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Chapter 20: Twisted Mirrors

The group from Fairy Tail came out of the odd portal at a run, the cloud construction that made up the tunnel between the dimensions falling to pieces behind them, coupled with weird blasts of energy that came far too close for comfort.  Later, Happy, who was the only one of them who was in a position to look back thanks to being carried on Natsu’s head, said that, “The clouds came apart and there was just this endless number of weird colors all going everywhere like the world’s biggest ball of yarn with all the colors of the rainbow… Natsu, can I get some yarn when we get home?  Or should I just make a ball out of all of Lucy’s panties?”
At the time of their escape out into this new world however, that bit of information would not have mattered in the slightest.  Instead, everyone but Ranma, Wendy and Carla were busy being surprised at the fact that Ranma’s prediction had turned out to be all too accurate, they had indeed come out in midair.
This caused much screaming, with the two girls on Ranma’s back being among the loudest, and that in turn caused him to nearly drop them in his pain.  “God dammit!” He shouted at the top of his lungs, “Stop screaming!”
The volume of his roar actually caused the two of them to bite down their screams, and he breathed a sigh of relief before going on in a much calmer tone.  “I was ready for this, remember?  This is my and Wendy’s natural domain.  Just don’t scream in my ear like that, or I will drop you, okay?”
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From where he was falling, Ranma could see Wendy and Carla working together to try and fly Anna down to the ground, while Happy was doing the same for Natsu and Lisanna, a barely visible blue and pink dot beyond them.  Seilah also came into view quickly from Ranma’s other side, carrying Lucy as she had been when they breached dimensional wall or whatever it was.
Even as they fell though, many of the Fairy Tail mages were also trying to use their magic to slow their descent or take over flying for themselves, as Lisanna could with her Harpy Animal Soul.  Ranma, who was simply using all of his knowledge as a master of midair combats to control his dissent, didn’t notice anything wrong at first, until Cana shouted in his ear again.  “Shit, my Card Magic isn’t working for some reason!”
“How the heck would that have helped here?” Ranma asked quizzically, that grabbing his attention more than her actual point for some reason.
“I have a card that acts like a mini Requip space, it’s able to carry things I might need, including a parachute,” Cana replied.  
By this point Carla had flown her extremely heavy burden towards where Ranma was falling and Ranma cocked an ear as Wendy shouted at the top of her lungs, “My magic isn’t working Ranma-nii!  We’re falling too fast with just Carla trying to carry both Anna and me without my magic helping!”
Seilah swooped into speaking range at that point, looking calm and cool-headed as she stared around them.  “The Ethernano here is remarkably thin and given that and what we know about what that anima assault was meant to do, I do not doubt that many of you who use magic will be unable to do so.”  She looked at Ranma, who was still controlling his fall easily, and smiled, “Although some of you do not seem to need it, whereas others…” she shifted her gaze to her blonde burden, “are helpless even with magic.”
“Well excuse me for not having a spirit that can fly!” Lucy retorted.  “Besides, once we get close to the ground, I bet I can help us make a soft landing at least.”
“I could still drop you, you know,” Seilah shot back.  “That would make my own landing much easier for certain and let me free to help those whose stories actually interest me.”
“Gahhh, that soooo doesn’t sound like a joke when you say it,” Lucy whimpered.  “I’ll be good.”
“Your general morality is of no interest to me.  I would simply prefer you stay quiet.  Honestly, human stories are full of such irritating dialogue at times,” Seilah muttered.
“Um, hello!” Carla grunted, her small wings straining, her voice caught by the wind of their descent but still carrying.  “I, I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep this up!”
“Leave it to me!”  With that Anna pulled out from one of her pouches a large staff, shouting, “Air Magic: Flying Broom!” activating it.  The instant she did, Wendy let go of her and she zoomed away moving towards a distant dot that turned out to be Natsu, Happy and Lisanna.  An instant later she was pulling her sister onto her broom, and then zooming over to do the same with Cana from Ranma’s back.
There was only room for the three of them though, and the ground was quickly approaching at that point.
She zoomed down to the distant ground, making for a spot in front of Ranma and his group, considering that they were the center of their scattered formation.  Then she zoomed back up towards Happy and Natsu, forgetting Ranma and Juvia in her haste to help her lover and his partner.  Although they were doing pretty well, just like Carla and Wendy were now that the white-furred girl cat was no longer burdened by Anna’s weigh.
“What’s up with this!?” Natsu said, sounding a little panicky.  “None of my magic is working, I tried to slow us down with a Karyu no Takameru Ho (Fire Dragon’s Boosted Step) and nothing happened!  I tried to just ignite my hands even a little bit and nothing happened!  What the heck!?”
Anna shrugged her shoulders at him looking around and frowning as she hovered on her broomstick next to Natsu and Happy, gesturing them to where she had let the others down.  “And I think I know where we are now,” she finished, her face turning grim.  But if it’s all the same to you, I’d only like to explain this once.”
Natsu nodded at her, still looking a little out of it, but Happy’s magic was working well enough and the little cat flapped his wings behind Natsu’s head.  “Don’t worry Natsu, I’ll get you down.”
“You’re doing a great job Happy,” Anna said, before turning her attention over towards Ranma only to realize that she had spent too much time talking to Happy and Natsu.  Ranma was already nearing the ground, and she quickly zoomed in that direction as fast as her magic broom could go, knowing she would be too late to reach him before Ranma reached the top of the trees.
“Juvia, have you tried to turn into water?” Ranma asked calmly.  Ranma had already shifted her into a firmer position on his back after Anna took Cana off his hands.
“Juvia has not and would rather not try to do so this high up.  Juvia feels that Seilah’s comment on the Ethernano in the air being too thin to use is spot on and would rather not exchange the possibility of death with the certainty,” she said grimly.
He replied to this by bonking his head against the side of hers.  “Oh well, then you better hold on tight.”
She complied, her arms and legs tightening around him in such a way that a normal man might well have been choking, but Ranma was made of sterner stuff.  He simply grinned, keeping a blush off his face with difficulty.  Damn, this feels incredible!  I knew Juvia had amazing curves, but this is… right, Ranma concentrate, let’s get this done!
Nearby, Seilah touched down, dropping Lucy the moment her feet touched the ground.  “How come you’re all right?” Lucy grumbled, staring up at her and fighting the urge to start a fight with the devil girl since she knew she’d lose, and badly at that, even if her magic could work here as it had between the dimensions.  She didn’t have to drop me like a sack of wheat like that!
Seilah ignored her question turning her head upwards to where Ranma had just hit the tree canopy above them.
Ranma flipped himself in midair, halting much of his forward momentum before reaching forward and grabbing at a tree limb, using its to halt his fall further, then kicking off of a tree in front of him, noticing that the tree looked more like a giant mushroom then a real tree, and then from that tree to another one and then down to the ground where he landed easily, his legs barely flexing.  He looked over his shoulder at Juvia.  “There, that wasn’t so tough now was it?”
“That was the scariest thing Juvia has ever had to do!” a flushing Juvia retorted, pushing off his back to stand on shaky limbs, moving over to where Cana and Lucy were standing together, staring around them into the strange forest.
The two of them agreed her statement, with even Lisanna and Anna nodding rueful agreement despite the fact both of them were somewhat used to flying.
Wendy blinked at that, as Carla’s wings gave out and she dropped down, grabbing onto Ranma’s outstretched arm and flipping herself around like it was a monkey bar before crouching on it, cocking her head to one side and staring at the girls.  “Really?  That wasn’t actually all that bad in comparison to some of the other things we’ve done.”
“Please don’t say things like that,” Cana said dryly.  It really puts in mind who actually raised you a little too much thanks.”
“Everyone here?” Ranma asked looking around then looked over to where Natsu and Happy were finally touching down.  They had for some reason been the farthest away of them all after escaping from the tunnel or whatever you wanted to call it that it brought them here.  “You all right?” Ranma asked the younger Dragon Slayer.
Natsu grumbled, glaring around him.  “My magic doesn’t work, how about anyone else’s?”
Everyone else bar Anna immediately tried to use their magic again.  The first to achieve anything was unsurprisingly Lucy, who summoned and then canceled her gate of the Nikora, a silver key that manifested a small, extremely bizarre looking creature Ranma hadn’t seen the like of before.
This was followed by Juvia gasping in shock as her hand shifted to her water form for a second before returning back to normal.  “That was the oddest sensation.  Juvia cannot create any attacks, but Juvia can seemingly shift parts of her body into water, but not the whole thing at the same time.  Useful, but limited.  And the sensation of it is… not unpleasant, but very strange, like being disconnected from the limb in question yet also still retaining some sensation through it?”
None of the others could make their magic work.  Lisanna couldn’t bring up any of her Animal Souls while Natsu couldn’t create even a flicker of a flame.  And even Ranma, who hadn’t bothered to try to use his magic before this, tried a small-scale attack, only to have nothing happen.
Weird, I can feel my magical core still within me, and some of the magic there, but not a lot.  Still, I should be able to do something, unlike when it was sucked out like with that asshole from Phantom Lord who ambushed me in their robo-guild.  It just isn’t reacting as it should.  I can’t push it out past my skin… “Ethernano,” he mused, looking over at Seilah.  “You were saying something about that before?”
At that, Cana paused in her own attempts at activating her magic, joining the others to stare expectantly at Seilah.  The twins and Natsu had gotten over the Demon girl’s appearance quickly.  None of them had been present in during the demon’s ambush in Seven, Natsu having left to rescue Laxus with Gajeel and were all generally speaking live and let live sorts.  They were a little leery about her, but that was all.
For her part the Demon girl simply ignored the others as she nodded at Ranma, crossing her arms under her prodigious chest.  She smiled very slightly as Ranma’s eyes flicked down in that direction.  Perhaps without Belserion present and with his breaking off things with Mulan I might be able to see if he and I can entwine our stories.
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Now that the initial horror of their descent was over with, the lack of magic came to the fore of all their minds and Natsu put their thoughts into words with his usual eloquence.  “If we don’t have magic, were screwed!”
Ranma rolled his eyes then marched up to Natsu and thumped him one hard in the chest, sending him backwards several feet.  He grinned at the other Dragon Slayer who was glaring at him now.  “That’s funny, it looks as if you still have your durability.  I know I do.  You’ll just have to punch people out the old-fashioned way instead of the flaming hand way from now on.”
While Natsu cackled at the fact that yes, he could still punch people out it would just be harder, Wendy pouted at that, looking at her brother.  “What about you Ranma-nii?  How is your ki?” she asked in a low voice.
“My ki is still there little one,” he said, reaching up to ruffle her hair and pulling her off his shoulder into a brief hug before setting her down the ground in front of them.  “And fully charged too,” he added dryly shaking his head.
All that time spent fighting that bloody dragon in my mind, in order to get my Dragon Slayer and ki powers to work nicely together, and suddenly I’m in another situation where I only have access to one of them.  All that time, wasted!  Fuck you god, just fuck you.  It would’ve been nicer if it was the my ki being blocked, that would’ve been more difficult to deal with.  On the other hand, it’s not like this really hampers me all that much, heh.
“What about you?” he asked aloud.  Unknown to any of the others bar Carla, Wendy had begun to exhibit ki herself a few years back.  She couldn’t project it, but she was easily faster stronger and tougher than even a Dragon Slayer of her age should be, even with all his extra training.
She shrugged, moved over to a nearby tree and thumped it hard with fist.  The mushroom-like tree cracked where she had hit it, and she nodded resolutely holding up an uninjured fist.  “I’m fine I think,” she said with a chirp in her voice as she moved back to her big brother, leaning into his side and smiling as he put a hand on her head.
Cana stared at Wendy shaking her head and leaning into Lucy.  “Is it just me or is that one scary little girl?”
Lucy just nodded wide-eyed, pointing at Ranma.  “Considering who her role model has been for most of her life, are you really surprised?”
At that, Cana could only shake her head with a chuckle.
But then her attention and everyone else’s was brought to Anna, who coughed delicately, looking a little sheepish as she stared around them then back to her lovers and friends.  Her family really, because that was what Fairy Tail was, a giant family.  Only, that thought was rather more poignant here than it should’ve been to Anna, if they really were where she thought they were.  “Um, excuse me,” she said delicately.  “But I, I think I know where we are, and, and I might have an idea of what happened to bring us here.”
Ranma blinked.  “You didn’t say anything before.”
“That is because I didn’t know how I got to Earth Land in the first place.  But now that we’re hear, this is my home world,” Anna replied, her tone matter of fact as she dropped that bombshell.  “I’ve told Lisanna and Natsu this, and I think you’ve heard some of this before Ranma, but it’s probably going to be new for everyone else.  I originally came from a world like Earth Land, a sort of mirror image, called Edolas.  The biggest difference between the two worlds is that there is little to no magical particles in the air or the ground, like Seilah said.  All magic in this world comes from artifacts, lacrimas for the most part, worked into different items, weapons, devices and other things.”
Anna waved her flying broom, pointing to the top of it with her free hand where a long strip of leather had changed color from green to red.  “On Earth Land If I just left this out somewhere it would charge itself or if I had Mira charge it, it would be good to go again in a few seconds if that, considering this broom is supposed to take magic from the air it’s flying through.  But, here, there is so little magical energy in the air, it can’t find any.  Magic here, once it’s used up, it’s gone, permanently.”
Ranma groaned with Cana joining him an instant later.  “Let me guess,” the last of the cynics, Carla, said, growling angrily, “someone here devised a method to reach over to Earth Land and steal the magic there?”
“I don’t know I haven’t been here in more than 4 ½ years now, remember?” Anna said with a shrug.  “Though maybe it at first had been a natural phenomenon, that someone just learned how to enlarge and harness the process.”
“And eventually aim it,” Ranma said grimly.  “Before the attack on Fairy Tail, I heard rumors of this kind of thing: magic, mages, magical devices even the magic in the air of a certain area disappearing, never to return.”  Ranma wasn’t about to trust Happy or Natsu with his Ranger status, knowing their ability to keep secrets was suspect at best.  “But the attack on Fairy Tail, that was aimed!  Not only that, but the attack was a lot larger than any other I’d heard of.  They took the entire town, along with the guild remember?”
