stick with a picture wrapped around it.  Said picture was of a distorted little human lifting a finger to the viewer.  “It's not here!  That damn redhead!  She must've filched it somehow!”
“A redhead?  Like the one that's currently running alongside the train out there on that hill?” asked another one of the guild members.
Dragging Kageyama with him, Erigor quickly pushed through the crowd of guild members and stared out at towards the redhead that had been spotted.  He saw her give them all the bird just before running over the nearby hills and away in a different direction from the way the train was going.  “That's one of them?” he asked, looking over at Kageyama.  
“That's her, boss!  The blonde, she flashed her tits at me, and I didn't…”
“And you just thought with your little head rather than your big head,” sneered Erigor, the scythe flashing once.  
“ARGH!” Kageyama screamed as a razor thin blade of wind magic cut off one of his ears.  His hands flew to his ear, holding the bleeding stump, blood dripping down through his fingers as he stared at his boss.  All around him the other guild members simply chuckled.  A few of them even said that Erigor that had been merciful.  Others looked away, not willing to challenge Erigor, of course, but also not willing to see punishment meted out.  “I, I’m sorry, boss.”
Erigor, however, now that the punishment had been dealt out, was staring out the window again.  “Boss,” said one of the others, “will we go after her?  Who cares if they are Fairies?  Unless they've brought their whole guild, we’ll take them out easily.”
“No,” Erigor said, shaking his head.  Now that his initial ire had been sated, he was thinking clearly, with the cold calculation, which coupled with his love of blood, had made him one of the premier assassins in all Ishgar.  Because of that, he knew something was wrong.
“That redhead was too quick to show herself after having already stolen the flute.  If she had just wanted to get away, she should have just rushed off right away.  No, the flies want to drag us into a fight on ground of their own choosing.  Instead, we’ll force them to come to us.  The next town over is, what, forty minutes away?”
“If we stay on the train, boss,” said one of the others.  “Oshibana.”
The train had already started moving again several moments ago, with two of their guild members up in front with the conductor.  After all, taking the train had been part of their plan.  With it they could head straight to their destination—Clover Town, where the Guild Masters were meeting—faster than they could on foot.  
“Good,” Erigor said coldly.  “In that case we’ll take over the train station there.  Once there we’ll take as many hostages as we can and use the broadcasting system.  With it we’ll demand that Fairy Tail turn over what they stole from you, or we’ll start killing off hostages.”
Kageyama nodded as one of the others began to patch up his ear, while Erigor turned away, already forgetting what he had done to his guild mate.  He pulled the fat mage over, whispering in his ear as his second in command edged closer.  “Once they arrive, here’s what we need to do.  Getting that flute back is the only priority we’ve got.  Then, when I have it back, we’ll…”