Anna gulped at that, looking a little sick that someone in her home world would be willing to just suck the magic out from another planet like that.  “But if that’s the case, what about the mages?” she asked hesitantly.  “I, I mean, surely our guild’s not the first mages to be caught up in this?”
“While there haven’t been many mages caught up in these things, not a one of them has been seen since,” Ranma said, trying to let her down gently, and mostly failing.
Seeing her twin pale at that Lisanna moved over and gave her a tight hug, interrupting whatever she was going to say, and even Natsu came over to give her a hug around the middle.  “Whatever the idiots here have been doing, it’s got nothing to do with you, okay?” he said grinning at her.
She smiled back at him, then gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, before turning back to the others.  “Thanks, Natsu.  But I think I know who was behind this.  When I was in this world, the mage guilds like Fairy Tail had just been outlawed for overuse of magic.  People said we were hording it, misusing it, abusing magic when it could’ve been doing better for everyone in the hands of the government, who could then dole it out to the people.”
“…That never ends well,” Ranma said shaking his head.  Ranma didn’t really like politics all that much, (obviously, after all, who did?) but he had seen a hell of a lot more politics as a Ranger than he ever had back in his own previous life.  But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t see which way the wind was blowing.
Anna nodded grimly.  “The King, his name is Faust, he wanted all the magic under his control where he could give it out to his generals, his army, and the people who supported him.  In the year leading up to my disappearance, the mage guilds were all hunted down save Fairy Tail.”
Lucy and Cana hadn’t been told any of this before and were looking shocked.  Cana had, having been there when she first showed up, learned about Anna’s otherworldly origins but hadn’t been told any more than that and that she couldn’t get back.  Lucy had never been told anything, while Juvia had also not been told much when they had first become friends, only that she reminded Anna of a friend she once knew.  “And Juvia here is part of Fairy Tail?” she asked, though she figured she knew the answer.
Anna nodded, but quickly reached over, pulling the water mage into a hug.  “But don’t think for one instant I was only reaching out for you for that reason.  Yes, that started my interest in getting to know you, but I became your friend, Juvia Lockser, because I like you, as a singular person not because I thought you were just a mirror image of my former guildmate.”
Juvia smiled, hugging the other girl back tenderly.  “Thank you.  Anna’s friendship has come to mean a lot to Juvia over time and would have not enjoyed learning it was based on such as that.”  She turned, still holding the hug and looked over at Ranma, “Although if that is the case, could the blue-haired man from before this event took place be the Jellal of this world?  If so, and if he has been going around Juvia feels rather bad about our treatment of him.”
“Meh, I’m not,” Ranma said with a shrug.  “If the idiot was actually trying to help he didn’t have to be all mysterious about it like he was.  Jellal was only well known in Fiore after all, and even I might have let him go do his thing if he talked fast enough.  Seilah, what about you?” he asked, gesturing around them. “Have you heard anything about this?”
Seilah shook her head, staring around them in scientific interest.  “No.  I have never heard of anything like this barring your own story Ranma.  I have read books set in alternate dimensions obviously, but the fact that one is honestly real, and so like yet so unlike our own world, that is new and highly unusual.  In fact, I would go so far as to say that no demon knows anything about this.”
“There seems to be something missing from your and Seilah’s explanation though,” Cana stated, pointing to the two cat-people.  “What about them?  Both Carla and Happy were able to use their Aero magic earlier, or else we’d have had a much harder landing than we did.  And what about Lucy’s magic?”
“Celestial Spirit Keys are made of crystallized particles, which open a dimensional gateway to a spiritual realm, allowing spirits through.”  Lucy explained slowly, working it out as she did, “As spirits, they are able to take in Ethernano at a far far finer degree than any human could manage.  So pretty much like what Ranma said in that cloudscape, dimensional magic like the key will still work here and let me access my friends.  As for the little moron and Carla, I’ve no idea.”  To say that Lucy did not like Happy and the weird comments he often made at her expense was an understatement.
Anna frowned a little staring at Carla and Happy.  “Actually, I think I have an idea about them too.  There is a species here called the Exceed, because they exceed human understanding and knowledge.  They live on their own floating island.  They are supposed to fly and are smaller than humans but that was the only description of them I’ve ever heard before.  That and they are supposed to be very mysterious and aloof from human affairs.”  She giggled, pulling Happy up into her arms ad nuzzling into his blue fur, “Maybe that’s why I never thought of them when I looked at the two of you.”
“I, I think that is correct,” Carla said, frowning heavily.  “This discussion has sparked bits of some old memories.  I’m uncertain why, but I believe that myself Happy, and possibly others were, were somehow sent across dimensions, on some kind of mission to find Dragon Slayers perhaps.  I can’t remember more than that, I am afraid.  But if our people had some nefarious purpose to send us to you all, they will be in for a rude awakening.”
Under Ranma’s tutelage in return for her help in beating the Neko-ken madness, Carla had developed an entirely new kind of magic to emulate what his Neko-ken techniques could do, and she showed it now in the only way she could.  She held up a tiny paw and flexed, while Happy and the others backed away rapidly fearful of the inch-long glowing blue claws.  “I will have a great deal of pleasure showing them what I think of them in no uncertain terms!”
“That’s a cool trick,” Cana said, staring at claws and amazement.  “Can you do something like that Happy?”
Happy pouted a little but was very thankful that for all the fact that he had seemingly bothered her worst times, Carla decided to not use that technique on him.  “Nope, I can’t do that or transform like Carla can.  Though why anyone would want to be human is beyond me, you’re all so tall and slow.”
“What can we expect here?” Ranma asked Carla and Anna, since the two of them were the only ones who seem to have any idea of what they could be running into.  Happy, he just ignored as he was coming to understand was something of a mental survival trait.
“I don’t know, those fragments of memories, they deal with finding a Dragon Slayer, and perhaps a palace of some kind?  And eggs, lots of eggs.  Eggs like the one myself and Happy came out of I suppose,” Carla replied with a shrug.
“Anna?” Ranma turned to the local Strauss sibling.  “What about you?”
“Well like I said, most of the mage guilds here are all gone, disbanded, rounded up and imprisoned,” she said bluntly.  “The only mage Guild that was still around when I was thrown off that cliff was Fairy Tail.  And there are going to be a lot of differences in both the people and in who is a part of the guild,” she said, glancing towards for some reason, fighting back a smirk.  If you ever run into your opposite numbers, they won’t be like you, they’ll be different.”
“That’s what I’ve never gotten,” Natsu said shaking his head.  “You’ve mentioned that a time or two before, especially at first around Elfman and me for some reason, but you and Lisanna are about as alike as twins can be, I mean you’re a little, um a little more outgoing.”  He flushed a little, gesturing towards her clothing, which consisted of something that Bisca would wear short shorts, and a cowgirl top, with a lot of cleavage showing.  Whereas Lisanna was dressed in a dress, a full-body skirt that fell to just below her knees.  It was formfitting up top certainly, and loose enough below that she could move in, but it was nothing like the outfit Anna was wearing.
“So perhaps the phrase should be alike in emotions, but different in attitude and how you express yourselves?” Seilah said thoughtfully.
“Maybe, in some cases anyway,” Anna said with a shrug.  “Or maybe Lisanna and I are just an exception to the rule.  Big sis Mira became a lot more like this universe’s Mary Jane after I met her.  But in a lot of other cases, the differences are waaaay more profound.  Heh let’s just say that Lucy, you’re going to be astonished.”
And you, Cana, I’m not even going to warn you because I want a picture of your face when you meet your double! Anna thought evilly.
“Is there a double of Ranma here?” Seilah asked in some interest and Wendy perked up, as did Ranma although he was also shaking his head.
“No,” Anna replied looking at the water Dragon Slayer thoughtfully.  “Or if there was, I certainly never saw him, either as a guy or as a girl.  At first, I was a little too astonished to notice when I arrived here to realize that even after Mira gave us a description of you, what with meeting Laxus and the others.”
“What was so astonishing about meeting the Lightning douche?” Ranma asked, smirking as he thought of his best male friend.  Oh yeah dude, you and I are gonna rumble when I meet you next.  Heheheheh…
Anna winced looking away.  “Um…Laxus and Gildarts are both dead here,” she said at last, flinching a little as she said it.
There was a stony silence from everyone, even Ranma and Wendy, who were not as close to Gildarts as they were to Laxus and Ranma took it upon himself to speak first.  “What?  How did that happen?  This King and his army?”
“Gildarts was our guild master when I was just hitting my preteen years.  When the king began to call for the disbanding of the mage guilds, he took out his opposite number here, a mage called Bluenote, who was the reigning supreme commander of Faust’s forces.  But he died doing it.  Laxus then became our Guild master after that.”
“Wait!” Lucy shouted, “Laxus was Guild master!?  But what about Master Makarov?”
“I’ve never met Master Makarov before.  I don’t think he has an equivalent here, just like Ranma,” Anna said with a shrug.
“That’s a little weird, but I suppose not everyone would have a double,” Ranma said shaking his head. “What if his double was born a woman or something like that or, considering how interested in magic he is, and the fact he’s a wizard saints and all perhaps here his double just never got into magic.”
At that more than one person there among the Fairy Tail mages paused, thinking about what a female Makarov would look like.  This was instantly followed by much gagging and groaning as Cana shouted, “Oh god, the image won’t go away, brain bleach, please, someone get me brain bleach!  She’s worse looking than Babasaama!”
[bookmark: _Hlk11669010]“Ugh, well, well, *ahem*, in any event, Laxus was our guild master for the next few years,” Anna said, getting everyone’s attention back on her rather than their own thoughts, something all of them were happy for.  “We were on the run for a year after that, but, while we couldn’t stay in one place for very long, life was actually okay since most of the army didn’t care to pursue us too hard.  But then the army brought in a new Fairy Hunter, and then they really started to hunt us down in earnest.  Her name was Knightwalker, and she was a nightmare, always hounding us wherever we went, then bringing in reinforcements.  That was the end of the good times I guess.”
She winced, looking away now.  “It was Knightwalker who was leading the assault on the guild when Laxus fell.  He died fighting the oldest of the remaining generals, a man named Sugarboy, and Knightwalker killed Reedus then too.  They died holding the Royal Army off to give the rest of the guild time to escape in our then experimental emergency teleport system.  The Natsu here in Edolas, Natsu Dragion, led the rest of our fighters away from us at the same time leading them on a wild goose chase in his magic racing car.  With that, we got most of the guild away, but the price was high.”
“Magic car!  My double uses a magic car?” Natsu said looking sick at the very idea of transportation, putting aside everything else that Anna had just shared to concentrate on the more personal information.  Yes, all that sucked, but seriously, someone looking like him but actually being at home in a moving vehicle?  That was just wrong.
“I honestly can’t see that at all either.  But what about me though?” Wendy asked, pointing at her own face.  In her case however, it was because she wanted to move away from the sad stuff.
Anna shrugged.  “If you have a double here, they weren’t part of Fairy Tail by the time I fell through the magic hole thing.  Same for Bisca, Alzack and a few others I’ve met in our own world.  I’ve no doubt though that we kept on recruiting from the remains of other mage guilds.”
Ranma was looking at her strangely.  “Who’s Knightwalker?  You said that name with a quite a bit of hate and fear there.”
[bookmark: _Hlk11669378]“Wouldn’t you, if you knew she was the one always at your heels, hounding your friends, killing them when there was no need, just, just because she enjoyed it!?” Anna replied, nearly shouting her words now.  “That time when she led the army right to us, that wasn’t the last time I saw her in action, just the first.  I, I saw her kill Freed too a few months later.  He had been one of our strongest at that point, having taken up Laxus’ lightning imbued sword.  She took him apart.  He just couldn’t face the number of different abilities of her magic spear, and her speed and strength surpassed his utterly despite the age gap.  She, she freaking toyed with him, cutting him to pieces and taunting him and just…”
She stopped, scowling and looking away, her fists clenched.  That memory was one of the worst she had of her life here in Edolas, right up there with the bits and pieces she could remember of the fight that caused her to fall off that cliff before she arrived in Earth Land and was saved by Ranma.
“Okay, but who is she?” Ranma asked insistently, his eyes narrowing.  “Is she someone who has a double in Earth Land?  You’re being awfully evasive there, Anna.”
Anna winced again.  This was not going to go over well, considering Ranma’s relationship with the woman in question.  “Her double back in Earth Land is, is Erza Scarlet.”
Ranma’s eyes widened and then narrowed dangerously.  “One, her last name is Belserion now, she found out quite a bit about her ancestor and decided to take their name rather than the name she was given as a slave.  Point two…” he went on, cracking his knuckles and baring his teeth.  “Do you mean to tell me that there is someone here going around with Erza’s face and killing her friends?!”
“Well the body doubles of Erza Belserion’s friends, yes,” Anna said before backing away quickly as Ranma began to glow blue for a moment.
Wendy touched Ranma’s hand, and he looked down at her, before slowly regaining control of himself.  He smiled at his sister, ruffling her hair before looking back up at Anna.  “Sorry,” he said not sounding all that sorry.  “That idea bothers the hell out of me for some reason.”
“Gee, I wonder why,” said every single female there, causing Ranma to laugh a little sheepishly and Natsu to look at them all as if he had just been creeped out.
He too had been a little freaked at the idea of a person out there with Erza’s face acting so ruthlessly to friends and family though.  Even at her law-abiding, rule-enforcing worst, that was well beyond anything Erza would ever condone.  He couldn’t even see an Erza who had joined up with the government and who didn’t know the people in question as more than lawbreakers doing that.  But it looked as if this Knightwalker version of Erza had gone off the deep end.
“At any rate, I think that’s enough background for now,” Ranma said shaking his head and staring around them.  “Do you have any idea of where to go from here?”
“I have no idea,” Anna said.
Cana on the other hand was looking down at her cards.  She concentrated, holding them up to her and then blinked one out to the side.  What should’ve happened was it should have turn into a cascade of fire, which would have burned the weird mushroom tree she’d aimed at into ash.  What actually happened, was the card flying through the air to smack into the tree and fall to the ground.  Sighing, she moved over to pick it up before looking over to the others, shrugging her shoulders.  “I had to try.  After all, technically most of the magic is in the card.”
“But you have to be able to use your own magic to activate the spell,” Seilah said analytically.  “Hmm… perhaps if you smeared your cards with a bit of your blood it might work, if you have gathered in enough Ethernano to rebuild your reserves.”
“Right, going to put that under creepy as hell last resort,” Cana replied, shaking her head.
“Do you have enough staffs to go around?” Lucy asked hesitantly.  “I’m not exactly all that happy about most of us being so defenseless.  I mean, I have my spirits, but I’d still like something like my Celestial whip.”  She had left that item in her apartment before the sleep over, a fact she was now bitterly regretting.  Still, I suppose I should be happy Horologium brought my keys along, not bitter he didn’t grab my weapon on top of that.
Anna frowned, but then nodded reluctantly and began to pull out staffs of all sizes and shapes, handing them to her sister who assigned them to the others one after another.
Natsu grabbed his eagerly, holding it above his head and twirling in place.  “I’ve always wanted to try one of these!
Wendy shook her head, when offered one.  “Ranma-nii has been training me to fight without my magic.  And like Natsu and Ranma-nii, I’ve got my Dragon Slayer durability.”
At those words Anna smiled at her before turning and handing two staffs to Juvia, who took them with a nod of thanks, slipping the shorter one into her belt and holding the other one like a walking stick, its top coming to about her chest.
Ranma too forewent a staff, waving Anna away.  “Trust me I’ll be alright too.”  Heh, you could say that anyone who runs into me is in for one hell of a shock.
To everyone’s surprise Cana also waved off the staffs, giving Anna, Lisanna, Happy, Juvia, Carla and two magical weapons apiece, with Lucy being given one, since she still had her magic.  Happy was given tiny magic daggers, a series of holdout weapons Anna always wore on her person, especially when on modeling gigs.  They were simple shock-type weapons, but they gave Happy some offensive ability.  Carla received a small staff, about the same height of her body, which shot out tiny acid balls about the size of her paw.  Juvia got an ice and water attack staffs, Lisanna a small magic mace, which caused tremors when it hit someone.
Lucy received a whip Anna had gotten as a gag gift from Mira.  Like Happy’s daggers, it contained a small lightning lacrima, giving it the ability to shock people.  But while the blonde was grateful to have a weapon, her expression was complicated as she understood both the implications of being given this weapon, and why Mira had given it to Anna after the twins had finally gotten together with Natsu…
But instead of being given one of Anna’s weapons, Cana pulled out several odd-looking cards, before testing the edge of one of them with a smirk.  “I’m no slouch when it comes to hand to hand,” she said, reaching into a pocket of her skirt before pulling out a glove, fitting it over the hand that still had all of its fingers, clenching her hand into a fist.  This revealed that the knuckles of the glove had been reinforced by steel, as had her palm.
The cards she held in her hand, the right one, which had two magical fingers replacing the fingers she’d lost in Seven in the ambush were also wickedly sharp, making them oddly shaped throwing knives.  Those fingers were not working very well in this magicless environment and with her internal energy drained.  But despite that, Cana thought she could still throw the playing cards accurately with that hand.
Once everyone was sufficiently well armed, Ranma and Wendy climbed a nearby tree, and from the top Ranma hurled Wendy up into the sky, where the little girl shouted, “Whhhhheeee!!”  As serious as their friends being captured was, the Dragon Slayers knew they couldn’t effect that just yet, so were willing to take moments of fun like this when they could find it, as was normal for them.
Watching this, Seilah rolled her eyes.  “They could’ve just asked me to fly up and have a look around,” she said, and with a gesture floated up and then further up, reaching Wendy as she was about to start her descent from an admittedly incredibly high position.  
She grabbed the little girl and hugged Wendy against her bosom, staring around while the little girl flushed at the contact, but also smiled happily and turned to let Seilah see it.  Seilah smiled in return, murmuring into the little girl’s ear, “I wonder if we will have time to find any bookstores here.  They could have their equivalent of Girl Genius after all.”
“Oh, that would be fun,” Wendy said with a nod, while both of them were staring all around them, trying to make out any landmarks or anything of interest.
But the weird mushroom forest continued for a while in every direction, beginning to be interspersed with more regular looking trees here and there, sticking above the mushroom trees with ease.  “I don’t see anything, do you, Seilah?” Wendy asked.
“While I would probably admit to having slightly better eyesight than most humans, I too cannot see anything pertinent or relevant to head towards.  It seems to me that we would be best served to simply pick a random direction and go that way, never deviating.  But I will say that my woodcraft is sparse at best,” Seilah admitted.  “The books I tend to read do not include the description of any wood crafting of that nature.”
“I think wood crafting is just working with wood,” Wendy said, thoughtfully.  “Not certain about the term used to being able to find your way through a forest.  Camping skills perhaps, or trail blazing skills?”
Seilah shrugged unconcern, leaning the side of her head against the top of Wendy’s hair, breathing in the girl’s scent as they dropped slowly back to the group below them.  “It matters not at his point.  Come, let us return.”
When he heard the report, Ranma simply sighed.  “I’ll remember that you still have your curse from now on Seilah, sorry about forgetting like that.  But I kind of figured you wouldn’t find anything.”
“That’s strange though, isn’t it?” Lucy asked.  “Shouldn’t we be near the device that caused that whatever it was?”
“Not really.  Think about it, we weren’t taken in by the actual weapon that caused that connection between Earth Land and Edolas.  We were sort of using the hole the weapon created and it was giving out as we were running through it.  Think of it like following a drill run after the drill’s already passed by and picked up all the dirt or whatever.  Who knows how far away we are from where the weapon took our friends,” Ranma replied, having thought about that very thing since first seeing how far they’d been scattered.
“That’s a sad thought,” Juvia said with a scowl.  “Then again we don’t even know how this Faust guy is doing this magic draining thing, what it looks like on this end of things or if we can even help our friends at all.”
“True,” Ranma’s sighed.  “All too true.  Still, if they are bringing in mages and knocking them out or something during the trip, doesn’t it just warm your hearts to imagine the chaos Erza and the others are currently causing?  Even without magic, most of our friends are strong enough to cause headaches for anyone trying to keep them in line.”
“Not Gildarts,” Natsu said, frowning a little and looking away.  “Not with his arm and leg missing.”
There were some shocked shouts at that from the other Fairy Tail members who hadn’t heard that story just yet, but Ranma shrugged.  “I wouldn’t put it past that old man to take his own peg leg and beat people to death with it.  He is one tough son of a dog.”
Cana looked a little miffed and a little pleased at that for some reason, before shrugging her shoulders, pulling out a deck of cards, and rifling it quickly, then flinging it up into the air.  To the astonishment of the others, the cards separated in midair and came down in an arrow formation, pointing out through the woods.  “That was pure skill, not magic,” she said with a smug little smile.  “We go that way.”
“That’s as good a way of deciding a direction as I can think of,” Ranma said with a laugh, bowing grandly to Cana.  “After you, my lady.  You chose the direction; you get to lead.”

OOOOOOO

Elsewhere in Edolas, an elderly man was making his way up a long flight of steps set into the middle of a room that was so massive and ostentatious, any observer would have been forgiven to think it was a place of worship.  To start with, there were the five large statues coming out of the walls, one to a corner and then a fifth directly facing the ziggurat from the wall beyond, their faces hooded, their arms out in supplication.  The flight of steps the old man was currently walking up was set in a small ziggurat that rose from the center of the cavernous room, abutting the side of a large square-sided ditch of some kind.
And in the center of that ditch, filling it from one end to the other and then growing out of the ditch so much it towered over the top of the ziggurat was a crystal.  It looked like a lacrima, a mix of quartz and diamond almost, with different sized striations sticking out here and there, all of them glowing with potential.  It astonishes me to think that this giant edifice of seeming stone is actually magic.  Condensed, crystallized magic, the end result of our Anima Project.
“Magnificent.  Utterly exquisite,” the man said aloud, chuckling exultantly.  He was dressed in a long flowing robe of light and dark brown lined with white fur.  On top of his head he wore a large crown, that looked more like that of a pope than a king and his hair and beard were both long and lank, if cared for.  His eyes were coal black and harsh beyond measure at times, deep-set in his craggy face.  This was King Faust, and he ruled the land of Edolas with an iron fist.  “This is simply excellent, well done Byro.  This is the largest Lacrima yet, by a rather immense margin, is it not?”
“It is indeed Your Grace,” said another elderly man to one side of the King.  He had none of the air of power or command that marked the King, however.  He was short, his back stooped, with large eyes set to either side of a large, flattened nose.  The horn-shaped eyebrows above those eyes and tiny tufts of hair over his ear were the only hair on his liver spotted head, and he exuded a sort of manic intelligence.  “Our new ability to aim the Anima Cannon at concentrations of magic has proven to work exceedingly well.”
Next to him, a young girl dressed somewhere between a Court Jester and a page raced forward, dodging around the two men staring up at the towering lacrima this way and that, one hand over her eyes as she tried to spot where the top of it was in the shadows above them.  “You aren’t joking, Magister Byro, this thing is huge.  I wonder how much magic we can get from it!”
“Come away from it, Coco,” Byro said commandingly, although there was a slight twinkle in his eyes as he gestured the girl away.  She was the court page and general runner and Byro rather enjoyed her presence.  Partly because he was something of a pedophile and also because he generally enjoyed watching her amusement and joy at magic.  That childlike wonder, that innocence, that was why the King and he had to do this, had to keep magic running into their world.
“Nonetheless the child asks a good question,” Faust said, slowly walking around the dais of the ziggurat, staring up at the Lacrima himself.  “How long should this last us, do you think?”
“For normal usage?  Two years six months three weeks, and four days.  However, the week and four days should be used as a buffer, while we either search for other targets, or just in case of emergencies,” Byro replied quickly.
The King scoffed as if emergencies were of no minds to him, because they were not.  Emergencies happened to other people at his command.
“Of course, we could use this time to once again use the Anima cannon to bring in more power?” Byro said, his tone almost wheedling.  “We just mastered the ability to aim through the dimensional wall, after spending more than a year working on identifying large magical signatures.  Give me a few weeks to make adjustments and we could streamline the process, and soon have enough magic here see our nation through thousands of years.”
Faust was tempted, very tempted.  But he shook his head.  “No, I will not allow that.  In fact, we will hold off on using the Anima cannon again for those two years of yours.”
“May I ask why, Your Majesty?” Byro asked, and another man nearby shook his head, chuckling quietly.
“Use your head for something other than mathematical equations,” the man said.  He was a tall, debonair fellow, with a habitual smirk on his face that made it seem as if he was looking down on whoever he was talking to, dressed in light pink full body armor compete with a white cape, with blonde hair done up in the pompadour style, a style made famous by wannabe punks in various anime back in Ranma’s Earth.  At his side was belted a sword, with a rose shaped cross guard which he was patting lovingly as he looked at the Magister of Science for the Royal Court and then over to the little girl, a shudder of something like revulsion going through him his face shifting to show it for just a second before smoothing.
Despite that when he addressed Byro he did so semi-respectfully.  “The magic we take from the other side is not wild or simply from the Earth Land version of lacrima.  The majority of it comes from mages.  Mages in a country of magic, which might eventually learn what we’re doing if we continually target their strongest magical concentrations.  And if that happens, what’s to stop them from trying to fight back?  From stopping our device working, or even from attacking us?  We used our magical science to get through the dimensional gap, perhaps they could just use their own homegrown magic to do the same thing.”
The old scientist scoffed at the very idea of someone else duplicating his work, his genius, but the King held up a hand.  “Precisely,” he said coolly.  “While I am confident in our army and our generals, there is no reason to borrow trouble like that when we don’t have to.  No, we will continue to take magic as we can.  So long as it looks like some strange natural phenomenon, we can keep assuming that our enemies on the other side of the dimensional wall will not be able to figure out what is going on.”
Faust’s words made it clear he felt the fact the people of Earth Land were their enemies was self-explanatory, since to him it was.  First, they had limitless magic, which made him envy them and in turn see them as enemies.  Second, someone on the other end of the dimensional gap had stopped the Anima cannon’s absorption spheres several times over the years, which was enemy action if ever there was one, stopping Faust from receiving the magic that was his due.
Beyond that, there was a single rule that Faust had followed throughout his time as king: There were always enemies out there, always.
“But enough of this maudlin talk,” he said abruptly changing the subject, his attitude becoming gay almost instantly, a shift that caused more than one of the people nearby to twitch away from him.  The King’s mood swings were the stuff of legends in the castle and not the good kind of legend.  “Now,” he went on, pointing at the Lacrima.  “Let us start siphoning the magic.”
The Sugarboy smiled, smacked side of his sword excitedly and at Byro’s nod, a group of men moved towards the side of the Lacrima carrying a strange number of devices that looked like the amalgamation of a metallurgist set of tools, and those used to dig through rock or work on jewelry.  One of them set a large magnifying glass against the lacrima at the base of one of the large prominences sticking out of the rest of the mass of the crystal.  That man marked out a small line in the lacrima with a tiny cutter of some kind then gestured two of the other men forward.
They flipped down protective gear over their faces, and activated their welding torches, magical devices used to create intense heat.  The heat instantly began to imbue the heads of their chisels to red hot, and soon after, they began to cut into the Lacrima starting from the same point on the line and going in different directions around and up the side of the lacrima.  The man on top had to be winched around, using sticky pads on his knees to stay in place as he cut, before moving on, but it was still a relatively quick process.
[bookmark: _Hlk11670481]Later, as the Lacrima continued to solidify, this process would become slower.  But right now, with the magic inside the lacrima created by the devices, air, items and mages caught within the absorption sphere still settling, the crystal was more malleable.  At that point, the lacrima would be shown to the people in a royal parade, the better to show that it was the king who held the reigns of magic as favored by the gods.  But right now, he wanted to get some of the magic out into his army as fast as possible.