OOOOOOO

“That was pure hell,” Natsu groaned as he lay out on the ground next to Happy, who was, for once, looking almost as tired.  “How the hell do girls shop so much?  And for clothing, of all things, and so many varieties too!  I mean, who cares what you’re wearing as long as it covers the important bits, not like that stripper.”  At the thought of Gray, Natsu bared his fangs, but then winced, remembering the number of boxes he’d been forced to carry.  “And how the heck does clothing weigh so much?”
“I don’t know, Natsu,” Happy mumbled, starching at the small suit that Carla had forced him into at claw-point.  The fact that she had shown that she had a new offensive magic that worked through those claws to carve into wood like it was butter had added to the threat, forcing it through his happiness at her return.  “I’m just wondering how you humans put up with it itching all the time.”
“Meh.  That’ll either fade or we can just return it, little guy.  It might be interacting with your fur badly for some reason,” Natsu replied. 
The two of them were currently waiting on the open ground that led up from Magnolia to Fairy Hills.  This large building was set on a cliff overlooking a small private portion of the beach, its wide lawn covering about half an acre or so between it and the outskirts of the town.  The girls had disappeared inside the building when they returned, dropping off the boys here, since no boys were allowed inside even now that the original manager had passed away.
“Ne, Natsu.  Do you, do you think that Carla is going to stay now that she’s back?” Happy asked hesitantly.  Her leaving had really hurt, and he still didn’t know what he was doing wrong.  Why didn’t she like fish when he presented them to her?  What was the point about clothing for them; they had fur!  Why didn’t she like fish??  Why had she left, why didn’t she like the guild as much as going around with Wendy if she didn’t like to travel at all?  And above all, why didn’t she like fish?!?
And what was wrong with just having fun sometimes?  Happy didn’t understand any of that.  Heck, he didn’t even like thinking about it or anything much, really, beyond making fun of other people and being with Natsu and his other friends.  But Carla had always been so serious all the time, and so standoffish too.
Mind you, that seemed to have diminished during her time away.  She was much more open and less serious, despite still being haughty.  She had even patted his head when he put on the suit!  Happy couldn’t remember a time when she had willingly initiated contact.  She must have missed me just as much as I did her! Happy realized with a happy flush.  Or maybe she thought I looked good like this?  That might be enough, too!! 
The fact that she had patted him like a child didn’t occur to him.  
Inside the girls were looking rather askance at Wendy, who had just Requipped into her armored chest plate.  
Wendy had eschewed a lot of their choices, shaking her head rapidly at each choice sending her hair flying.  Anything that Cana had chosen had been vetoed by the other girls quickly, but the three Strauss girls and Bisca had come up with at least a dozen outfits they thought Wendy would look good in.  But while Wendy liked dresses, she had rejected any dress that didn’t look as if it could be grown into slightly or seemed too flimsy.  Wendy had loved some jeans that Bisca had found and a few short dresses from Anna and Mira, but it had been Lisanna’s choices of long dresses, specifically ones with the color yellow on them in large or small amounts, which had won the most favor from the little girl.
Mira had been pleased to see that the girl had gone with a lot of her own choices in the underwear department.  But she was not nearly as happy seeing what Wendy was wearing right now.  “Why the heck are you using armor plate like that, Wendy?  It makes you look like a mini-Erza.”
Blushing, Wendy looked away, kicking at the floor of Erza’s suite, where the girls had congregated since it had more than enough room, Erza’s rooms taking an entire wing of the large building.  She sensed that Mira didn’t like her wearing armor for some reason, though she didn’t know why.  “Well, um, I’ve heard a lot about Erza-san from Carla and even Ranma-nii a few times.  Hehe, I’ve even read about her and all of you in Sorcerer’s Weekly since we entered Fiore.”  
Then she brightened, gesturing down at her armor and the dress she wore under it.  That dress was dark blue with silver lines along the sides and went down to right below her knees, with long sleeves marked by silver curlicues here and there.  “Ranma-nii bought these for me.  We got the Song Silk after saving King Jian, only he wasn’t a king then, from some odd goat person.  Then this armor was enchanted under order from the King of Pergrande.  It’s really good!  It’s stopped Ranma-nii’s punches at full power and even helped me when this giant manticore thing tried to bite me.”  Wendy’s eyes narrowed at the memory.  “That was a nasty creature, for all that it looked sort of like a giant kitty at first.”
Shaking her head at the number of adventures this young, barely twelve year old girl had been a part of already, Mira shot a betrayed look at Carla, who hastily looked away before Mira turned back to Wendy.  “That’s fine, but why does a Dragon Slayer need armor at all?  I thought your magics made you all super durable, with endurance to match.”  
The last was said as Mira’s eyes twitched over to Lisanna and Anna who were already thinking of what that endurance could mean, with predictably heavy blushes on their faces.  Bisca too looked thoughtful, and Mira had to admit that she was starting to develop a personal interest in that particular question also.
“It does, but I’m still a young girl, you know.  And Ranma-nii could never really bring himself to put me through the same kind of training he went through with Typhon Ojii-san or before.  So he thought armor would be the best thing,” Wendy replied, finishing putting away the last of her clothing in her Requip space before sighing.  “Let’s get this over with,” she moaned.  
“If you don’t want to fight, you don’t have to, Wendy,” Bisca said quickly, moving to walk beside the younger girl as the others followed.  
“I’d like to think so, but Natsu-san seems to be rather…single-minded?”  Wendy said, hesitant to seem as if she was being rude to the other Dragon Slayer.  “I think I need to at least show I’m stronger than him before he’ll listen to me about not getting into my personal space as he did, let alone the whole, the whole sniffing thing,” she finished with a blush.  That bit of rudeness was evidently still bothering her.
The Fairy Tail girls all exchanged glances.  “Yeah, that might not work as well as you think it might.  Natsu is simple-minded, not single, and he really likes to challenge those he thinks are stronger than him.  He challenged me a time or two and even Erza occasionally before we put the fear of…well, us…in him.  He still challenges Laxus and Gildarts constantly too.  The only one he doesn’t is Master Makarov,” Mira said, shaking her head.  “You might just get more of his attention.”
“Oh…”  Wendy frowned.  “Hmm.  What about me saying that he needs to prove himself stronger each time or I’ll just refuse to fight him?”
“Won’t work.  He’ll just attack you,” Lisanna said, shaking her head.  “No, the best bet would be to beat him now, then sic him on your brother and let him deal with it by saying he’s even stronger than you.”
“Well, he is,” Wendy replied with a nod, but she still looked worried.  “But, um, Ranma-nii might not be very nice to Natsu-san if Natsu just up and attacks him and doesn’t seem to have trained or gotten stronger since the last time he did.”  
“How mean are we talking about?” Anna asked, while Lisanna frowned beside her.  While both would have preferred their hoped-to-be boyfriend concentrate on something besides fighting, they didn’t want him to be seriously hurt.
Wendy, however, shook her head in ignorance, causing the twins to both frown now.  Bisca just looked thoughtful once more albeit with a different reason, wondering what Ranma would do to someone who irritated him.  
Behind them, Mira and Carla were having a discussion as the female Exceed defended her position of having held up Erza as role model rather than Mira.  “I mean, I can still remember how you used to dress before I left.  Even if you had toned down your clothing somewhat, you still dressed like some kind of street walker!”
“Gah!  I knew you were a secret member of team Erza!” Mira groused, but even that was a sign she was conceding the point.  
By that point they had reached the front doors of the dorm, opening it to find Happy and Natsu waiting for them.  The thankfully still dressed Happy flew straight toward Carla, who groaned but made no move to back away, thinking that it would be better for Happy to get it out of his system.  At least he hasn’t attempted to thrust a fish into my face yet, she thought philosophically.  Now if only there were other Exceed around, specifically other girls to point him at.
“About time!” Natsu shouted, leaping to his feet and looking at the now armored Wendy, fighting back a shiver from a flashback to when Erza had been that age and kicked his rear.  “Are you finally ready to go?”
“Yes, but I want some rules first.  If I win, you have to not try to fight me for a few days.  You’re free to challenge Ranma-nii if you want, but not me.  Second, no just trying to attack me out of the blue, getting in my personal space, or sniffing me!” Wendy said, fighting back a blush at that last.  That still bothered her quite a bit, though why it did she put down to instincts.  
“Man, that all sounds so boring,” Natsu groaned.  “Can’t we just fight now!?”  Wendy continued to stare at him, and the pink-haired Dragon Slayer finally sighed.  “Fine, be that way.  So boring.”
At that Wendy nodded with a smile, then ducked as Natsu, without further preamble, charged forward, punching out hard to where her head was a second ago.  Then he gasped in turn, as a kick took him in the side of the knee, sending him stumbling.  A second punch to the side of his face as Natsu stood back up was caught, and Wendy was barely able to get her own hand up to block the elbow Natsu sent her way after pulling her in close.
The two Dragon Slayers exchanged blows after that, with every one of Natsu’s blows blocked or redirected by the far smaller Wendy.  In return, however, her blows didn’t seem to have enough stopping power behind them.  
It looked to be a classic stalemate to many of the watchers, but Mira saw it very differently.  The others could barely track either Dragon Slayers’ movements, but she could follow both of them easily, and it was clear to her that Wendy had both the speed and style advantage.  And it looks more like she’s feeling him out rather than vice-versa.
“Heh, you’re keeping up pretty well, but what if we take this up another notch!?  Karyu no Tekken (Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist)!” Natsu bellowed, fire magic flaring around his hands.  
But Wendy once more dodged his punch, leaping up into the air and nailing him in the head with a kick.  She then used the momentum of that to stay kick to stay in the air.  Several hard kicks and punches slipped past Natsu’s guard, such as it was, and Natsu reeled back.  
The next instant, though, he roared out, “Karyu no Hoko (Fire Dragon’s Roar)!”
“Tenryu no Hoko!” Wendy replied, also roaring.  
The two attacks smashed against one another, and while Natsu’s attack had a larger diameter, Wendy’s was denser, and Mira realized it was also more powerful.  Don’t tell me that little girl’s stronger than Natsu!?
Natsu seemed to sense his attack falter and was able to dodge Wendy’s return blast at the last second, but then Wendy was on him, hopping around his body and raining down punches and kicks.  
“It’s not the most ladylike style, but it is effective,” Carla muttered, shaking her head.  “Ranma called it Anything Goes Aerial style.  It is designed to use the opponent’s own attacks to take to and then stay in the air.  It is a very adaptable style.”
Despite being hard-pressed, however, Natsu looked as if he was having a lot of fun.  Gildarts takes me out with one move, Erza scares me, and Laxus ignores me or does the same thing as Gildarts, so this is the first time I’ve fought someone like this on an even footing.  Naturally, Natsu didn’t think that Gray was on his level.  Leaping into the air as well, Natsu began another furious series of exchanges.
But Wendy had decided that enough was enough.  This wasn’t fun at all to her; fighting never was unless Ranma-nii was involved and was teaching her things, and even then only sometimes.  And frankly, if this fight continued Natsu might be hurt, which she didn’t want. So she rapidly backed away, and began to use her powers over air in a more subtle manner, sucking away the air around Natsu that he needed in order to fuel his flame.  
Natsu gaped as his fire began to spiral up into the air towards where Wendy was hovering, only to yelp as it returned to him.  “What the!?”  The returned attack hit, causing him to cry out in pain as the fire hit him, doing damage in a way most fire-based spells never would have been able to.  
The impact also blew him off his feet, but Natsu rolled with it, using the ground to put out the small flames that had appeared here and there on his normal clothing. He stood up quickly, his body now covered with small burns, but they were already fading thanks to his durability.
“Can we stop this now?”  Wendy asked, frowning.  “You’re strong, and you’ve got a lot of good Dragon Slayer attacks, but you’re not fast enough, which is the one thing Ranma-nii’s always said was most important.”  This is soooo not fun.
“Bah, all I need is just one good hit!” Natsu roared, charging forward again.  “Karyu no Tekken!”
Sighing, Wendy stayed still and took his hit on her armor.  It stung a little and threw her off her feet, flying backwards.  But just as Natsu was celebrating she rolled in midair to land easily on her feet.  She pouted at Natsu, then thrust out her hands to either side, gathering magic throughout her body.  “Fast wind that runs throughout the heavens, Vernier!  Power of the stout wind that tears down heaven, Arms!” 
With that she launched herself forward, ten times faster than she had been moving.  “Tenryu no Yokugeki!”	
Her new speed taking him completely by surprise, the attack slammed home before Natsu could even think of dodging.  The hit imparted more momentum than anything else, hurling Natsu backwards and out over the nearby cliff face to splash into the water below.
An instant later Wendy sighed, feeling her enhancement enchantments fading.  Looking over at the gob-smacked, or, in Mira’s case, cackling, group of Fairy Tail girls, she scuffed the ground, shrugging apologetically.  While Happy raced off with a cry of ‘Natsu!’ she said, “Well, at least this way he’ll be able to cool off right away?”
While cackling on the outside, Mira was actually thinking about what she had just seen and what she could sense from Wendy.  The amount of training this little girl has gone through dwarfs what I went through at her age.  On top of that, she’s fast as hell, adaptable, and tough.  She wasn’t even really trying there for most of the fight.  Wendy could almost be good enough to test for S-class.  Not up to my or Erza’s weight class, let alone the others in Fairy Tail, but she could walk into practically any other guild and be given the rank day one.  But geez, if Wendy’s that tough, what does that say about Ranma?  Fuck, I so want to throw down with him when he gets back!!