As the king watched, that chunk of the lacrima was slowly cut off, then set in a large barrel to one side.  From there it was in turn taken over to a bin, set into the wall of the Anima Project Room.  There the lacrima was connected to a second series of large devices via several siphons.
The workers then waited for the king, Byro, Coco and the general to join them before, at the King’s regal nod, one of the workers bowed and quickly flipped a switch.  Faust stared avidly at the device as it slowly drained the magic from the chip of anima turning it into more usable element type lacrimas, which slowly extruded from one side of the device.  These would be fit to be used in any magical creation, be it a weapon, a tool or public utility, like the lights of his capital or the trains that serviced his nation.
Half of these smaller, more useable lacrima would go to the Kings Castle: magical lights, magical wallpaper, magical rugs, the heating apparatus, the kitchens, security and the specialized weapons all four of Faust’s generals used would be renewed by this small chunk of the whole Anima.  The uses of magic are truly endless.  Magic lamp lights, magic defenses, a magic back scratcher for the King when he was sitting on his throne, which came complete with a massage setting.  Such was the magic of the Anima, and of their devices.
“Look at this!” Faust shouted, moving forward and thrusting a hand into a barrel of yellow lacrimas, pulling one smooth ovoid out and tossing it to Sugarboy, who caught it deftly.  “Look at this!” the King repeated, shaking that handful of smaller lacrima above his head as every face in the vast room turned towards him.  “This is strength.  This is dedication.  Through our strength, and our will, the magic still flows.  So long as the magic flows, our nation is secure.  Because of me, our nation has magic and will continue to have it for years to come!”
As cheers and applause answered his words, the king went on in a lower tone as he turned to Byro.  “And it is because of you as well Byro, you had the mind, I supplied the resources, together we have done this thing.  Well done once more.”
Byro bowed deeply from the waist, staying silent as he watched the King lead Sugarboy out the door.  Such is the double nature of the gratitude of kings I suppose.  Still, he is right, I needed his resources before this.  No longer.  Perhaps it is time to start siphoning magic for my own project.  If the king believes, I will be content to stay in the shadows he will soon learn how wrong he is.
As they walked the halls of the castle, Sugarboy installed the Lacrima on the side of his sword while waiting a brief moment as the doors behind them closed, before rushing to catch up with his King.  “My Lord, a message came in from our scouts while you were inspecting the Anima Project.  They have seen signs of that despicable rebel group Fairy Tail having their base of operations deep in the northern forest.”
Faust did not stop his trek towards his throne room, simply smiling grimly.  “Excellent.  I presume that the other generals have already been dispatched?”
“Knightwalker has gone ahead your Majesty,” Sugarboy said.  “Panther Lily will be the next to arrive on the scene, followed by the young boy and myself.  I will join him before he arrives on the scene I think, but both Knightwalker and Panther Lily will be there well before us.  There remains the chance that they might teleport away again, but if they do, it will be for the last time, according to Byro’ reports on how much magic that device uses up.”
“Very well, so long as that Guild is crushed, I do not care how it is actually done, although of course the swifter the better.”  With that the King continued to stride forward, only stopping as Sugarboy bowed his way down another corridor intersecting the one they were currently on.  “Oh, and Sugarboy?  Tell Knightwalker I want some prisoners.  The public always loves a good hanging.  But only some of course,” he added as he continued his walk, calling the final words over his shoulder as if he was talking about the weather or other, far less weighty matters.  “Far be it for me to not allow Erza Knightwalker her little pleasures.”

OOOOOOO

	The group from Earth Land had travelled throughout the day, pressing on even as the day wound by, heading into evening.  As they moved, they spread out in a line, heading forward as quickly as they could through the woods in twos, keeping the others in shouting distance.  At last, as thoughts of stopping for dinner began to spread among them, they discovered a sign of human habitation, a small trail leading away to the right of their current course.  Unanimously they started to follow it, and soon enough, Natsu and Happy, who had found the trail, led them to a single tree, even larger than normal for the redwoods in the area.  And in that tree was a doorway, above which there was a sign with the flowing letters denoting it as Fairy Tail.
“Woo!” Natsu cheered.  “Awesome, we’ve found Fairy Tail, this is gonna be great!”
“How are we so close to the Edolas version of our guild?” Cana asked, shaking her head.  “I mean seriously that is beyond weird.”
“Hmmm… Juvia wonders if we had to come out nearby.”  When the others looked at her, she shrugged, “There is a certain level of symmetry or similarity between the two dimensions correct?  Perhaps whatever captured our guild and forcefully brought it over to this dimension could not control where it came out on this end, only regaining that control after it did so.  But our guild was somehow, somehow attracted to its opposite number here?  And when we started to escape from the hole that passage left between the dimensions, we naturally came out close by, while the transported town was then pulled away somehow.”
“…that sounds really farfetched to me,” Seilah said, shaking her head.  “Occam’s Razor suggests that the simplest solution is often the most accurate.  That was far from a simple solution.  I would instead hypothesize it is mere luck and perhaps geographic positioning that put us so close.”
“You all are using a lot of words I don’t know to talk about a problem that I don’t care about.  Come on, it’s Fairy Tail!” Natsu said with a laugh.  “Let’s get in there and see all of our weird counterparts, this could be a lot of fun!”
“Aye sir!” Happy said by way of agreement.
[bookmark: _Hlk11671477]“When he’s right, he’s right,” Lucy said with a smirk.  “It doesn’t happen often but hey, even a stopped watch can be right twice a day.”  As Natsu squawked in outrage, she went on seriously.  “We don’t need to know the how of how we got here, all we need to know is we’re here and what do we do from now on to get our friends back!”
“Juvia thinks that while meeting our opposite numbers might be interesting, we should indeed remember our purpose here,” Juvia said coolly, shaking her head at the Fire Dragon Slayer’s antics.  “Juvia thinks we need to take this more seriously.”
“Psch, please.  If someone thinks they can keep Mira or Erza as prisoners, I feel sorry for them,” Cana grumbled, picking out a twig from her hair and looking irritable as she tossed it away.  “While the whole draining magic is nasty, I doubt that our friends are in mortal danger, not from that anyway, not for a long while anyway.”
Just then, Wendy and Ranma, the only ones who hadn’t joined the others yet, came down from the trees to one side, landing behind the others with a smile.  Though they, like Juvia, were worried about their friends, neither were going to let it get their spirits down right now.  That could come later, when they discovered what kind of danger they were really in.  That, and Wendy was of the opinion that there was nothing in the world that could stand against her Onii-chan if he ever got serious.  “Mmm, that was great.  High places really are best places.”
“Honestly are you two supposed to be Dragon Slayers or monkeys?” Lucy asked shaking her head as she stared at the two of them, their arrival having burst the serious moment like a bubble.
Wendy growled, putting her hands up as if she was about to pounce on Lucy, trying to make herself look fierce.  “We’re Dragon Slayers of course!  It’s not our fault we can make our way through the trees like that, the rest of you are just not used to being out here.”
While Ranma laughed and nodded at that, all the girls began giggling at how cute Wendy was looking.  Cana even reached over and pinched Wendy’s cheek.  “You’re so cute,” she cooed.
Wendy pouted, looking away and scuffing the ground beneath them.  “I was going for scary,” she muttered.  I’ve seen big brother and fights with a glare, heck I’ve seen Laxus and Natsu do something of the same a time or two, why can’t I do it?
At that Cana and Lucy went to work trying to cheer Wendy up, Seilah simply hugged the little girl, glaring at the two of them as they did so.  Natsu however had no patience for that kind of thing and jerked a finger towards the doorway.  “Well, what are we waiting for?  Let’s get in there!”
Anna however grabbed his hand shaking it.  “Wait no, my heart, it’s not, I’m not ready for this…”
Lisanna nodded too.  “Besides Natsu, these people aren’t going to be the guild we know, remember what Anna said!  They might not be all that friendly, especially not having been on the run for so long.  They may even attack us for real, and how weird would that be?”  Natsu gave her a look and she rolled her eyes, “And I don’t mean the playfighting that you and Gray always take part in, I mean seriously trying to hurt us.”
To one side Ranma stayed silent, watching the two dramas playing out, as well as stealing glances towards Carla and Happy, who had taken to talking in quiet whispers early that morning.  If they thought that that had stopped him from hearing what they were talking about though, they were mistaken.  It sounded as if Carla had gotten a few more memories back during their trek through the woods.  None of them were connected, all of these long-term memories from when she was in her egg were disjointed in the extreme, which to Ranma’s mind made sense.  After all, that would be like remembering what was going on when you were in your mom’s womb, wouldn’t it?
But it was enough to tell Carla that this had indeed been their home world.  And she was currently questioning Happy, and getting very irritated, because he didn’t have any such memories.  Although, given the distraught glances she’s shot toward Wendy, it looks as if her guess about their being ordered to find and possibly betray Dragon Slayers might be spot on.  I’d guess that Happy’s more than, heh, happy, to not have that kind of memory.
“Who cares!” Natsu shouted, pulling away from his girlfriend and kicking the door hard, “They’ll still be Fairy Tail after all.  We’re home!” he shouted, entering quickly as if this world’s guild would be just as welcoming and just as much family as his own to him.
Behind him, the others groaned, and Cana looked over at the two sisters irritably, pulled from where she and Lucy had been talking to Wendy.  “You two are supposed to keep him in line.  That’s not keeping him in line.  Do I need to buy you some whips and chains or something?”
To that Lisanna had no reply, other than blushing a bright red.  Anna too was struck speechless but for a different reason and stepped back away from the doorway, so she wasn’t visible from within.  At their reactions, Cana rolled her eyes and moved with Ranma into the interior after Natsu before the others crowded around to take a look inside.
“Carla, Happy, why don’t you stay out here a bit,” Wendy said, stopping the two Exceed in their tracks as she moved to join her brother.  “If you two are natives here, let’s give the locals a little time to recover from the first set of shocks before giving them another.”
Carla nodded, while Happy huffed, and made to move around the little girl before Carla grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and pulled him back.  “She makes sense tomcat, let’s leave them alone for a bit.”
Poking her head between the others crowding the doorway, Wendy was just in time to see Natsu taking a Lucy Kick™ from the side.  This sent him flying sideways to smash into a wall, driving his face flat into the unyielding wooden surface.  Not that that seemed enough for the individual who had assaulted him, as she stomped over and began to kick him while he was down.
“Just because you’ve finally shown some courage when not in your magic racer doesn’t mean you can kick in the door like that, you racing retard!  Besides, you’re three days late.  We were getting worried, asshole and then you show up like this as if nothing’s happened!?” Lucy’s voice shouted from within, bringing their Lucy to a halt in shock, both at hearing her own voice from somewhere else and from the curses being used.
The inside of the Guildhall was built into the giant tree, much like the size of the redwoods all around them.  It was an interesting little area, with most of the furniture, bar the seats, being grown out of the tree itself.  The tables were thus stationary, alongside the bar set to one side of the guild from the doorway.  At the far back was a massive piece of machinery of some kind, the purpose of which Ranma couldn’t discern.  Next to the massive machinery the wall was filled from the edge of the machine to the other end with books, the titles of which Ranma couldn’t make out from where he was standing.  Looking over his shoulder now with Wendy still in her arms Seilah looked at those books, her eyes lighting up with interest.
While Ranma had been concentrating on the interior of the Guildhall taking in the position of everything within just in case, Cana had been concentrating on the people and could see a lot of familiar faces here.  The first one that stuck out to her was Juvia, standing beside the bar and looking over at them, her hair done up in short curls down to her shoulders and wearing skimpier clothing then what Juvia normally wore on a day-to-day basis, but not quite up to the bathing suit that Cana had seen Juvia in a time or two.  The suit she was currently wearing looked as if it was half way between a business suit, covering her chest and up with a respectable looking button up shirt complete with a tie going down her chest between her breasts, but it left her stomach bare and her skirt was short, almost as short as Cana’s own.
Standing beside the bar near Juvia was Mirajane, and she at least looked relatively normal.  Her outfit was showing more in the stomach region than what Mirajane would normally wear behind the bar, and her hair was done up in this odd little ponytail thing on top.  But beyond that, it was an outfit that Cana could easily see their Mira wearing, matching her color scheme exactly, white, light purple and tiny bits of black.
This moment of relief lasted until Cana’s eyes flicked to the man sitting at that same bar, where they widened noticeably at and shuddered away at the image.  No way, she thought no way, that cannot be Elfman.  This Elfman looked relatively similar in build and in the face, having the same scar on his face, but he was dressed as if he hadn’t changed his style as he grew up, still dressing like a schoolboy going to an extremely formal primary school, and with his hair done in a dome rather than spikes.
Besides those three, Cana could instantly recognize three more faces in the crowd despite their differences to faces she knew.  Two of them were Jet and Droy, although these two were bulkier and tougher looking than the two that she was used to.  Jet had spiky hair and dressed something more like their Elfman did, a long jacket open to show a bare muscled chest, with black pants and even a scar on his face.  Droy had another x-shaped scar on one cheek and wore sunglasses with his hair slicked into a frankly weird shape, remaining Cana of some pictures she’d seen of deep-sea fish.  He too wore a long jacket over a bare chest, the top of it lined with fur.
The other face that she could make out instantly was Levy, who had been near the back but was caught in the silhouette from the doorway, and again there were differences there.  The hair was the same at least, but the clothing was different.  This girl looked like some kind of mechanic mixed with clothing that wouldn’t have been out of place on Bisca, a wide necklace or choker of gold around her neck and a tube top revealing her stomach coupled with a short skirt.  Besides that, she had gloves on her hands and a wide toolbelt full of different tools across her waist.
There were a few others there that she didn’t recognize so easily.  A guy who could be Reedus maybe, with the same body type at least, his clothing obscuring most of his body, but the guy had his back turned so Cana wasn’t certain although he had spiky short black hair.  There was a woman with even bigger knockers than Lucy by at least two sizes sitting at another table, drinking quietly with blue hair and a face that looked vaguely familiar to Cana.  Although admittedly she was somewhat distracted by the girl’s chest when she looked at that girl.  Good God, she’s as big as Seilah!  Maybe even bigger.  Sitting at the same table was another girl under a parasol of all things, which was weirdly open despite her being inside, her back to the door and face obscured by the parasol.
But the biggest surprise to Cana had to be the one standing right in front of her, and as that surprise finished remonstrating with Natsu, Cana turned her attention once more to her.  Because this was a Lucy, but this wasn’t the Lucy who was Cana’s girlfriend.  No, this was a very different sort of Lucy.  She had the same curves, Cana could tell that at a glance, the look sending a familiar tingle up her back, the same dark brown eyes, same face, legs etc.  But her hair was done up in a side bun with a tiny skull clasp and otherwise cut extremely close all around her face.  She wore clothing that wasn’t quite as outgoing as Lucy’s either.  Instead, she wore a skintight uniform of some kind with a high collar, currently unzipped to show a bit of her cleavage, but not a lot.  On one shoulder, she wore a shoulder pad and an arm warmer and she had one glove on the opposite hand.  Her guild mark was visible on her one revealed shoulder, which was much more elaborate than the ones that Cana and her friends used, a tattoo going around the entire arm rather than being just a single magical stamp.
And my Lucy would never curse like that, if only because she’d leave that kind of thing to me!  Cana thought with a faint smirk.  Moreover, this Lucy sounds almost as much of a disciplinarian as Erza is, though even more prone to just smack people around rather than listen to excuses or explanations.
Finally, this Edo-Lucy finished with Natsu and tossed him to the side, uncaring of where the Dragon Slayer landed as she turned to glare at the others who had entered.  “As for the rest of you, I don’t know what wheels for brains told, t, told you…”  Her eyes went wide before her words stuttered to a halt as she saw not only herself, but also all the others who had entered, with Juvia having just helped Lisanna pull Anna inside.
As soon as the Strauss twins entered, there was a clattering as beer steins were dropped along with jaws and more than one voice was raised in shock.  Of course, the most powerful reactions came from the Strauss siblings as Mirajane slumped into a swoon behind the bar, while Elfman slid off his stool, staring in gape-mouthed astonishment yet retained his senses unlike his older sister.
For a moment the guild was silent, then two of them, Jet and Droy, shouted, “Doppelgängers don’t let them take our souls!”  They raced forward, pulling out weapons of various types, including a large heavy looking mace, leaping over a kick from a brightly glowing shoe wielded by Jet, followed by more than a dozen other Fairy Tail members.  Instantly the original shout was taken up by dozens of throats, shouts of “Kill the intruders!  They’re not going to take our souls!” and other such nonsense clamoring for attention among the bedlam.
Ranma blinked, cocking his head to one side as he stared in utter stupefaction.  “What the hell, the two weaklings are leading the attack on us?”  He didn’t mean it in a mean manner, not really, but he had evaluated everyone in the guild back in Earth Land, and it was fact Jet and Droy were among the weakest of the mages there.
“Yeah I don’t think these are the weaklings we’re used to,” Cana said, rubbing at her neck thoughtfully even as she stepped forward with Ranma, making no effort to defend Jet and Droy from his assumptions, since he was right after all.  But after the day she’d been having, getting it on with this group looked to be fun.  She cracked her neck and clenched her fists, smirking.  “Bring it on, you Bizarro-Tails!”
The others stepped back, letting Ranma and Cana handle it.  Lucy was still staring at Lucy in shock and vice-versa, and Anna and Lisanna had quickly moved back, making their way around the violent crowd towards their siblings.  Natsu was down, and Seilah, Juvia and Wendy had no interest in fighting at present.
Ranma raced forward, and grabbing the downward swinging mace Droy was wielding, pulling it out of the man’s hand, and flipping up into the air to kick the man heavily with both of his feet, before grabbing the head of his partner, and using it as a pintle.  From that perch he kicked and punched out in every direction, sending four people flying with a single hit each.
Beside him, Cana met several others that she hadn’t recognized in close combat, smacking their hands aside and showing a decent amount of hand-to-hand skill, mostly dealing with grappling and then releasing one of her own hands to perform a palm thrust to the side of her enemies’ temples sending them reeling and disoriented.
Ranma had to nod in appreciation of her style and strength.  That girl has a lot more upper body strength then I would’ve expected.  Then it clicked, and even as he dodged a punch from someone else, he turned to her, smacking one fist into his other palm in an exaggerated act of surprised understanding.  “I know, it’s because of those giant kegs isn’t it?”
“What?” Cana said distractedly as she danced around a girl she’d never seen before in her life, getting her into a chokehold even as she charged past like a bull, pulling her off her feet and hurling her sideways into two other men.  “What you mean?”
“Those giant kegs of ale you drink out of.  Hefting them around is why you have so much upper body strength,” Ranma said, flipping himself off of Jet’s head to land in front of the big-breasted girl that Cana had seen before.  She had pulled out two tonfas of all things and was using them pretty well, Ranma reflected even as he dodged.  She also winked at him and tried to flash him to distract Ranma, but thanks to the girls at Melona’s and his own female body, that technique wasn’t going to work on him.
“Could be,” Cana said with a laugh, before ducking under a kick from Lucy, this world’s Lucy.  Grabbing the short blonde around the waist, Cana pinned her arms there as she ducked out of the way of a backwards headbutt and then twisted her leg around to avoid a backwards kick, while trying also to not let her memories of ‘wrestling’ with her own Lucy to get in the way.  Lucy, we’re not here to fight darn it!”
“Could’ve fooled me!” Levy of all people shouted as she raced forwards, a large hammer in both hands.  She moved quickly through the tumult, singing it sideways toward Ranma’s back.
But Ranma simply grabbed the head of it and pulled her weapon to one side to block the weapons of the other girl he had been dodging around, unwilling to hurt a girl in a situation like this.  “We’re not the ones who attacked here,” he said calmly.  “So, can we please stop this farce before one of you lot get hurt?”
“Farce!?” the tonfa-using woman grunted, while Levy tried to pull her hammer out of his grip, having absolutely no luck.  “How strong is this guy?”
“Yes, farce, we’re not here to hurt you and we’re not doppelgangers, whatever the heck they are.  We’re just here for some information, and maybe some help, that’s all,” Ranma replied.  This would have been diplomatic and might possibly have led to the locals realizing that perhaps talking was in order.  But then Ranma had to pull a Ranma by saying a bit too much and being honest about it.  “Besides, this fight is boring as all get out anyway.”
“Graah!!” shouted more than one voice, infuriated by his blasé attitude.  But thankfully he was saved just then by Seilah interrupting in her own unique manner.
Not, mind, that she had in fact intended to do so.  “Macro! Get out of my way please,” she intoned, her curse flaring out to grab at everyone in the guild hall bar Ranma, who beat it off with ease, despite the fact that his Demon Slayer magic didn’t activate, afflicted by the same odd sort of stasis feel as his Dragon Slayer magic.
At her command, everyone else found their feet shuffling them out of the demon girl’s way.  Many stumbled and even more of them looked on fearfully, then in confusion as Seilah stalked through them, followed by Wendy as she made a beeline to the books.
“Magic,” skull-wearing Lucy breathed, still locked in Cana’s bear hug.  “What, what was that…”
“If you stop attacking us, maybe we’ll tell you,” Cana retorted.
With that the fight slowly coming down, Anna and Lisanna were finally able to cross to their siblings and did so quickly moving around the last group of Fairy Tail members.  “Elfman, Mirajane, are you all right?” they asked as one, splitting off to look at the two of them.
The eyes of Edo-Lucy stared after them, then she looked back over her shoulders, her eyes widening as she got a close-up look at the face of the girl who was holding her.  Then she looked back to the other two twins, shaking her head.  “If you’re not doppelgängers, what the hell are you?”
“If I let you go so we can explain face to face are you going to give me a Lucy Kick™?” Cana asked coquettishly, winking at her.  She even made kissy noises at her prisoner who rapidly started to look horrified until her own Lucy came up behind her and tugged on the brunette lush’s hair.
“Enough of that,” she said with some jealousy in her voice, pouting at her girlfriend.  “Besides you know full well that my kick’s patent is pending, not trademarked yet.”
That at last seemed to end signal the end of the fight, as everyone looked around them with Ranma stepping back and looking at the two blue haired girls he had been fighting.  “Aheh, sorry about, you know, not letting me hit you and all.  I might’ve been kind of guy in the past who’d just let you guys wail on me for no reason, but that is literally a lifetime ago.”  Then he sighed, “The foot in mouth thing, that comes and goes still sorry.”
While Levy scoffed and turned away the big-breasted girl shrugged, looking at him up from head to toe, smiling at what she saw.  “It’s fine Blue-Eyes, we’re the ones that started it after all, although if you want you can buy a girl a drink to make up for it,” she said.  She put her weapons in a small holster at the small of her back and moved around him to look at the others before sidling up to Ranma.  “Beyond that, I am going to want to hear what this is all about.  One of those two girls has to be our Lisanna, but that doesn’t explain the other one, or who all of you are.  Including the Lucy look-alike.”
Rather enjoying the attention Ranma turned, making no moved to move away from the girl as Seilah sat down at a nearby table, the Demon girl having grabbed up several random book from the large shelf.  Wendy looked around, then breathed a theatrical sigh of relief as she hopped over to Ranma while the two Lucys were talking and another girl who had not taken part in the fight was moving towards the two of them and Cana.
No one else noticed Anna turning away from her siblings, as she saw this and pulling out a small camera from the recesses of her dress.
Ranma didn’t pay much attention to that as Wendy smiled and hugged his side, causing him to rest one hand on her head as look down at her in question.  “We were right Ranma-nii, there’s no you here.  That would have freaked me out badly, I mean, two very different Ranmas, what would he have been like?  The mind boggles.”
“You wouldn’t’ve been the only one to be freaked by that Imouto,” Ranma said with a laugh.
“Sister?” the woman currently nuzzled up against Ranma’s other side asked, looking down at Wendy who looked up at her.
Now that they were standing side to side however, Ranma’s eyes widened, and he quickly pulled away from the other girls hold, staring at the two of them.  “Wendy!?”
“That’s me, Wendy Mardene,” the girl said with a laugh.  She posed, one hand behind her head and the other stretched up over it, a pose that thrust her immense chest forward.  Then she winked at him, cocking her head coquettishly.  “Have you heard of me, handsome?”
Wendy looked up at this Edo-Wendy, in shock and awe, her eyes beginning to glitter in delight at the implications.  “Does, does this mean, that when I’m your age I’ll look like that too?”  Awesome, she’s as good looking as Mira or Erza!
“What?” Wendy blinked, staring down at the little girl, then her own eyes widened, and she stared too, whilst even Seilah looked up from her books at this, her own eyes widening, a slight blush suffusing her features.  Then with a full body shake Edo-Wendy looked away from her alter self and turned towards Ranma, sidling up against him again.  “Well, I don’t know who you are, so you’re not my sibling,” she said with a grin.  “So, about that drink…”
That brought Wendy back to earth with a thump and she growled, getting between the two of them and trying to push the older girl away, having scant luck despite her Dragon Slayer given strength.  The older girl was strangely well-muscled underneath her surface softness.  “No, no flirting with my Onii-chan, that is so wrong!”
“How is it wrong?” the older Wendy asked mockingly patting Wendy Marvell on the head.  “Like I said, he’s not my brother.  Besides, none of the other guys here are that strong, and they’re also boring anyway.  Ranma on the other hand looks a little fun to me...”  Wendy mused, winking wickedly at Ranma, who flushed, trying to get away from her grip without hurting her, which as he had learned long ago was a bit of an impossibility if the girl in question was strong enough to grab onto him in the first place.
“No!” Wendy shouted back.  “You might have a nice body, but that doesn’t mean I want to watch some alter-me flirt with my Onii-chan!  That is such nightmare fuel!”  Wendy would be the first to admit that she knew the two of them weren’t really related and yes, she did have a tiny little sort-of crush on Ranma.  But there was a big difference between that and actually wanting to flirt with him.  That would be so wrong in her opinion.
Elsewhere, Cana Alberona had come face to face with Edo-Cana and was now currently staring wide-eyed in astonishment something Anna noticed from near the bar.  In an instant she raced over through the crowd to take pictures, a wide smirk on her face.  
“Oh my, are you actually supposed to be me?  That is rather droll and quite pretentious is it not?” the Cana of this world said in well-polished astonishment.  She was dressed like a real lady, with a white blouse and pink skirt covering her from neck to ankles, a large white hat, and a refined, kindly air about her.  In short, she looked like the dictionary definition of an upper-class girly girl, the sort of daughter Lucy Heartfilia’s father had always wanted her to be.
Seeing her girlfriend, her best friend who had stayed with her through thick and thin, who Lucy loved for her down to earth nature and easy going, snarky, sexual, humor, looking like this, was a bit much for Lucy.  She cried out in shock, stumbling back from Edo-Lucy and pointing at Edo-Cana pointing at her dramatically.  “I, I do not accept this!  It’s like up is down, right is wrong and straight is…”
At that point Cana broke out of her momentary stasis to begin laughing, as did Ranma who was close enough to hear that line and understood the joke there.
“What’s so funny about that?” Edo-Lucy asked as she stared at her alter ego, who was now blushing brightly at the other two laughing at her.  The girl certainly was her, even if the clothing wasn’t something Lucy Ashley would wear, far too cutesy.  And is she trying to use her tits, letting them hang out like that?  Lucy couldn’t see any points to wearing something like that if you weren’t going to take advantage of it.
Cana smiled, and looped a hand around Lucy’s waist, pulling her into a sideways hug and then kissing her cheek before leaning her head against Lucy’s.  “That’d be because we’re a couple and I’m about as not-straight as it’s possible to get,” she said brightly.  “What about you too?”
For a moment it didn’t register, and then Edo-Lucy started to blush brightly, far more brightly than Lucy had a moment before, backing away rapidly and waving her hands in front of her face.  “No!  No chance in hell, none of that shit, that’s so, that’s unclean!”
“I agree,” Edo-Cana said, pulling open her parasol again and hiding her face behind it as if to shield herself from the very idea her alter persona had just spouted.  “So uncouth and, and against nature.  The gods will punish such things you know.”