OOOOOOO
[bookmark: __DdeLink__4622_3343413406]
It had taken about ten minutes for Ranma and the others to realize that the Dark Guild wasn’t going to fall for her plan to drag them into a fight away from any bystanders.  With said plan no longer working, they were quickly forced to follow the train to the next town.  This took them nearly an hour, with Erza powering the Self-Energy system the entire way, refusing help from the others in the car.  Ranma didn’t notice this, running along next to the car as she was.  
“She’s almost as fast as Jet,” Gray said, shaking his head as he looked at the racing redhead.  
“Hmmpf!  I think Ranma’s even manlier than that!” Elfman said, shaking his head.
“Erm, you know he’s a woman right now, right?” Lucy asked, rolling her eyes then frowning.  “Good grief, how to address him, er her, is going to get annoying.”  Then she looked to Erza, frowning as she saw some sweat on the S-class mage’s face.  “Are you sure you don’t want to switch out, Erza?”
Surprisingly, Erza looked at her with a smile.  “No.  This is actually some decent exercise for me.  Don’t worry about it; I could do this for an entire day and still be able to fight afterward.”  She laughed then.  “It’ll make me sweat, but that’s about all.” 
Lucy nodded and didn’t spot Gray and Elfman’s chagrined looks.  They knew that Erza was one of the strongest the guild had to offer.  But if either of them had been asked to power a small MS car this long and this fast they would have definitely been feeling it.  Especially if it had been added on top of the time they had spent initially trying to catch up to the train before they met back up with Lucy and Ranma.  Erza, on the other hand, just looked at it like good training.
When they finally arrived at Oshibana, they found the town in chaos.  People were running away from the train station, shouting about terrorists and dark mages, while others were looking in that direction.  There were several shattered buildings near the train station. 
Fuck, Ranma cursed to herself, shaking her head as she stared around.  “We need some…”  He paused as Erza marched up to one of the nearest people who was running away from the station.  He looked like a station employee.  
Behind him Gray and Elfman groaned aloud, muttering, “Oh, not again.”  
Erza grabbed the man and bellowed, “You!  What is happening inside the station?”
“What?  Who are you…  OW!” the man said, keeling over from a sudden headbutt from the redhead.
Ranma gawked for a moment, then laughed as Erza did it twice more before grabbing her by the shoulder.  “While your methods are kind of fun to watch, they don't seem to be getting at any actual information.”
“Let's just get in there,” Gray said, bringing attention to the fact that he had just stripped off his shirt.  “Whatever’s going on, we can handle it!”
“Gray, your clothes,” Lucy said, shaking her head and sighing.  She looked over to Ranma, her eyes dull as she shook her head.  “It is really scary how quickly I've gotten used to that.”
“I feel your pain,” Ranma said patting her on the shoulder.  “But stripper boy has a point.”
“What did you call me!?”
Before Gray could try to continue his threat, Ranma had a hold of his nose and was tweaking it hard.  “I called you stripper boy,” she said, pulling his nose this way and that to his squeals.  “You have a problem with that?”
“No!” Gray replied, flailing his arms around.  “Just let go of my nose, please!”
Ranma did so before following Erza inside, whistling happily to herself, her good humor restored by the antics of the Fairy Tail mages.
“What is it about redheads being so freaking scary?” Gray muttered to Elfman.
“They really are quite manly, yes,” Elfman said, nodding his head soberly.
“I think they’d take that as an insult.  Well, Erza would, anyway…” Lucy said, trailing off before she snickered.  “Ranma might actually take it as a compliment.”
“It's a manly one,” Elfman said, nodding once more as the three of them followed the first two redheads.
Ranma’s good humor vanished a second later, however, as the loud speakers set around the corners of the station came alive in a blare of static.  “Attention!  This is Eisenwald, the Mage Guild Eisenwald, one of many the Mage Council has labeled Dark.  Well, far be it from us not to accept that label!  But we are not here to talk about ancient history.  A few hours ago, a Fairy Tail mage stole something from one of my guildmates.  We want it back.  If the Fairy Tail mages do not give themselves up to us in the next ten minutes, we will start killing hostages.  Let’s say three for every ten minutes.  Trust me, ladies and gentlemen, you don’t want to test the Shinigami’s patience.”
Damn it, I underestimated Erigor’s intelligence and ability to think things through.  Mistakes like that have fucking plagued me since this mission began.  Her game face fully on now, Ranma turned and looked at the equally grim-faced Fairy Tail members.  “Let’s go.”
Inside they found several dozen fallen men in armor all wearing the same tabards scattered across the interior stairwell leading up to the main station area.  “Who’re these chumps?” Ranma asked, kneeling beside one of them and looking at his uniform and weapons critically.  Their weapons were simple staff-spears, which probably contained a few charge spells within them.  But their armor was pathetic, and since there wasn't even a single Eisenwald member among the scattered bodies, they were obviously pathetic as well.
“These are Rune Knights,” Erza said, looking around at them and trying to find someone awake who could answer some more questions.  They needed to know how many hostages they were dealing with, as well as anything they could find about the layout of station, though that was secondary.  “They answer directly to the Magic Council and are sort of magical security force.”
“They don't do a good job at it, do they?”
“No, not against the unwilling,” Erza said with a sigh, nodding her head to the other redhead in acknowledgment of her point, given their conversation earlier that day.
“Okay.  They can't tell us anything, so it falls to us to figure everything out,” Ranma said, staring first at Erza, then over her shoulder to the others who had finally joined them, handing Lullaby over to Erza.  “I'll head up first, scout out the area, and place myself near the hostages.  Give me five minutes, then follow me.  Get their attention with that, then I’ll take out any guards I need to get the hostages free.  I'd bet that the dark guild will have concentrated all its members in one place in order to take us out.”
“How?  Does Water Dragon Slayer magic give you some way to sneak around without being seen?” Erza asked quizzically.  She was fine with the plan, but the particulars bothered her.
“I did say that I had other tricks in my bag o’ tricks.  They'll never see me coming,” Ranma said, stepping backwards and disappearing under the Umi-Sen Ken.  Between one moment and the next, Ranma was gone from their senses, both physical and magical.
The others gaped at where Ranma had just been standing, shuddering a little.  “That was scary, right?” Lucy asked, looking around at the others.  “I mean, that was scary; that wasn't just me, right?”
“No, that wasn't just you.  I didn't even see a flare of magic there,” Gray said.
“Enough,” Erza said, holding up the flute.  “Let's get ready to go in there.  We’ll give him the five minutes he wanted, then we’re heading in.”