“…huh, I’d guess my alter lands on the straight side of the bisexual line,” Lucy muttered to Cana.  She had no issues with acknowledging her own sexuality at this point: she preferred women, but still found men could be attractive. Whereas she knew Cana hadn’t ever been attracted to any guys a short time after she had hit puberty and decided there was nothing wrong with preferring girls.  “Your alter, I’ve got no idea there.”
“Ughh, I can tell this is just going to be a pain in the ass…” Cana groaned, shaking her head while Anna put her camera away and skipped back to her family, satisfied.
Natsu had been lying to one side with swirly eyes after Edo-Lucy had finished with him, trampled underneath several of the Edolas guildmembers during the fight and seemingly forgotten by everyone.  But he looked up now as a voice said, “Are you okay dude, here let me help you up.”
He looked up, to see the familiar face of Gray, but that was the only thing that was familiar about the form standing above him.  Gray rarely if ever wore even a shirt, if that.  This guy looked as if he was trying to imitate a snowball given how much clothing he was wearing.  Naturally, Natsu began to laugh.  “What the hell!  You’re Gray!?” he howled, smacking his fist down on the ground of the Guildhall hard enough to start causing dents to the wooden floor.
“Stop that,” Gray said grabbing at Natsu’s shoulder and pulling him to his feet.  “Just because you look like my best friend, doesn’t mean I’m going to let you do such damage to our Guildhall.”
While Natsu was gaping at the whole best friend line there, Edo-Gray had turned away, moving over to Edo-Juvia, smiling brightly at her and clapping his hands together “Right Juvia, dear?”
She shied away from him backing away and putting a table between them.  “Don’t come near me if you insist on wearing all that clothing.”
“But it’s cold Juvia dear,” Edo Gray said, pouting a little.
“What is that about,” Juvia whispered, as she put a glass of wine in front of Edo-Mirajane.  She seemed to be slightly recovered but was not letting loose her hold on Lisanna.  And as Anna came close her other arm flashed out like a whip, dragging her into the hug while beside them, Elfman looked a little shaky.
Mirajane looked at her closely, then over towards Juvia Delerand and Gray Surge.  “Gray Surge is enamored of Juvia,” she said quietly, “but Juvia won’t give him the time of day thanks to his habit of putting on more clothing every time he turns around.”
“A gray that’s noticed a girl!?” Lisanna and Anna said as one, before looking at one another and giggling wickedly, hugging one another and squishing Mirajane between them.
Now on the receiving end of this and being subjected to their twin act, Edo-Mirajane winced and released them at last, whining a little as she asked, “Could you two stop doing that please?  I’m freaked out enough as it is.”
At that Anna hugged her sister even tighter, kissing her cheek.  “I’m sorry, I suppose that was rather cruel of us, but we didn’t mean to do it just then.”
“That, I didn’t expect you had, just, please don’t let it happen again,” Mirajane said looking at the two of them and trying and failing to wiggle out of the hug.  “But this is going to, I mean are you really our Lisanna,” she asked staring at the girl, trying to see some sign that this was a fake before her and failing.  “If, if you were alive all this time, where have you been!?” she nearly shouted; her face distraught.  “Why didn’t you contact us?!”
“Would you believe an entirely different dimension?” Anna said shrugging her shoulders and finally releasing her older sister from the hug to back away and look at both her and Elfman.  Good grief, I’d almost forgotten how timid this world’s Elfman is, I wonder if I can do something about that while I’m here.  “I couldn’t find a way back.  I talked to all of the most learned mages I could find,” or rather Master Makarov did for me, “and none of them knew anything about dimensional travel.  The closest was something called Celestial Spirit magic, and that takes you to the Spirit Realm.  So I, I just had to make a home there.  I’ve known all along how much pain my loss would be causing you, but I couldn’t find a way back!”  
She had in fact looked for several months for ways back home and had always told Master Makarov to keep his eyes open for anything that could do the same thing.  But Makarov had never gotten back to her with anything that would indicate it was even a possibility.
“I, I can understand that at least,” Elfman said slowly, “but you still haven’t proven that you’re our Lisanna.  I mean, this could all be a trick of some kind, like Jet and Droy said.”
“When Mira was ten and I was eight, you tried to cook for the first time,” Anna said brightly, “Not only did you make us both sick to our stomachs, but later Elfman tried the same thing and also got sick without you knowing.  You thought it was both the sweetest thing you’d ever heard, and then cried because you couldn’t cook.  Elfman, when you were being potty trained…”
“N, no!” the man shouted.  “Enough of that please.  I get picked on enough as it is.”
“Picked on?” Lisanna said, frowning at her brother, her eyes narrowing dangerously.  “Who picks on you?”
“Everyone,” Elfman said simply.  “I know I’m not very strong, in fact I’m probably the weakest member of Fairy Tail.”
“You’re not weak!” Anna said sharply, reaching over to pull him into a hug, which startled him, but he returned it after a few seconds of shock.  Lisanna too moved over to hug him whispering that he wasn’t in any way weak.  That it was just because he didn’t want to hurt people.  That didn’t make him week, it made him a more upright, moral individual than those who flaunted their strength.
At this point, Happy finally entered the guild, with a grumbling Carla behind him.  This oddly enough, took everyone’s attention from their own, smaller dramas.  “Natsu,” Happy moaned, “can we come in now?  I want to see all these weirdos.”
The entire guild gasped in astonishment, and more than one of them grabbed at their magical weapons, “What are Exceed doing here!?”  Others looked as if they wanted to fall on their knees and prostrate themselves before the two cats.
“That’s also kind of a long story!” Anna said quickly, before noticing that her voice had been lost in the tumult.  Growling she whistled loudly and raised her voice.  “The two of them have lived in the Earth Land world their entire lives guys!  Don’t worry about them, they’re with us.  You two, why don’t you show them your guild marks?”
Both cats did so, since Carla had never bothered to get hers taken off, and everyone from Earth Land save Ranma and Wendy joined in.  While a few looked in confusion at the fact that the two of them and Seilah didn’t join in, that seemed to settle everything down once and for all and the group of siblings once more moved over to a table and started to talk quietly.  With Mirajane on the recovery now, Juvia left them to it, smiling and happy for her friend to be reunited with her original siblings.
She knew however that it wouldn’t be for long, remembering a conversation she and Anna had earlier while walking through the woods.  Anna had confided in her that she would not stay here in Edolas if she had a choice.  Anna had made a life for herself with Lisanna and Natsu and wasn’t going to give it up, even to be with her original siblings and their friends again.
Ranma nodded at her and moved in the same direction she was going, putting off Edo-Wendy with a promise of getting a drink together later.  He and Juvia sat down at a table with Edo-Lucy and Edo-Levy, as they gestured, Cana and Lucy to sit down with them as well, ignoring the Exceed as too troublesome and noticing that the others had no interest in talking about anything serious.  Indeed, Natsu was too busy poking at Gray and Edo-Juvia to notice much of anything right now.
Judging by body language and the way everyone deferred to them, this worlds Levy and Lucy were the co-lead leaders of this Alter-Fairy Tail.  This was just weird in Ranma’s opinion and he said so as he sat down.  “In our world, after Laxus and Makarov the leaders would be Mirajane, Erza then perhaps Freed and… maybe Evergreen?” he asked looking over at Juvia and the other two.  
Lucy shrugged, while Cana nodded.  “Take Mira and Erza out of the equation, along with Gildarts, and yeah Freed is easily the strongest left over, with Evergreen coming in after him.  And he’s got a brain on his head too, unlike Bickslow, Gray or Natsu, who are the next strongest.”  She didn’t mention herself there despite how often she had been nominated for the S-class test.  Cana knew she lacked raw magical strength, and was only nominated so often because she, like Erza, was simply incredibly versatile, able to adapt to any situation and work well with anyone.  “But remember, Anna said Knightwalker killed Freed here.”
“Oh yeah,” Ranma muttered, a scowl appearing on his face as he remembered that.
“Yeah, that’s right, that bitch Knightwalker’s taken more than a few of us down.  But I’ve never even heard of a Evergreen or a Bickslow,” Edo-Lucy grumped, still looking a little skittish as she looked at her alter persona and this new, crude and rude version of Cana.  Are, are they seriously together, that’s soooo weird!!!
Edo-Levy however frowned thinking.  “I think there was a Freed that was part Titan’s Nose, but he was captured and imprisoned years ago.  As for that bitch Erza…” she shuddered.  “You people don’t have a Knightwalker?”
“Actually,” Anna said speaking up from nearby, “the Earth Land version of Erza is really quite nice, if very rule-abiding.”
“Meh, that’s just because she can be as destructive as anyone else in your guild.  Making other people follow the rules of the guild is a way for her to make up for it, or at least she thinks it is anyway,” Ranma quipped, a wry grin causing his earlier scowl to disappear.
“What about me then?” Mirajane asked, pointing at herself and looking at all of them quizzically.
Anna giggled, as did Lisanna.  “In our world Mirajane is one of the strongest mages in the guild, second only to Erza among the ladies, and even that’s debatable, making her one of the strongest female mages in all of Ishgar.  She uses a magic called Take Over to take over demonic souls, and it changes her body type quite a lot.”
From there Anna continued pointing at Ranma.  “When this one showed up, we were kind of hopeful that the two of them would become a couple, but he doesn’t want to settle down, and she was unwilling to deal with his curse, and his unwillingness to settle down on top of that.”
“Curse?” asked more than one voice.
Seeing the inevitable Ranma groaned, rolling his eyes.  “All right, let’s get this over with.”  At his instructions, one pitcher of cold water and one of steaming water was provided and he stood up, glaring around him at the guild.  “Alright, I’m only going to say this once.  I have a curse.  It is water activated.  These days, if I want to and see it coming, I can keep water from hitting me at all, but if it does, I change genders.”
He held up a hand as more than one mouth fell open and others began to shout.  “No, nothing changes mentally.  It involves some changes to my taste buds, making things like chocolate taste a heck of a lot better, but that is all.  Yes, it is a full body change, which means that I know what periods are.  If any guy expects me to strip or assume I don’t have some kind of body modesty in that form because I wasn’t born with it, I will describe such feelings in detail to them.”
This brought many a whimper, whispers of commiseration, and giggles from the guild all around him, and then they watched in shock and growing awe as Ranma poured the cold water over his head.  “Holy fuck!” Edo-Lucy shouted, backing away rapidly, her hand falling to the whip at her side.  “You, she looks like a shorter bustier version of Knightwalker!”
Ranma blinked, staring at her.  “I’ll hold my hand up to being shorter, but bustier?  I’m pretty certain that’s wrong… like, I’m absolutely certain she’s bustier than me.”
“And how do you know that?” said more than one voice and Ranma blushed, pushing her fingers together and turning to grab up the hot water pouring it over her face again in lieu of an answer.
Seilah spoke up from where she had been sitting beside this world’s Cana, reading a book and having tea as she did.  The two of them had instantly hit it off the instant Seilah had sat down next to her and Seilah was actually thinking about kidnapping the other woman.  Edo-Wendy had joined them, bringing a tray of food with her, and had professed to be a very good cook under Seilah’s questioning.  If I could take these two with me, the three of us combined would make my book café idea work rather easily.  “Ranma and our world’s Erza are going out together.  They are not exclusive as yet, but I have seen no evidence of Erza being interested in other men, although she is most definitely interested in both Ranma’s forms.  He was also going out with Mulan at one point.”
Her eyes tracked to this world’s Bisca, who she was thankful to see was draped across the lap of someone who looked somewhat like the description she had been given of Alzack by Bisca and Wendy.  That is interesting, and rather a sign that perhaps their relationship back in our world will work out for the best, meaning she will not try to get back with Ranma at a later date.
Indeed, this world’s Bisca was looking shocked and horrified at the idea of being interested in Ranma at all, hugging Alzack to her and being hugged in turn.  They then proceeded to turn their attention away from everything else to one another and Seilah could almost see little hearts appearing in the air around them.
Excellent.  Seilah had deduced before this that Bisca, not Erza, was the main opponent of her seeing if she and Ranma could get together at some point.  Bisca had evinced both concern at Seilah’s very presence and had outright vetoed the idea of other girls joining them.  Erza had done neither, perhaps believing she was not yet in a position to do so, or perhaps, Seilah thought, because of her own bisexual nature.  Regardless, she was pleased by this development.
Among the rest of the guild Seilah’s words caused many an odd look, a shaking of heads and numerous questions directed towards Ranma, who had thankfully for the sanity of everyone around her changed back to his male form at this point.  However, this peaceful moment ended, when Happy laughed, pointing at Natsu Anna and Lisanna in turn.  “That’s sort of like these three, after all, since Natsu’s dating them both right?”
“What!?” Mirajane and Elfman both shouted, a furious Elfman actually forgetting himself enough to smash Natsu to the ground with a huge fist.  “You two timer!  How dare you do that to my sisters!”
Nearby Jet and Droy nodded approval at Elfman finally showing his manly side, while Anna and Lisanna tried to restrain their siblings from killing their lover.
Having convinced Edo-Juvia to pour her a glass of orange juice, Wendy decided not to get involved in that or in the serious discussion, leaving that to her Onii-chan.  She instead moved over to Seilah’s table, where she found herself pulled into the devil girl’s lap, as Seilah held open a book in front of the two of them.  She had found something, which looked as if it was from the same creator, or rather her Edolas version, as the writer of Girl Genius.  This was a comic book instead of a book and followed a pair of twins instead working with magic rather than science.  But even after only a few pages, Seilah could tell it was quite fun.
That this allowed Wendy to keep an eye on her older self and let Wendy make sure the older version of her wasn’t flirting with Ranma was merely a bonus.  That was her story and she was sticking to it.
Ranma looked at the ongoing chaos around Natsu, sighed and shook his head before looking over the others.  “Should we just move away and leave them to it?”
“Sounds like a plan,” Edo-Lucy said with a nod, with Levy moving up beside them.  They took a seat near where Seilah and Wendy were sitting with Edo-Cana and Edo-Wendy.  “We still need to get more of your story out of you stranger,” Edo Wendy said, shaking her head and staring at him thoughtfully, causing little Wendy to tense, preparing to leap between them again.  “I gotta tell you, we’ve never seen anyone like you.  Neither that curse nor your male form.  Trust me, I would’ve remembered those eyes of yours,” Edo-Wendy said with a laugh, winking at her from where she was sitting.
Ranma nodded, smirking a little and ignoring the tint of red to his cheeks that wink had evoked.  “I’d be surprised if you had.  Still, let’s get serious for now.  I’ll tell you what happened to all of us.  As you should’ve been able to tell by what Edo-Lisanna, who we call Anna now, we aren’t exactly here by choice.  But we have a mission now, and that’s to get our friends back.”
“What do you mean?” Edo-Lucy asked, cocking her head to one side, and frowning at Ranma.
Looking over at the Fairy Tail mages, Ranma sighed and began to explain what happened, why they were there, and the fact that whatever had created the bridge between the two dimensions had somehow sucked all of their friends up, teleporting them to somewhere else.  “We think that these anti-magic bubbles have sort of been appearing here and there for a while all across Ishgar, but how that actually impacts our friends none of us have any idea.”
Edo-Lucy scowled, looking away.  “We’ve known that the king and his court have figured out a way to somehow create magic for a little over a year now.  I’ve even been able to see what they do it with it.  They create or have somehow been able to discover these giant lacrima which they can drain away magic into various devices of our own kind of lacrima, storing them there to be paired with weapons and other stuff later.”
[bookmark: _Hlk11692916]“Those lacrima, that’s it?” Ranma said, a sinking feeling hitting him, as everyone else at the table began to feel honest horror fill them.  “I mean, that’s the only way they’re getting magic?  There’s been no rumors about prisoners disappearing or odd people being seen in the castle and then never being seen again?”
“Yep.  No mages, no prisoners.  Just those giant lacrima,” Edo-Lucy said crossing her arms.  “We’ve heard them called it Anima, that’s about all I can tell you about them.  No idea if there are people alive in there, or even if they could be somehow rescued from within.” She then waited, watching as that sunk in.
She watched as the weird Alter-Cana scowled pushing away the beer she’d grabbed from one of Lucy’s unsuspecting guildmates.  Her own opposite number looked horrified and near tears.  Juvia hissed like a kettle, her fists clenching, her face growing sorrowful and wrathful.  Ranma though, his response was more controlled then the others.  His face just hardened, his eyes darkening as his whole body became like a tensed spring, his earlier almost affable, lazy air disappearing.  The others too looked more worried now, with the youngster going so far as to gasp in horror.
Edo-Lucy sighed.  It wasn’t as if she was unfeeling, or blind to their plight or anything like that, but she had to look after the living, not take vengeance that would just put more people into early graves.  “I’d say write them off if I were you,” she said gruffly.
“Even if they were your friends we were talking about?” Ranma asked, while Lucy scowled at her alternate self.
She flinched looking away.  “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had to write off friends.”  But her voice had lost its sharpness, and she was looking sad and much smaller and less self-assured now, before rallying slightly.  “Besides, you’d have to sneak in to even get that far enough to see the lacrima crystals, let alone trying to do something to them.  And no one’s ever come back from trying to infiltrate the castle.  In fact, even the capital around it is getting tougher to get into.  Only a few of us dare to try these days, and only one of us does it with any regularity.  He’s got a job there with one of the few newspapers that the king’s court doesn’t outright own as an investigative reporter.  Of course, what they can report on is still controlled but still, it’s a decent source of info.”
Ranma nodded, gesturing her to continue, his own thoughts a whirl around a central thought: how the hell would they reverse this Anima process and free their friends?  The answer to him was very straightforward.  If they can’t be broken out, go to the top.  Capture the king, force him to order the process reversed.  Or else.  This has just gone from a simple in and out rescue mission to a true smash and grab.
While he was coming to that conclusion, Lucy listed all of the reasons why this was a bad idea, why Faust and his army were tough and why trying to fight them was a bad thing.  Ranma heard her out from start to finish and then leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms as he looked at her, his eyes narrowing.  “So, are you going to help or not?” he asked, acting if she hadn’t said anything.  Because from his perspective, she hadn’t.  “Whatever they put in front of me, whatever reasons you give for why you shouldn’t do this, it doesn’t matter.  Those are my friends, and I’m getting her, that is we’re getting them out of there.”
Juvia and all the others nodded, making no sign they had noticed Ranma’s slip of the tongue and Ranma leaned forward, clasping his hands in front of them in the proper Gendo-Approved-Intimidating-Bastard-Pose™ as he glared at Lucy, flashing a toothy, dangerous smile all his own on top of that pose.  “So, I say again, are you going to help or not?”
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High above the land of Edolas, there resides a floating island, situated most of the year near the Royal City.  This island, called Extalia wasn’t a very large island as such things were reckoned, possibly about the size of the smallest island of Caelum in Earth Land, which was so small a normal person could walk across it in two days and see the sea all around them from its highest point.  Although the fact it was floating in the air along with several other, similar islands nearby offset the fact that it was of a smallish size to anyone who say it, of course.
On that island there was a town.  It was equally small, home to only about five hundred people, although even that was more because of the size of the individuals within it then anything else, considering the people living on the island were all Exceeds like Happy and Carla.  Their architecture was equally small, and the town was somewhat crowded.  Outside the town were several dozen scattered farms and forestry areas, showing that the island was, generally speaking, self-sufficient.
There was also a castle.  It was a beautiful castle, with a high outer wall, four small towers, and a larger manor hall set behind them, everything being built of white stone the tower’s roofs being of pink tiles, with light pastel blue tiles mixed in here and there.  Above each tower flew a flag, resplendent in the sun.  It was truly a castle out of a children’s fairytale book, so pretty it was almost as if it was a dream rather than an actual castle.  Most humans who ever saw it and there were scant few of those, were in awe at the sheer beauty of the place.
At the moment however, the throne room of that castle, which was equally resplendent and pretty, was being filled to brimming with the genteel ladylike voice of the queen of the castle cursing up a blue streak.  “GOD my head oh my cute derriere, my god damn head feels like someone drove a pick through one ear and out the other!”
The Queen was a white furred Exceed named Shagotte who had diamond patterns around the eyes, as well as a piercing on her left ear.  She wore currently wearing her normal, massively overdone formal regalia, a flowing multilayered dress with massive ruffles coming from the back and moving around her on either side, giving the impression to many who saw it that they were her Aero Wings.  Normally she spoke in a genteel, aloof, manner, giving the appearance of being some kind of untouchable higher being.  However, all of this had faded to nothing in the last few minutes.
Many of her courtiers had fainted in sheer horror at the filth coming out of Queen Shagotte’s mouth.  Even the two old Exceed who were her chief advisors (although Shagotte knew all too well that could easily be translated to ‘handlers’) were clasping their hands over their chests, staring at their queen in shock.  Some of that shock was the fact they had no idea she even knew those words, but most of it was the fact it was all spewing out of her mouth like this.  The fact Queen Shagotte had been unconscious, utterly unresponsive for more than two hours before this made their shock at how she announced her suddenly aware status any less.
Now as they watched she once more opened her eyes for a brief moment and tore her crown off her head tossing it to the ground and holding her head in both hands moving as she closed her eyes with an almost visible snap.  “By the blessed magic that sustains us, the light makes it worse, please for the fucking love of all that is good and true stop the world I want to get off!”
“Queen Shagotte, whatever is the matter!?” said one of her extremely old advisors.  At the moment, she could barely discern the difference between sound and sight, so she could be perhaps excused from not making a note of which it was.  Then again, perhaps they were interchangeable to her mind, since they both seemed to share the same opinions and concerns.
“…Do not shout,” she muttered, holding up a hand.  “Your voice makes it worse.”
Nodding the other advisor took a step forward, whispering.  “Your Majesty, what has happened?  Is it some magical attack?  You were unresponsive for several hours after you attempted to use your precognitive powers.”
“Pray do not mention that again,” Queen Shagotte said, her voice scratchy from her earlier shouting.  “But suffice it to say that my ability to see the future is no longer useable for some reason.”
Queen Shagotte’s power of precognition, and that of the king before her, was a power that her people had long used to instill awe and fear in humans, a defense mechanism against the fact that the humans were far more warlike than them, far more profligate and far more dangerous in terms of their ability to create magical weapons.  The humans lacked the Exceed’s ability to fly, and the ease with which they could manipulate magic.  Even here in Edolas where magic was disappearing year after year that had not changed.  Even now, when magic was becoming so scarce on the ground it was practically nonexistent outside the various large cities of the human nation, the Exceed could still manipulate the Ethernano within the air around them.  This is because the Exceed held magic inside of their bodies, just like the mages of Earth Land.
Yet despite the near religious reverence most humans felt towards them, it was the Queen’s power of precognition that had scared Faust and his court into leaving them alone since the king had begun to consolidate the control of all magic within his own hands.  Her use of precognition and careful application of her guards’ war-making potential to help Faust’s forces had shown the humans that they did not wish to fight a war against the Exceed.
But Queen Shagotte and her two advisors lived in almost perpetual fear at the idea of humans realizing how weak the Exceed truly were.  After all, one battalion of Royal Guard led by one of their generals could overcome the single company of trained soldiers the Exceed had, despite their advantage in natural flight and their limited offensive magic, something that had become all too clear fifteen years ago when the humans discovered how to domesticate their legions, the large demon-swine.  
They were thus forced to keep up the fabrication, the lie of their people’s strength and abilities her father had begun until all too many of their own people believed it.  That was a worrisome side effect that had only begun to be seen in Queen Shagotte’s generation but even so, that arrogance was better than the alternative: that of the humans realizing how much stronger they were then the Exceed themselves and using their fearsome new Anima cannon on them.
To hear that her powers were no longer working was a nightmare brought to life to both of her advisors.  “What, what do you mean my Queen?  You cannot see the fate of a single human and that is throwing off your powers?  Or, or is there some great event coming that you do not cannot see past?”
“I mean I can no longer see the future at all!” the Queen said dryly, leaning back and still kneading her head with both hands opening her eyes to send a pain-filled glare at the two men in front of her.  “I mean that my ability to predict the future is not only badly impacted, it is completely gone.  Something has been added, something so chaotic that it has caused an almost backlash in the future.  I tried to see the future and was immediately lost in the myriad of possibilities, changes and sheer randomness of everything that I could barely find my way back to my own body, let alone attempt to see a single event or the fate of a single person.  This caused, a kind of mental backlash as if my head had been both used like the ball on a paddle ball and had also imbibed in the worst hangover of all time.”
“What could have caused that?” Advisor B asked, scowling in anger.  The Queen knew they had names, but honestly at this point, she could not bring herself to put forth the tiny bit of effort needed to bring them to mind.
“I don’t know,” the Queen growled, shaking her head then wincing in agony.  “How the hell should I know!?  Nothing like this is ever happened before except for when…”
She paused, almost seeming to shrink within her clothing even as she wallowed in her pain, but her elder advisors both understood, leaping to the same conclusion.  “Except for when we were trying to aim the eggs through the Anima portal to find the Dragon Slayers,” Advisor A said grimly.  “The same effect is occurring again?  And more powerfully?”
“Yes!” Shaggotte Queen said rallying slightly and opening her eyes to look at the two older Exceed even as she put aside thoughts of one particular blue white egg, a look of longing crossing her face before she turned back to more important matters.  Or perhaps more impersonal matters in any rate, she thought ruefully personally, I would think my daughter is of more import than anything else, but I as a queen cannot acknowledge that.  “It is exactly that, something is changing the future too fast for my ability to see anything of it.  Something here in this world now.”
“Do you mean to say that the individual who had caused all that turmoil years ago is here!?  It’s a person in fact rather than just a single huge event as we thought?” Advisor B asked incredulously.  “We have known that the Anima grasps mages, but surely they come through unconscious, part of the giant crystals and are thereby drained peacefully, never knowing their fate!  One such as that could no sooner create the effect that you’re talking about then they could be aware of their surroundings in their transformed state.”
“I don’t know how, I am just telling you what I am feeling!” the young Queens barked back, anger and irritation in her voice causing both men to flinch away even as she groaned and fell back, closing her eyes again.  It had been like looking out your window expecting to see a nice sunny day and seeing something like one of the human’s impressionist paintings.  Which then invaded your head, attempting to change every thought within to being just as muddled and bizarre as it is.  It was very painful in other words.  And these two old fools harping on is not helping!
One of them hesitantly asked “Then what should we do?””
“Keep it a secret of course,” Queen Shagotte said with a sigh, leaning her head back.  “Let it join the list of our all too many previous secrets.  We’ll have to prevaricate and cover up for a time, until this whatever it is fades, or the cause is somehow sent back to Earth Land.  Tell our scout force be on the lookout for mages from Earth Land.  If any of them are able to perform magic perhaps we will have found our target.”
“Mages who can perform magic?  But without access to the immense amount of Ethernano their home world produces no mages from there could perform magic here,” the other old fool said.
“Wait, perhaps there could be one of them who is able to.”  The second old fool said.  “A Dragon Slayer.  After all, he did not know the extent of those powers of the process.  We will of course be on the lookout your Majesty.  If one such as that is here, our guards can deal with him, or at the least point Faust and his forces towards him.”
“Good,” the Queen said waving one hand in dismissal, even as the other one covered her eyes.  “Now please, could you send for my chambermaids?  And some extremely strong painkillers, or perhaps alcohol.  I have a migraine larger than Extalia, and I need to get rid of it.  If the only way to do so is killing my brain cells, so be it.”
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Lucy Ashley glared back at Ranma, crossing her arms and jutting her chest out aggressively.  Normally this would make most of the many guild back away, either blushing or just terrified of her anger.  As much as she didn’t like to admit it, between them Lucy and Levy ruled their guild with iron fists.  And Lucy kicks of course.  Seeing someone so dismissive of them and their advice was immensely irritating especially since he was asking them for help at the same time.  “You have no idea what you’re asking of us!  We’ve already got bullseyes painted on our backs, on the back of our guild, and you want us to stick our necks out like that?”