OOOOOOO

Ranma found that the interior of the train station was built around a vaulted hall around three stories tall with a slight curve to the roof.  One side of this hall led into the train station’s loading area through several large doors, all of which were closed now.  One section of the loading area was piled high with loading boxes, the other was clear at present, but Ranma supposed that that was where the people were supposed to board the train.  There was a walkway situated on the second floor wrapping all around the hall, allowing people to stand up there and watch the goings on.  There were two corridors which led off into the back of the station from there at either end of the just slightly rectangular hall.  There were also two other doorways on the first floor, both of which were open as Ranma moved through the area unseen.  One led directly into a large storage area.  Ranma couldn’t see where the other one led, since that corridor turned to the side almost immediately.  
The hostages, around twenty men and women, were being held up on the second floor balcony well away from the two corridors.  There were a dozen mages around them, led by the man Ranma recognized as the current leader of Eisenwald, since its Guild Master had been arrested: Erigor, the so-called Shinigami.  He sat on the balcony’s rail, his back to the prisoners, as he stared down at the main entrance leading into the hall, his scythe balanced on his crossed legs. 
Neither he nor any of the others noticed Ranma enter and hop up to the second floor silently.  An instant later Ranma was clinging to the roof directly above the prisoners.
Five minutes after Ranma had left them, Erza marched up the stairs and into the main hall.  She was followed immediately by the others, but Ranma felt that Erza, in her gleaming steel armor and with her penetrating gaze and flowing red hair, definitely cut a more commanding figure than the other three.
In front of her stood the Eisenwald guild members.  Their numbers covered about half of the hall from one end to the other, added to the dozen more up on the balcony.  The mages were all raring for battle, weapons and spells at the ready.  
“Welcome to my parlor, fairy flies!” Erigor shouted, thrusting his arms above his head in both directions, his scythe held loosely in one of them.  “If you do exactly what I say, you might even get out of here alive, if I’m feeling generous.”
Below, however, some of the more knowledgeable guild members were not as confident.  “A redhead, he said.  Just a redhead!?” muttered one Eisenwald member to another.  “Kageyama couldn't recognize the fucking Fairy Queen Titania!?”
“She must've been in disguise or something, I suppose.  Besides, who cares?  She can't be all that!” said another guild member nearby.  “And just think about what we can do after we beat her or that blonde.”
Elsewhere in the crowd near the right side, Kageyama had stepped forward, glaring at the redhead and at the blonde who had tricked him.  “You!  You bitch, do you see what you cost me!?” he growled, gesturing to the stump of his ear.  
“I didn’t do that!” Lucy retorted, looking a little sick.  “Your own allies did that to you, not me.”
“They did it because of you and that redhead!” Kageyama bellowed, while Erigor watched from on high.  The pineapple-haired mage gestured, and magic coated his body for an instant, reaching out through his shadow onto the floor.  Two massive fists appeared from it, flashing forward along the floor towards Erza and Lucy in an instant.
Squeaking, Lucy hopped backwards, her hand flashing down to her whip.  She whipped it out, and the end of it glowed with yellow light for an instant before it intersected the moving shadow, shattering Kageyama’s control over it.  “Just because I’m a pretty face doesn’t mean I’m an easy mark!” Lucy huffed, trying to hide her trembling knees.  Despite her training under Capricorn, she still wasn’t used to real life and death situations.
Erza huffed, one hand flicking out with one of her numerous swords, slicing the shadow away the instant it tried to raise up out of the ground.  “I agree with Lucy.  Your anger is misplaced and stupid.  Now, do back away; the adults are talking.”
“Heh, well said.  Kageyama, did you forget we have to repair your mistake first?” Erigor asked, glaring down at the shadow user, who flinched.  Satisfied with that, Erigor turned back to the Fairy Tail mages, pointing his scythe back over his shoulder towards the hostages.  “You have something that belongs to my guild, fairy flies.  If you care about the lives of these pathetic cretins, you'll hand it over now.”
Sighing, Erza slowly pulled out the flute, holding in one hand above her head.  “What guarantee do I have that you'll not injure the hostages if I hand this over?”
“None,” Erigor said blandly.  “But you have my guarantee that I’ll kill them all if you don't.”
“Not good enough,” Erza said, trying to buy time for what she knew was going to happen as the others spread out so that they formed a thin line facing the Eisenwald mages across a cleared zone in the center of the hall.  “I need a guarantee that you won't harm them, or else I'll destroy this flute before I hand it over to you!”
Erigor gritted his teeth, grabbing his scythe and hopping into the air.  “You're in no position to demand anything from me, you fucking fly!”
“Just because we follow the Magic Council's dictates doesn't mean we’re weak!” Erza bellowed back.  “You're the weak ones, taking whatever job is offered regardless of morality!  You fight, you kill for money, you’ll never know what it is like to really fight for a cause, for a family!”
“Hah!  Did I say I was interested in your opinions?  There were assassination jobs on the offering, and our guild was the only one strong enough to offer to take them!  That’s why we were sanctioned.  The Magic Council feared us, so they struck us down!” Erigor replied, shouting the words now to the entire room, causing the other Eisenwald members to shout agreement.  “Well, we’ll show them!  We’ll show them all that Eisenwald is still around and that they painted a target on their own damn backs!  The name of the Shinigami Erigor will go down in history!”
Erza grit her teeth, but didn't respond as Ranma suddenly made her presence known.  She came out of nowhere from above Erigor, slamming a foot down into the back of his head, sending him down off his perch on the balcony.  With that impact, Ranma flipped off backwards, her hands flashing out in either direction.  “Soryu no Kaiten Tsunami!” 
The massive plumes of barely shaped water magic slammed into the various Eisenwald members that were up on the second floor, hurling them away as Ranma landed in front of the hostages.  “Run!” she shouted, pointing toward the nearest corridor leading deeper into the train station.  “Find some place to hide until this all blows over!”
The hostages—men and women, no children among them, thankfully, or families, who Erigor felt would be more trouble than they were worth—needed no second urging.  They turned as one, racing away as, down below, the Fairy Tail members charged. 
Lucy thrust out two of her keys to either side, shouting, “Open Taurus and Cancer!”
“Take Over:” shouted Elfman, slamming his fists together. “Demon Arms!”
“Ice Make Cannon!” Gray bellowed, opening the fight with a massive torrent of ice, which slammed into the first rank of their enemies.
“Fuck, get her!” Erigor shouted, one hand holding the back of his head as he spiraled up into the air, using his other hand to control his scythe, with which he sent down several air attacks towards Ranma. 
But Ranma simply conjured up a small shield of water which absorbed the attacks easily.  She didn’t respond in kind, though, busy protecting the hostages as they ran, hopping this way and that, getting her water shield or fists and feet between them and any spells sent their way.  Protecting over forty scattering panicked civvies was tough, even for Ranma. 
Oh, she could have created a water shield to protect the entire group, if they had remained in once place rather than scattered.  But then she wouldn’t have been able to fight back, which she was also doing.  This came in the form of punches and kicks to the still conscious mages on the second floor and perhaps her favorite type of offense: taunting.
“Is that it?  Oh come on, Shini-shitty, I thought you were supposed to be hot stuff!  And the rest of you jesters, you couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn!  Your parents would be so ashamed!  That is, if they could say anything when seeing ya other than, ‘damn, you ugly!’”
“Sh, Shini-shitty?  I’ll gut you like a fish, you fucking fly!”  Erigor shouted, attacking the redhead with ever increasing furor.  Even the rest of his guild, those not already engaged with the Fairy Tail mages, had turned.  Many of them were sending up as many spells as they could to try to kill the redhead, while others had charged up the steps to engage her more closely. 
Those mages soon realized they had earned themselves an express trip to the realm of pain as Ranma closed between one instant and the next, hammering them this way and that.  Two of them were then hurled back the way she had come, only to intercept several of the spells being sent up from the floor.  The last mage went down, and Ranma was back in place, still shouting insults and guarding the last few straggling hostages as they gained the entrance to the corridor.
Down below, Erza realized that their new acquaintance was doing what she could to protect the civilians and also keep the enemy mage’s attention on herself.  So instead of jumping up to engage Erigor alone, she made to charge forward with the others, eager to make as many of the opposing mages concentrate on her as possible.  She was about to summon her magical blades, when she felt something grab the flute.
She turned quickly, only to see that someone had used magic to become part of the wall.  He, a rather fat, ugly sort of mage, had then thrust his hand out from the wall to grab it from behind her, disappearing into the wall in the same instant.  “No!” she shouted, two swords appearing in her hand as she hacked into the wall, roaring angrily.  
But the mage was already gone, racing through the wall and away.  Erigor was cursing luridly when his ally appeared, flute in hand in the ceiling above him, as he flew above the fight, still hurling down air attacks at Ranma.
Nothing he had launched had hit or even come close to the bitch who had cold-cocked him.  Not only had the redhead not been hit, none of the fleeing hostages had been hurt at all.  And the redhead was still throwing curses with every breath, including that horrible Shini-shitty name!  It was beyond frustrating, and Erigor had quickly lost both his cool and his grasp of their actual mission.
The shout from his sneaky guildmate directly above him, however, brought his head around like a turret.  “Erigor-sama, I’ve got Lullaby!”  
“What?  Oh, um,” Erigor nodded, coming back to himself, pushing his hair out of his face.  “Good work, Karacka!  Give it to me, then do what you can to help pin these flies down while I…get…away…”  Below, two more of his mages fell to Ranma, but that was a mere sideshow to Erza joining the battle below.
Erza had stalked forward, her entire body brimming with rage as she thought about how she had just been blindsided, taken unawares!  How can I call myself an S-class mage if I can be taken so unawares!  The only way to make this right is through overwhelming force! 
Between one step and the next she summoned up her power.  Erza’s normal everyday armor was a simple chest plate with accompanying greaves, heavy boots, and a skirt that came to her knees.  As her magic flared, that changed, her clothing disappearing in a near blinding flash of light.  Even Ranma, who was looking away at the time, blinked as spots appeared in her vision, and the flash blinded more than one Eisenwald mage.
The flash swiftly disappeared, revealing Erza in her new armor.  It was silver plated armor in the shape of a built up bra with a large metal flower over it that bared her taut, toned stomach above a large, billowing skirt made of cloth and metal plates, which fell to her knees.  Large metal wings that seemed to be made of individual blade of various sizes were attached to her back armor.  Coupled with a wing-like headpiece, it was clear to Ranma that it was this armor that gave Erza her Fairy Queen nickname.  She looked for all the world like a fairy crossed with a Valkyrie.
The air all around her formed a wave of weapons.  There were hundreds of them, at least four of them for every enemy mage.  They hovered there above, behind, and to both sides of her.  “Dance, my blades: Overwhelming Barrage!” 
In groups of ten, those weapons flashed out in arcing attacks, slicing into, cutting, and pinning down more than two-thirds of the remaining Eisenwald mages.  The only reasons it wasn’t all of them were that some had thought to use their fellows as shields and Erza’s desire to incapacitate rather than kill.  This was Fiore, after all, and killing even Dark Mages was against the law here, something Erza had no problems with.  
Even Erigor and Karacka were targeted.  Karacka squealed and retreated into the wall, barely ahead of several massive claymores that slammed hilt deep into the wall, leaving behind some blood from where they had nicked him anyway.  Erigor hastily blocked two spears coming at him, only for the side of his neck and right shoulder to be nicked by two swords as they flew by.
He stared down at Titania’s mismatched eyes as she glared up at him.  “You will never have the chance to use Lullaby!” she roared, taking to the air and rushing towards him.  But she was stopped by another mage wearing clothing that made him look somewhat like an Egyptian mummy.  He had hidden below two of his pinned fellows and now lashed out with his magic.  From his fingers, long, black bands lashed out at her, grabbing her ankles.
At the same time Ranma dealt with two spiky-haired twins and a mage wielding light magic, of all things.  Smashing them down, she was about to leap toward Erigor from a standing start from over a hundred feet away.  At the same time Erza hacked down, slicing through the bands holding her ankles, and Kageyama appeared out of a shadow right next to where Ranma was leaping.  Dodging Kageyama’s shadow fist took Ranma just slightly too much time to get to Erigor before he had dove down and into one of the corridors on the first floor.
“Damn it!” Ranma roared, leaping down and after Erigor so fast, it looked as if she was flying too.  But then she halted as a blast of wind magic filled the corridor from one side to another, a wall of wind that moved so fast it stung Ranma’s body.  Still, Ranma drove on, trusting her durability, even if it wasn’t quite where she would have liked it to have been by this point.
There was a reason for that, of course, though it had taken Ranma a long time to realize what it was or even that there was a problem in the first place.  But after his fight with the Beast, Ranma had realized that despite what he had thought at the time, his ability to take damage hadn’t actually increased during his time in this world.  His strength, speed and endurance had, in those areas he was stronger than he had ever been in his old world.  But this was not the case in terms of his body’s endurance to damage.
The cause of this was the odd and at times combative dichotomy between Ranma’s magical core, which Typhon had awakened within him, and his ki.
Ranma had meditated on this for a flat month and had finally realized that Dragon Slayer magic, by its very nature, was dangerous, doing something to the user’s body as it gave them a dragon’s features, such as scales.  There was something within the core that caused this change, a seed of the dragon’s own being, almost.  Ranma couldn’t describe it better than that.
While Ranma had thought that that was an awesome idea when he was younger, his ki certainly didn’t.  Instead it fought what it saw as a kind of virus, keeping the Draconic powers at bay.  All this didn’t matter at all in terms of his offensive abilities, but the impact to his endurance was pretty bad.  The Dragon Slayer core was constantly at war with his ki, and Ranma couldn’t control the response of either, not yet.
But Erigor had filled the entire corridor with wind from one end to another, forcing Ranma to slow down even as she forced her way forward.  “Hah!  You’re tough, but not that tough!  Get sliced to ribbons and despair as I sing a little song for the townsfolk using this station’s intercom!”
Growling, Ranma brought her hands together and then shot them forward.  “Soryu no Doriru Kagitsume (Water Dragon’s Drilling Claw)!”  A torrent of spiraling water flew from her hands to smash into the whirling dervish of wind that filled the corridor.  It was a contest of elements, and while water didn’t have as much offensive punch as wind, Ranma’s willpower, and her magic, was stronger.  
After only a few seconds Ranma stepped forward into a now cleared corridor, racing after Erigor.  Yet even so, he scowled as he realized he could no longer smell his quarry, the man’s scent was instead all around him, with no direction.  Still there’s only one direction he could have gone.  A second later, that was no longer the case as he saw windows on either side of the corridor.  “FUCK!”
Back in the main hall Erza had gotten free now and frowned, staring after Ranma and Erigor.  That makes no sense.  Why would they want to kill some random townsfolk with Lullaby?  That’s too small a target to need such a powerful magical device, and it seems too small even for their professed goal of getting back at the Council, especially with what I heard about them targeting the guild masters.  So why would he even say that?  “Don’t tell me…” she breathed, turning and racing for the stairs down to the entrance to the station.
It wasn’t as if she was needed here any longer, after all, since none of the Eisenwald mages were still on their feet.  Lucy had dealt with Kageyama, whipping him into submission while her spirits helped subdue or tie up the few dark mages who had escaped Erza, Gray, and Elfman.  Elfman had concentrated on clearing out any group of mages that tried to escape to the other corridor on the ground floor, while Gray had been smashing any large groups with his Ice Make powers.  It had been something of a rout from the get-go after Ranma had rescued the hostages.
Even the mage who had snared Erza’s legs to stop her from attacking Erigor was now frozen against one wall, courtesy of Gray, who stood next to him, his eyes as cold as the ice that currently imprisoned the other mage.  “So, you want to tell me what your real plan is now?  No way have you all gone to such lengths to use a cursed item like Lullaby to kill some random townsfolk.  What’s your real target?”
“Kekekeke,” the mage chuckled, shaking his head.  “Too late.  You’re too damn late.  Now you’re trapped here, you fucking flies.  There’s no escape for you or for your precious Guild Masters!”
“Guild Masters?” Gray said as the ice encasing the man slowly rose up his body.  “What about the Guild Masters?”  He hadn’t been close enough to hear that bit when Erza was explaining it back in the guild.
At this point Elfman and Lucy both came over, their attention also grabbed by that last bit, who also hadn’t heard that before.  But even having an audience didn’t seem to worry the Eisenwald mage.  He kept on laughing even as the ice reached his neck.  “Erigor’s gone to sing your precious leaders a little song!  That is our vengeance, our showing the world that strength is the only thing that matters, not their stupid arbitrary GAH!”
In an instant the ice had finished its journey up his body, trapping him within it as it grew ever colder, actually beginning to freeze his body too.  “You’re wrong,” Gray said, his face a mask of fury matched by Elfman’s.  Lucy simply looked horrified.  “You’re wrong.  You’ll never touch our parents, and we will show you what happens to anyone who threatens our family.”

OOOOOOO

Having exited the station after throwing Ranma off his trail for a moment, Erigor paused, alighting on the ground as he stared back at the large building, his face set into a grim line.  “Your sacrifices will not be in vain, my friends.  The Guild Masters and all of Fiore will pay for what they did!”
With that, he raised his hands, looking at two bracelets on his wrists.  They were made of stones, which looked the color of dried blood mixed with an odd looking metal, which looked like burnished steel, but with a subtle purplish gleam to it.  Erigor touched them, one bracelet after another, and purplish magic began to flow out from his hands.  “Hah!  It’s just like that demon girl said, these things really do multiply my magic!  They were worth the blood I had to give her to bind them to my magic.” 
With the added power Erigor began a spell.  Under his command a tornado instantly formed around the entire train station.  Slowly thickening well beyond his normal level to control, the tornado began to shred the buildings to every side of it.  Soon it was a wall of air meters thick, moving so fast that anything that tried to get through would either bounce or be shredded.
Once that was in place, Erigor gasped, shaking his head at the amount of magical power that had taken out of him.  His two bracelets also noticeably dimmed, all of the stones turning a dull gray color now, drained utterly. 
As he was regaining his breath, Erza came bursting out of the stairwell.  She stared at this, then threw herself toward Erigor, only to bounce off, angrily shouting, “You coward!  Stay and fight like a mage!”
“I'd rather be a winner then a fool!” Erigor said in return, laughing.  “Have fun, knowing that all your attempts to stop me are in vain!”
Still laughing, Erigor floated once more into the air, moving until he was above the train station.  His hands glowing with magical energy, Erigor brought them together slowly.  Under his direction, the tornado changed from a circular wall into a dome over the train station.  A dome that, as he watched, slowly began to shrink.
With the Fairy Tail mages now seen to, Erigor turned, flying off towards Clover Town.  Behind him the spinning swirling dervish of air started to impact the building, shredding portions of it as it did, forcing Erza back inside as she continued to shout at the swiftly disappearing Erigor.

OOOOOOO

Soon enough Elfman was joined by the others, save for Lucy, who was busy directing two of her this Celestial Spirits and tying up the guild members with the help of the former hostages.  “Do you think you can do something about this?” Erza asked Ranma, while Elfman and Gray tried desperately to break the wall of wind.  Nothing they did seemed to work, however.
She had tried with a few of her different armors, but none of them had been able to shatter the dome of tornado-like wind.  None of her swords could slice all the way through, which Erza felt would be enough to break the spell.  They’d gotten close a few times, but not all the way through.
“Let’s see,” Ranma said, drawing his arms back and concentrating a bit of his magic into his hands.  So much so, that if not for the wind barrier, his next attack could well have destroyed a large swath of the town beyond.  “Soryu no Saiga (Water Dragon's Crushing Fang)!”
The attack lashed out, a flat battering ram of water smashing through the wall of wind.  It broke through, but then was torn asunder by the still moving wind in turn.  Ranma moved the attack, lashing it through the wall and trying to cut through it horizontally then vertically, his attack being torn apart in turn as he went until he finally cancelled it.  He then tried to leap forward with Erza, but the wall reformed too quickly for them to get all the way through, forcing them both back.
“Damn it, that’s what I was afraid of.”  Ranma groused, shaking his head and letting his hands fall to his side.  A water spell could only break through the ensorcelled wind; it wouldn’t overpower the spell.  This was down to how the elements interacted in terms of magic, something Ranma had known, but he had hoped he had enough power to get through it regardless.  But the tornado would just keep going unless he broke it in multiple places, which wasn’t good since they would close as soon as he moved on to the nect one.  “I can’t stop the spell itself, and, given the speed it’s closing in, I don’t think we can assume that it’ll shut down if I find Erigor and feed him his own ass.”
He then stared down at the ground thoughtfully, tapping it.  “But I think we can go under it much more easily.  Let's get back to the others.”
Inside they found Lucy standing over the crumpled form of two of the dark mages, looking frantic as Cancer quickly went to work sewing up Kageyama’s side, where it was obvious he had just been stabbed.  Nearby in a pile of rubble that had been a wall lay the fat, thick-lipped fellow who had taken the flute back from Erza.  He was unconscious, a long gash going from one shoulder to the other.
She turned hurriedly to the others, pointing at him.  “I thought that Kageyama could somehow cancel Erigor’s spell if he had dispel magic,” she said over the sound of the tornado smashing deeper into the building.  “Then this guy came out of the wall and stabbed him!  If not for Taurus, he might've gotten away with it too.”
The giant, bullheaded Taurus roared.  “As always, Lucy, you are as kind as your breasts are fantastic!”
“Yes, yes.  That's enough out of you, you perverted spirit!” Lucy growled, swiftly pushing her key towards the bull and forcing his gate to close.  With that accomplished, she turned back to the others.  “How about you all?”
Rama shook his head, but once more tapped his foot down on the ground, even as the sound of the tornado came closer.  “Nope, but I think we can dig through the ground and get out, at least.”  
He was about to start, when Lucy grinned, holding up another key.  “Then it's a very good thing I made that contract earlier, isn't it?” she said smugly.
Just then the tornado finally burst through the far wall, causing many of the hostages to start screaming and even a few of the conscious dark guild members to cry out in alarm.  Lucy womanfully ignored this, thrusting out her key in front of her as the wind started to pick up around her, flinging her hair and skirt every which way.  “Open, Virgo!”
An instant later the pink-haired Virgo appeared, standing beside her.  She instantly reached over, holding down Lucy's skirt and pulling it down so that her panties weren’t showing even as her own skirt flared up, showing practically everything underneath.  “Hime, your skirt!”
“This is so not the time, Virgo!” she shouted.
Ranma, on the other hand simply stared, shaking his head.  “Black panties and matching garter belt.  Nice.”
Next to him Erza nodded too, blushing.  To one side Elfman and Gray were also looking, along with a group of former hostages and current prisoners who had an angle to see the action.
“That’s enough of that!” Lucy shouted at them, then turned to Virgo.  “Virgo, we need a tunnel to get all of these people out of here.  Can you do it?””
“As you wish, Hime,” Virgo said, turning away, the cuffs on her wrists and legs clinking as she did.  A second later, she dove into the ground as easily as a dolphin into water.  The ground began to quiver and shake where she had entered, and soon enough there was a tunnel leading down and away.
Ranma grunted, moving over to the unconscious Rune Knights, piling them up onto his shoulders three each.  “Hostages and wounded out first, then the rest of these assholes.”  The others, even Erza, agreed to that, and they quickly got moving, pushing the hostages in first, then following after with the two dozen wounded and unconscious Rune Knights.
Eventually they got all the hostages and their prisoners out, piling up most of the dark guild members like cord wood to one side of the tunnel, uncaring of their discomfort.  In fact, Ranma took a bit of sadistic glee in dropping them on top of each other as he piled them higher.
Just as they were finishing, the wind spell dissipated, the train station now nothing more than rubble.  Lucy frowned, looking around her in confusion.  “Wait, where did Elfman go?”
The others looked around too then Ranma shook his head.  “He must've gone after Erigor himself.  We’ll have to trust that he can at least slow the guy down before he gets to Clover Town.”

OOOOOOO

Thinking that he had left behind everyone who was after him, Erigor was completely surprised when someone shouted, “A man finishes what he started!” directly above him. 
Trying to turn, Erigor yet again felt the feeling of someone slamming into him from above.  With a massive weight on his back, Erigor crashed into the ground on the other side of the gorge he had just been flying over. 
Growling and flipping himself to his feet, Erigor stared angrily at Elfman, who had rolled away with the impact of their crash, twisting around to face him.  Both of his arms were shifting back to normal from some kind of bird wings as his feet changed back from a bird’s talons.
“You’re a persistent fly, and foolish!” Erigor said, twirling his staff in front of him.  “There is a reason why I'm called the reaper, after all!”
Elfman shrugged his shoulders, cracking his neck and working out his arms for a moment.  “Meh, you didn’t seem all that manly when you faced Ranma earlier.  And, last time I looked, it was you who ran away like a coward.”
“Feh.  If you’re too stupid to realize that was tactics, I’m not about to explain it to you.  Why waste words on a dead man, after all?” Erigor said, his lips twisting into a sneer.  
With that, the two charged towards one another.  Erigor lashed out with his scythe, sending several blades of wind at Elfman.  “Emera Baram!”
Elfman ducked or dodged most of them, but one of them struck him in the waist.  Yet to Erigor’s surprise it didn’t cut through the other mage as it should have, as evinced by the way the blades of wind had chopped into the ground and even some of the rail line behind Elfman.
As the attack dissipated, he saw that Elfman’s body had taken some damage, a long, thin slice there, but it hadn’t penetrated.  By the time he realized that, Elfman was within punching distance.  “Take Over: Beast Arm!”  The large, clawed hand slammed into Erigor’s face, hurling him several feet away.  
Grunting and spitting out a tooth, Erigor barely got his scythe in between him and Elfman’s next punch.  “A real man fights with his fists!” Elfman roared.
“Oh, shut up already!” Erigor bellowed back, the shaft of his scythe breaking under the power of Elfman’s punch. Dropping it, he launched another point blank Emera Baram.  But Elfman raised his arms, blocking the attack.
This still allowed Erigor time to leap back, off the bridge and into the air.  His hand glowed a light purple for a moment, then he thrust it palm out towards Elfman.  “Storm Bringer!”
Instantly a large tornado appeared around and under Elfman, raising him into the air even as it cut into him.  But Elfman simply lashed out in every direction with his fists and legs, howling, “Not strong enough!”  To Erigor’s shock this actually burst the tornado, allowing Elfman to fall to the ground.
Despite his surprise at this, Erigor followed up before Elfman could settle himself, flashing his hands glowing with energy around, then slamming them forward, bringing them together in front of him.  “Magic Wind Palm!” 
This created a concentrated vortex of air that should have shredded Elfman.  But Elfman responded, roaring out, “Take Over: Armored Armadillo!” 
Unlike his previous forms, this was a full-bodied Take Over, and actually looked something like a version his sister Lisanna used.  Elfman’s body became almost rotund, yellow and light brown, with a small, cute snout.  The massive plates of armor on his back were no joke, though, and when he curled into a ball the Magic Wind Palm attack did nothing to him, simply rattling his body from side to side.  
Soon enough Erigor’s attack dissipated, and Elfman quickly uncurled.  I have to hand it to Lisanna-chan, her Take Overs might mostly be cutesy, but sometimes the animals she chose do have a distinct upside to them.  
However, above him, Erigor had had enough of this.  “You’re not the only one who can use armor, you fly!  Storm Mail!”  Around Erigor the wind condensed even as it sped up, covering him head to toe in armor created by wind power.  With that he swooped down, slamming into Elfman and sending him flying through the air to land on the far side of the gorge with enough force to raise a furrow in the ground.  
Now bleeding from numerous cuts, Elfman pushed himself to his feet, barely getting a palm up to block the next blow from his enemy.  The winds around Erigor’s fist cut into Elfman’s hand, covering it with tiny bleeding cuts as Elfman was hurled backwards once more.  
“Hahah!  You’ll never beat me, you fucking fly!” Erigor shouted, rising once more into the air, his voice somewhat distorted by the wind around his face.
Shaking out his bleeding hand, Elfman stared thoughtfully at Erigor.  When he spoke, his voice was calm, far calmer than it had been since he and the others had shown up at the train station.  Indeed, the clash between his current tone and his still cutesy-looking body was quite jarring, to say nothing of the fact that the snout he currently had could even form words.
“You know, several years ago I made a mistake,” he said, staring hard at Erigor.  “I took too much onto my plate, and I nearly got both of my sisters killed.  The only reason I didn't is because a complete stranger to us came around just then and saved us with the help of another guild member who none of us was on the best of terms with.  Ranma saved the sister I didn't even know I had.  He saved Lisanna from my rampage, and he saved Mirajane from facing a world where her decision to take us on that mission would have cost us Lisanna just as much as my mistake.  I'm on this job to pay him back, to, in some small measure, repay a debt that can never be made right.”
His hands clenched into a fist Elfman ignored the blood still dripping from his badly cut up hand as he growled, “And, on top of that, you had to give me more motivation!  You had to threaten our grandfather!  Take Over: Lizard Man!”
An instant later Elfman’s form had changed.  He had grown several inches and, instead of looking like a plush toy in the shape of an armadillo, he now looked like a monstrous were-lizard of some kind.  There were rows of spikes going up his back and along his arms, his forehead was armored further by a scale, which looked like the top of a helmet, and his hair had become a wild mane of white hair going down his stooped back.  “Let’s see which is stronger, your wind or my scales!” he roared, charging forward.
Scowling underneath his armor, Erigor did the same, wishing to put this fly in his place.  Erigor’s blow got in first, smashing into Elfman’s chest, but doing nothing.  This caused Erigor’s eyes to widen, but before he could do anything Elfman reached out, thrusting his hand through the Storm Mail somehow to grab Erigor’s actual hand.  
“You should have flown away when you had the chance!” Elfman bellowed into Erigor’s face, his other hand lashing out in a scale-encrusted punch that smashed through Erigor’s vaunted Storm Mail armor to smash into his upper chest.  “Now you’re not getting away from me!”
Desperately, Erigor tried to pull his hand out of the other mage’s grip, but Elfman was far superior in terms of brute strength.  “Get off me!”  He lashed out again with a point plank Magic Wind Palm, but Elfman retained his grip even as cuts and slashes began to appear on his scales.
“Never!”  Elfman punched Erigor again, this time bringing his hand down in a hammer blow on the top of Erigor’s head, sending him to his knees.  Still holding onto Erigor’s other arm, Elfman pummeled Erigor into submission.  Erigor tried to fight back, and Elfman’s scales were shattered here and there, deep cuts appearing over his body.  
Yet in the end it was Erigor who collapsed first.  “No, no!  You, guh, you can’t beat, no…  Justice…  Must, must make them pay…”
“In a battle between men, it is the one with the most will who wins!  And guess what, you lose!” Elfman roared, bringing his head down in a massive headbutt as Erigor started to lose control of his Storm Mail.  The blow shattered Erigor’s nose and several of his teeth, blowing out Erigor’s remaining consciousness at the same time.
Finally letting the now comatose mage go, Elfman released his Take Over soul, slumping to the ground.  His body was covered in bruises now, with a few shallow cuts here and there.  Even so, he couldn’t stop himself from raising his arms in the air and shouting, “MAN!!!!” at the top of his lungs before he fell backwards, utterly exhausted.
Barely five minutes after that, Elfman roused himself from the ground, barely pushing himself to his knees as he heard the sound of an oncoming car.  Turning his head blearily in that direction, he smiled at the sight of his friends racing towards him.  Ranma ran to one side of the car, while Erza sat in the driver’s seat, with Gray and Lucy both sticking their heads out from the other side of the car.
Ranma was the first to reach him.  Giving Elfman a manly thumbs up, Ranma moved past him to check on Erigor, making sure he was still breathing before pulling out a pair of strange looking handcuffs.  They looked almost like stone, but not quite, and they had tiny lacrima worked into the chains that connected them.  Ranma clapped them in place, touching a slightly larger lacrima set in the center of the chain and watching as they all began to glow.  
Then he turned to Elfman, but Erza was already there, pulling Elfman to his feet.  “Elfman, you did it!  Your sisters will be so proud of you!  I'm proud of you!”  Then she pulled him into a hug, slamming his head into her chest plate with jarring force.
“Hard!” Elfman squeaked, completely overpowered both by the impact and by the fact that Erza had just lifted him off the ground and manhandled him so easily.
Gray and Lucy came next, with Gray moving to help Elfman, slipping an arm around Elfman’s waist and one of Elfman's arms around his shoulders as Lucy did the same, despite her lack of height in comparison to the tall Elfman on the other side.  “Damn good job, big man,” he said gruffly.  
As they moved off, Erza moved towards where Ranma was handcuffing Erigor.  She peered down looking at the cuffs and nodded.  “Magic suppressing handcuffs.  Those are expensive.”
Ranma shrugged.  “Yeah, but they're useful and reusable.”  
“And you just happened to have them on you?  Or are you going to tell me they were given to you for this mission by Queen Rose?” Erza asked, winning a wry chuckle from Ranma.  “I don't suppose then that you'd be interested in joining Fairy Tail?  I know Laxus would be ecstatic once he returns, and we can always use someone who can actually think ahead like you can.” 
“I'm afraid not,” Ranma said with an answering smile, brushing the front of one of his pecs for a moment where Erza could see the Ranger brooch still there on his cloak, which he had not removed for the entire battle.  In fact, Ranma barely looked winded at this point, as if everything that happened was just a daily occurrence to him.  None of the others could say that.  Even Erza looked as if she at least had just had a good day’s exercise.
She looked down at Erigor’s unconscious form, smiling appreciatively at the amount of damage that Elfman had done to him.  “So, what is the plan with this one and the others?  Will you turn them into the local authorities, or will you need to drag them back to Bosco?”
“Well, I…”  Ranma paused, looking around.  “Wait, where’s the freaking flute?”
As Erza and Ranma were talking, Elfman and the two helping him had moved back towards the car, when Lucy brought them to a halt.  “Hey, what's he doing in the driver’s seat?”
Kageyama had been brought along by Lucy just in case they needed his dispel abilities again, which, given Erigor’s penchant for traps, had seemed to make sense at the time.  Now, however, it proved to be a mistake, as it seemed as if he was, at least in part, feigning his injuries.  When the Fairy Tail mages hadn’t been looking, he had moved from the back of the vehicle to the driver’s seat and hooked himself into the Self-Energy plug.  The car now bolted down the train tracks, and Kageyama leaned out, grabbing the flute from where it had fallen during one of the clashes between Elfman and Erigor.
He barely dodged a bolt from Ranma of something that flew through the car's windows and would've impacted his head, but he kept on going, pushing as much of his magical power as he could into the engine of the car.  “Hahaha!  You lose, fairy flies!”
Behind him Lucy shook her head sadly.  “Darn it, why’d he do that?  His own guildmate stabbed him, and we were the ones who patched him up, but he’s still trying to complete their darn mission!?”
“Who can tell what he’s thinking?” Gray muttered, just as angry that their kindness had gone unheeded.  “I suppose it’s just easier to keep going no matter how bad your actions are than admit you were wrong.”
The two of them were not the only ones unhappy about this latest development, of course.  Erza was beyond pissed off with herself for having not thought about the flute since they had been forced to get the hostages and Rune Knights out from the now entirely demolished train station.  Elfman was cursing for having overlooked the damn thing entirely during the battle against Erigor, having literally forgotten how Erigor had wanted to attack the Guild Masters, only remembering he had wanted to.  
As for Ranma, he was possibly the most furious of them all, literally trembling with anger, but not at Kageyama’s betrayal of them after Lucy had helped save his life.  No, he was furious with himself.
Dammit!  I’ve been making mistakes today.  I didn’t take these twats seriously, and it’s bitten me in the ass twice now, he thought to himself, remonstrating with himself rather angrily. 
“I'm going after him,” he said, looking around at the others.  “You lot follow up when you can, and don’t leave Erigor here, whatever you do!”  With that, he turned and raced off, once again moving so fast the Fairy Tail mages were put in mind of Jet, literally leaving them all in his dust.

OOOOOOO

Ranma arrived just as Kageyama was raising the flute to his lips.  He was about to charge forward when a hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him to a halt.  A voice he'd heard a few days before this said, “Easy there, Ranma.  Let Makky handle this.”
He turned and frowned at Goldmine.  “Why?  What’s he going to do?”  Admittedly, I’m getting some serious ‘old people warning’ tingles from the dwarf, but still…  These were the kind of tingles Ranma got when he was around someone who had either outfought or outlived his enemies.  Normally in his old world his arrogance had gotten in the way of his understanding that particular warning from his sixth sense.  In this world he had overcome much of that arrogance, though he hadn’t actually met that many old people who caused him to feel it before this.  Even so, does Goldmine expect him to somehow stop pineapple head from blowing on that thing?
“Ara, is this the Ranma you were talking about with Makky earlier, Goldmine-kun?  He really is a cutie.”
Ranma leaped away as he felt a second presence behind them, grabbing a tree limb and flipping himself higher up into the tree to stare down at the man behind him, his eyes widening in horror as his jaw went slack.  After a second of truly horrified staring, he turned away.  Oh my God, some things just are not meant to exist!  My eyes, someone gouge them out, please!
“What is that thing?!” He said pointing downwards, still not looking where he was pointing, though he did point directly at the bizarre Guild Master below him.  I wonder if there are spells in this world to erase specific memories?  I could get Wendy to use one on me.  Call it a mental health issue, and she’d jump all over it.
“Don't let him bother you,” Goldmine said.  “And you should sit quiet and let Makky handle this, because he's really good at talking people down.  You'll see.”
Ranma did, and he watched somewhere between amused and incredulous as the littlest Guild Master somehow talked Kageyama down.  Okay, so is that some strange magical power, Rhetoric or something?  Weird.  Still, it makes my job…  Wait, Ranma.  Nno, don’t think like…
“This is pathetic!” shouted a voice, which Ranma and the others swiftly realized was coming from the flute.  As they stared, it began to expand, growing until it bashed away Kageyama who had been holding it and forced Makarov to leap away.  Within one instant and the next, it had grown to four stories tall, and then kept growing to around ten stories.  It looked like the other Demons Ranma had seen, but made out of wood like a sort of skeleton without a giant hole where its ribs should be and numerous long slits in its body here and there.  It had dark red eyes and the normal glaring Demonic face.
“You're all pathetic!” the Demon shouted.  “If no one's strong enough to make me sing, I'll do it myself!  Prepare to die, all of you!  It’s been a while since I last fed, so hopefully your souls will satisfy me!”
Most of the Guild Masters bolted, shouting about the Demon, but Goldmine, Makarov, and the freak show stood there with Ranma, staring up at it thoughtfully.  “It's a big one, isn't it Makky?”
“True enough, but I suppose the bigger they are, the harder they fall.”
Ranma growled, slamming his fists together.  “I don't freaking care how big it is!” he said, even as he felt his magic start to shift within him for some reason.  Dark whorls of black began to appear on his skin, fighting his Dragon Slayer and Ki-reinforced skin for a moment and even winning!  But since it didn’t seem to be weakening him, Ranma ignored it and leaped towards the Demon, water condensing around one of his hands.  
Within one second and the next, a fist the size of the Demon’s own had slammed into the thing’s face, hurling it backwards onto its ass.  The Demon growled, pushing itself to its feet and staring at Ranma before attacking in a rage.  “Those black marks, you're a Demon slayer!  Hah!  No matter, your soul will taste just as sweet!”
“Demon Slayer?” Ranma asked, shaking his head while letting his curiosity get the better of him, which in turn allowed the Demon to get to its feet.  “What the hell is that?”
“Don't toy with me!” the Demon shouted, attacking far faster than something its size should have been able to.  But Ranma continued to dodge, allowing the Demon to do a lot of damage to the ground around him, but not actually hitting him personally.  Over the past two years Ranma had become even faster; there was no chance a Demon this size could ever touch him.  It would still hurt getting hit, but Ranma had no intention of allowing that.
More than that, Ranma’s instincts were suddenly going off the charts, helping him anticipate the Demon’s attacks.
“GRAHAHH!  Damn it, stay still!”  Lullaby shouted 
“Hmm, you’re not too bright, are ya?  I mean, has that ever worked, asking someone to stay still?” Ranma asked, hopping up over one such attack to land on the thing’s armor.  Racing along it, his hands flashed before him and to the side with pinpoint slicing type water attacks, creating long gouges here and there, even holes.  He could have ended the fight quickly, of course, but he wanted to figure out what was going on with his magic right now.  
It’s like there’s another…flavor or something—don’t know the right word—to my magic now, but it only showed up in the Demon’s presence.    It is also letting me figure out what Lullaby’s attacks and special abilities are, almost like I’m seeing notes on him here and there.  Weird, but worse is what it’s doing something to my body now.  Crap, feels as if the two-way war just became a three way one.  Need to figure this out, string this idiot along, and get to the bottom of what’s happening to me.
“Hey, let us help you!” Makarov shouted, interrupting Ranma’s thoughts while behind him and the other Guild Masters, Erza, and the others arrived on the scene.  Lucy and Elfman gaped at the massive Demon, but Erza and Gray raced forward, their magic activating as they stared at the Demon.
“Bah!  More fools to the slaughter!”  Lullaby shouted.  It twirled its body, which flung Ranma off its arm, then brought its hands up to its mouth.  Thick veins of dark black energy coalesced here and there throughout its form as it shouted, “Now, all of you will listen to my song!”
From the Demon’s mouth and the various holes in its body, including the ones Ranma had made on its arms, there came a noise somewhere between the world’s nastiest fart and a child letting air out of a large balloon, accompanied by the sound of a giant horn.  Everyone stopped at that, looking at the Demon in confusion.  
The Demon stared down at itself, then back to the others before trying again.  “Wh, what is, what’s happening?  Why isn’t my Death Lullaby working!?”
“Meh, there are pills to help with that kind of thing, I hear.  Not that I'd know about that kinda thing, but I bet the Guild Masters over there could tell you where they shop,” Ranma said, smirking as he pointed over his shoulder.
“Hey!” shouted Goldmine and Makky, while the freak show simply guffawed.
“Damn you!” shouted the Demon, attacking even harder, while at the same time still attempting to use its sound based magic.  An instant later Lullaby got lucky.  
Thanks to the damage Ranma had already done to its arms, the Demon’s sound assault wasn’t going the way it should, but it was still creating a lot of sound and air.  As Ranma once more closed, landing on the things shoulder with the help of a water step, one of the blasts of sound and air came out of a hole in its neck, which Ranma had caused earlier.  The attack hit Ranma, hurling him away as he screamed, holding his hand over his ears.  Dammit!  I seriously need to do something about that.  Such was the randomness of the damage that had been caused, that even with the added aid of his ‘Demon Slayer’ magic he had been unable to tell that was going to happen and took it full bore. 
Ranma tumbled through the air, pulling the Umi-Sen Ken around himself as he redirected himself midair with his mastery of the Anything Goes Aerial Style.  The Demon roared in triumph, staring around him as he shouted, “See!  Even a Demon Slayer will flee before me!”  It then swatted aside one of Gray’s assaults before dodging around Erza’s own, letting the massive energy attack she had launched carve into the ground where it had been standing an instant earlier.  A kick took Erza in the chest, hurling her away like an iron football, but she rolled with it, seemingly without any injury other than her pride as she raced back to the attack.
At that moment something in the distance took Lullaby’s attention.  A battalion of Rune Knights appeared on a distant road, marching in step towards where Lullaby loomed near the town.  “Protect the Guild Masters!” shouted a voice, barely heard at this distance.  “Take that Demon down!”
“Small fry should know their place!” Lullaby shouted, opening his mouth and sending out the mouth-based energy attack that every Demon seemed to have, in Ranma’s experience.  Just as it did, however, Ranma slammed into its legs, shredding its ankles with Twin Dragon Claw attacks.  This caused it to fall forward, sending the beam into the ground right in front of the advancing Rune Knights.
There it carved a deep gouge into the earth, blocking the Rune Knights from getting close.  As one they stopped, and their officer shouted, “retreat!” and they turned around.  
The Fairy Tail mages and the Guild Masters, even the ones in hiding, saw or heard this and sighed, shaking their heads as they muttered as one, “Pathetic.”
Back with the Demon, it had just turned, its mouth opening again quickly, blasting out another attack towards Clover Town.  Before it could hit, however, Ranma shouted out, “Soryu no Shahei Kyutai! (Water Dragon's Shielding Globe)!”  
The same spell he had first used against the Demon in Joya flashed from his outstretched fist, forming a massive globe of water around the town.  As the others watched in shock, the attack hit, causing a lot of steam.  But the Demon’s energy attack dissipated before the dome did.
“How!?” Lullaby bellowed, then had to protect itself from the attacks from Erza and Gray.  Gray’s attacks now began to actually do damage, while Erza’s nearly chopped its other leg entirely off at the knee.
There was worse coming for the ancient creation of Zeref.  Ranma had its measure by this point and found Lullaby easily the weakest Demon he had fought.  It had one real trick, the sound based attacks, and really, once he knew to keep his distance, those didn’t matter.  Its speed was frankly pathetic, and it had little of the Beast’s durability and no adaptability to speak of.
It must have been seriously weakened after so long being sealed.  On the other hand, it at least it gave me the name of whatever the heck has been going on with my magic.  Pity that Demon Slaying thing doesn’t seem to come to the fore unless there’s a Demon around; I would have been able to train with it before this.  But it seems to be more of a passive ability than anything I have to activate or use myself, so that’s okay for now.  Still, it’s time to end this.  Can’t learn anything more from this weakling.
Lullaby barely had a second to look up in shock as Ranma gathered water around his arms.  “Soryu no Tsume!”
From his arms came two giant draconic limbs, reaching forward and grabbing the Demon by the shoulders.  In an instant Ranma ripped his hands to either side, the giant watery limbs acting in tandem, shredding the wooden looking muscles there.  The two Demonic arms were ripped entirely off before Ranma hurled them away.  They shriveled to nothing in seconds as Lullaby roared in agony, falling sideways.  Lullaby was feeling fear now, Ranma could tell, not that he was going to let it feel that for very long.
Striding forward, he waved off Gray and Erza, who pulled back.  Gray was now looking at him with shock, utterly flabbergasted by Ranma’s easy show of power, while Erza looked approving, nodding at Ranma.  “Do you need help?”
“Nah, Red.  I got this.”  Ranma moved in front of the Demon, watching as it tried to push itself upright without arms.  “That wasn’t how you do a breath attack, Lullaby.  Let me show you how it really goes.”  Between one second and the next Ranma had gathered some of his magic power into his mouth.  Not a lot—the Demon didn’t seem to have enough endurance to warrant that, and he didn’t want to do any more damage to the landscape than they already had.  “Soryu no Hoko!”
The condensed torrent of swirling water slammed into Lullaby’s head, shredding it from the chest up.  The Demon’s now headless and armless body collapsed, dissipating into small bits and pieces of light as the whorls on Ranma’s skin grew even darker for a second.  Ranma glared down at them and began to actively redirect his ki toward those areas.  
Like the Dragon Slayer magic active in his body, the ki attacked this new type of magic like it was a virus or a wound.  At the same time, so did Ranma’s Dragon Slayer magic.  Between them the visible form of Demon Slayer magic quickly started to lose color.  
However it didn’t fade away as quickly as it should have, and he frowned, looking around for a brief instant and activating his ki-based radar.  Someone’s still out there watching, and it’s a Demon.  A strong one too, about half a mile away on that hill opposite the road.  So what was this?  Some kind of experiment, or…
His thoughts were interrupted as Erza and the others piled into him, shouting their congratulations.  His head was pulled into Erza’s armored chest with a thump while his shoulders were squeezed in a vice by Elfman’s arms, and one side felt a little bit of heaven as Lucy hugged him from the side.  Gray at least had pulled up short, letting the others barrel into him before stepping forward, thumping his fist into Ranma’s own.
Turning, Ranma smirked at the Fairy Tail mages, wrapping his arms around them in turn before looking over Lucy’s head at the gathered Guild Masters.  “Hey, you'd be Laxus' gramps, right?  Names Ranma,” he said drolly to Makarov even as Lullaby the flute fell into his suddenly outstretched hand, where he shattered it with a single squeeze, ignoring the low pulse of power that came from it.  “Nice to finally meet ya, shorty-Jiji.”

End Chapter

This is about as canon as anything is going to go.  The only other two arcs that will go anywhere near canon will be the Oración Seis arc and the Guild War, and even there not much.  I hate trying to keep to canon, and from the next chapter on, watch as canon disappears, never to be seen again and Ranma meets yet two more exotically beautiful women, though this time most decidedly of the femme-fatale variety.  And naturally, he starts a fight with both of them, which results in even more changes BWWHAAHAH.
Even so, I’m not very happy with the initial combat sections against Eisenwald.  The bit on the train is fine, I think.  But the battle in the train station doesn’t really show enough actual action.  Still, I am happy with the fight against Lullaby and the Erigor/Elfman fight, and really there was no real need to show a lot of the characters abilities just yet.  