“Yes,” Ranma said simply.  “It’s the right thing to do.”
That caused Edo-Lucy to flinch, looking away.  “How do we even know you’ll be able to break them out?  Like I said, they’re stuck in those Anima, they can’t be aware of anything in there.”
“How do we know we won’t until we try?” Natsu said, coming over from where he had been surrounded by Strausses for a bit.  “Those are our friends too,” he said smacking one fist into his other palm again and again, as if he was pummeling a wall.  Like the others he was worried, but like Ranma, he was responding to that worry with anger.  “And we will get them free one way or another.  If we can’t bust apart these crystals of yours apart and free them that way, we’ll find the people who created the Anima in the first place and get them to reverse it.”
While the locals all scoffed at that, Ranma just nodded, as did the other Earth Landers at the table, determination visible in all of their faces.
“That’s nice and all,” Edo-Lucy said sarcastically.  “Can you lot even use your magic here?”
That shut up most of the mages bar Lucy, who nodded.  “I can use my magic, it’s based off Celestial, that is dimensional magic.  We’ve also got a lot of magic staffs that Anna bought back in Earth Land, and we’ve got the Dragon Slayer’s.”
“Dragon Slayers?” Edo-Lucy said with a laugh.  “Damn girl, someone’s been selling you fairy tales for real! Dragons don’t exist, they never have.”
“You take that back!” Natsu shouted, getting in her face and roaring at her.  Back home, his doing that would’ve also at least shown a pilot light in his mouth, but at the moment nothing happened, except for her stumbling back and glaring at him, whipping her leg up into a kick.  But Natsu dodged it, still glaring at her.  “I was raised by a dragon!  Wendy was raised by a dragon, Ranma was taught by one!  Gildarts fought a dragon not too long ago!  They exist!”
Ranma nodded, allowing a smirk to flash across his face.  “We’re not exactly defenseless.  Some of us are just not as tough as we would normally be.  But as Natsu will be the first to tell you, the three of us have our Dragon Slayer durability, and so long as we’ve got that…”
“So long as I got that I can just punch anyone into submission!” Natsu said, putting his arms up in the strongman pose, which caused his muscles to bulge out.  “Just point me at them!”
Behind him Anna and Lisanna blushed, while Mirajane looked at him speculatively, and nodded her head in approval.  “Not too shabby, in the looks department, anyway,” she whispered, before tapping her forehead, “up here, it’s another story.”
“Hurtful words sister dear, but also true ones,” Anna answered with her own whisper, accompanied by a giggle from Lisanna.
“And how will that ‘durability’ stand up against magic?  How will that stand up against the King’s Army, with its monopoly on legions, on magical weapons?  Against Knightwalker, Sugarboy, Panther Lily and Hughes!  Guild Hunters one in all, with magical weapons that beggar belief!” Edo-Levy said, cutting in for Edo-Lucy for a moment.  “You can’t face them in a straight fight, and if they figure out that you’re trying to sneak around the castle, they’ll capture you, drain you for your magic or just outright kill you!”
“You make the assumption that they’ll find me,” Ranma said, his smirk making no move to leave his face as his initial anger slowly cooled.  “I can be very darn sneaky if I want to be.”
That caused Wendy to break out of her own worry and let loose a few giggles, nodding her head rapidly from where she was still sitting in Seilah’s lap and now losing interest in the conversation, knowing her brother had it under control.  She even went so far as to go back to reading the book along with Seilah, who had not looked up from her own reading and was a few pages ahead of her now, much to Wendy’s pouting irritation.
“Even if you’re able to turn invisible or something they’ll find you,” Edo-Lucy said with a sigh.  “We had a team here, team Shadow Strike…
All eyes from Earth Land turned to Jet and Droy then to Edo-Levy, but she waved her hands.  “No, it wasn’t us.  We’re still alive!” she said grimly.  “Team Shadow Strike isn’t.  Their magics allowed them to sneak around like spies, able to sneak here there and everywhere, but they were still caught, and wiped out by Hughes and Knightwalker.  Something, some kind of magical device in the castle itself revealed them.
Ranma shrugged.  “Then I’ll brute force it.  This Faust guy’s army won’t be the first I’ve smashed.  And if they are looking to drain our friends of their magic while they are in this lacrima form, then that idea starts looking even better.”
“God you’re so overconfident, why don’t you go and get yourself killed then!” Edo-Lucy barked at him.
“Because I don’t even know what direction to go?!” Ranma roared back.  “If you don’t want to help us in any other way, at least tell us the direction we need to travel to find this Royal City.  Then you can keep on going, running like the rabbits you freaking out for all I care!  I’m getting my, our friends back, and that’s all there is to it!”
At that point the conversation (read: argument) was interrupted by a Fairy Tail mage smashing the door open and shouting, “The Army’s here!”
He looked almost like Nab only not quite, he was shorter by far and his face was far less tanned despite the fact he wore much the same clothing as the perennial post haunter.  “The Army is here, at least several companies flying in on legions from the south!”  He shouted again, “And they’re wearing Knightwalker’s personal emblem!”
That name seemed to send a frisson of true fear throughout the guild, and a lot of them started to run around like chickens with their heads chopped off in panic until Edo-Levy shouted at the top of her lungs, “Will you all sit down and shut up!  Jet and Droy, get over to the bar and help Mirajane pull down the protective covers.  The rest of you, start putting away your shit!  Gray, you’re with me.  You’re the only one of these idiots who knows what a spanner is, let alone what size I’ll need when I ask for it.”
“I thought you said that thing was broken?” Edo-Lucy said, glaring at her arrival.
“As is broken as your head is going to be if you don’t get it out of my way!” Edo-Levy shouted back, despite the fact that Edo-Lucy was not in fact in her way to begin with.  She quickly moved over to the large mass of machinery at the back of the guild and started to do something mysterious there with a bunch of levers, opening the bottom of it, and rifling in what looked like some kind of chamber.  “It’s never been broken it’s just always been very temperamental, and I didn’t want you ham-fisted assholes to mess with it.  As long as we have the magic to power it, I think I can get it going again, but it won’t be easy, especially under rush conditions!”
Once at the bar Jet and Dory split off to throw a few small levers.  Wooden panels slowly descended from the floor or ceiling to block in the drinks in the cabinets, and other breakable things, while Mirajane vaulted over the bar and began to stuff other things inside the cabinets below it.
Two more mages moved around the walls doing the same for other things or grabbing up loose items and throwing them to other mages, who stowed them in little hidey-holes.  Seilah glared as one of them blocked her off from the books, looking down at the book she had in her hand, calculating before getting up and removing another one before the protective panel could fully block out the bookcase.
“So… you all are doing what, exactly?” Ranma asked, watching with the other Fairy Tail mages as their counterparts ran around save Wendy and Seilah.  They were both now fully engrossed in the book they had been reading before the Anima revelation.  She also trusted Ranma to tell her if there was something going on, she needed to concern herself with.
What do you think we’re doing doofus?” Edo-Lucy shouted, forgetting herself enough to try to kick him in the side, only to wine in pain as Ranma simply took the kick, and she fell on her rear, holding her foot in agony.
“Yeahhhh,” Ranma drawled.  “Don’t do that.  And why are you running?”
“Because we can’t fight them,” she shouted back.  “What’ve I been saying for the last forty minutes!”
Ranma rolled his eyes while Natsu gaped in utter astonishment at the idea of the whole guild of Fairy Tail running away.  He was still having trouble accepting the idea of a weak Mirajane to be honest.  The idea of just running away from their enemies like this should’ve been anathema to the Fairy Tail mages he knew, and indeed even Lucy and Cana, the least combative of the group from Earth Land, were looking a little disturbed.
Edo-Lucy’s saw this, and she shouted “Do you have any idea how many of us have died?!  Laxus, Gildarts, Reedus, Macao, Kinana, Vijeetor, Sherry and more than half of her friends from Lamia Scale!  Dozens of other mages joined us like Bisca and Alzack over there only to die!  Knightwalker alone killed more than half of the mages we’ve lost since Sugarboy killed Laxus.  She’s our bogeyman, hell we thought she killed Lisanna too!”
Earth Land’s Lisanna looked at her twin but Anna just blinked, shrugging her shoulders.  “Remember my memory of that fight’s like Swiss cheese.  She could have been there I suppose.”
“I suppose,” Elfman muttered, shaking his head and shivering even as he drew both of the twins into hugs.  “I was there that night, and I remember all too clearly what happened.  Please don’t make me feel that loss again!”
That caused Anna to wince internally, knowing that whatever else happened, she would indeed be leaving Elfman, this Elfman anyway, behind again.  That hurt, that hurt a lot but she wasn’t going to leave Natsu or Lisanna, not if she could help it.
Ranma was frowning now, thinking.  For one thing, he was a trying to keep a lid on his temper.  The idea of someone with Erza’s face going around killing people who looked so much like her compatriots and friends, hell her family, was pissing him off something fierce.  For another was his desire to hit something, anything for real right now after hearing what had happened to his Erza and the rest of the Earth Land Fairy Tail guild, hell, and the rest of Magnolia too, considering all of the magic, the items, and everything else, from the rest of the town had also been sucked away.
Besides that, an idea was percolating in his head.  “You,” he said pointing at the newcomer.  “You said this Knightwalker girl is actually leading them, right?”
“I didn’t see her, but all of the scouts I spotted have the flaming spear mark of her personal battalion,” the man said with a nod before peering at him closely.  “Um, who are you?”
Ranma waved that off, turning back to Edo-Lucy.  “And all of you said my curse form, it could pass for the Knightwalker, right?  With a little work I mean and some six-inch shoes or something like that.”
“Yes…” Edo-Lucy said slowly.  “But why would that matter.  I mean yeah she’s here, but they have legions, no matter how fast you are, she could still get back to the capital before you.”
Ranma smiled thinly and headed towards the door, “That would imply that I had left her the ability to walk, let alone do anything else.”
Seilah looked up, then shook her head and leaned back in her chair, keeping on reading with Wendy joining her.  From his tone it was evident that Ranma wanted to handle this on his own, and the book was quite interesting.  Wendy too made no move to leave her soft, super-comfy lap as she read along.
“Why are you two not worried?” Edo-Cana said, cocking her head to one side and putting a hand up to her cheek in dainty move that just looked wrong to anyone who knew the Earth Land Lucy.  “I thought he was your friend.”
“He is my Onii-chan,” Wendy said with a nod.  “But why would I be worried?  He’s right, the King’s Army won’t be the first he’s smashed.  Plus…” she looked up and after Ranma’s quickly retreating form.  “Plus, I think he needs some alone time to work out his anger right now.  An angry Ranma-nii is not fun at all to be around.”
“Yeah I can see that.  Plus if Wendy says it, it must be true,” Lucy muttered, shaking her head and making no move to join Ranma.  She was being a little bit effected by the atmosphere of fear around her to be honest, and she also wasn’t the most combative of mages at the best of times.  If these people think this Knightwalker is so dangerous, maybe we should listen to them.  On the other hand, I bet if I keep working on her, my opposite number will cave eventually on helping us.  If our friends really are stuck in this Anima thing, we’ll need all the help we can get.
Cana on the other smacked her hands together gleefully, and headed towards the door after Ranma, snagging up a barrel of ale before it could be stored away and hefting it onto one shoulder.  “I have to watch this.  This’ll be the first time I’ll really see Ranma in action after all, and from what Erza’s said, it’s a treat.”  The fact this might also let her get some licks of her own in was just a bonus.
At that, Edo-Cana shook her head.  “How uncouth, taking delight in the barbarous sport of combat like that.”
“That’s me, babe,” Cana said, turning winking at her.  “Just full of low-brow humor and desires.”
“B, babe oh my,” Edo-Cana said holding up a palm to her four head practically swooning, while Lucy rolled her eyes at her girlfriend’s antics.
To everyone else’s astonishment Juvia moved to join her exiting.  “Juvia might not have offensive magic, but Juvia still has her ability to transform her body to avoid damage and the staffs Anna gave Juvia earlier.  Juvia is also not willing to let Ranma do all the fighting for us.”
	Edo-Wendy frowned a little, then shrugged and stood up sashaying after the other two girls.  That Alter-Cana has the right idea, although I sure as heck am not going to try to fight Knightwalker. And if the worst comes to pass and they need to retreat but the guild has teleported out before they get back, they’ll need a local guide.  This’ll also give me a bit of time with the stud.  Damn he moves like a freaking cat, all grace and languid confidence, mmm…  I wonder if I could get him to put on some cat ears…
Natsu would probably have going after them too, but both Anna and Lisanna had hold of his arms and were not making any motion to follow.  Anna leaned up and whispered in his ear that they wanted him there for a serious discussion with their siblings, one involving Anna leaving with him back to Earth Land when they could.
He sighed dramatically and shook his head.  Darn it, this whole boyfriend thing is tough!  Still, anything for my mates, even, even missing out on  fighting a Bizarro version of Erza… on second thought, maybe I really should sit this one out.  Natsu had yet to beat Erza in any of their matches, and frankly, she scared him something fierce.
Growling Edo-Lucy was about to try to get in the girl’s way and stop them from exiting after Ranma before she was interrupted.
“Let them go Blondie,” Edo-Levy said, sticking her head out from underneath the devices that she had been tinkering with.  “Someone going out there and holding them up is actually a good idea at this point.  This is going to take me at least forty minutes, maybe an hour to fix.  That’s if I can do it at all.”
“Don’t order me about bitch,” Edo-Lucy muttered, but she subsided, staring after Ranma as the girls exited after him, frowning in thought.  He can’t really fight a monster like Knightwalker, can he?  It was a testament to the amount of self-confidence Ranma exuded even to strangers that Edo-Lucy was even questioning that right now.
Ranma walked away through the woods from the guildhall, whistling as he moved in the direction that scout guy had told him the army was coming from, sniffing the air and listening as he did, noticing the forest had gone silent.  “My senses and my Dragon Slayer enhanced abilities are still there I just can’t create a magical attack.  But including my ki and that’s going to be more than enough for this,” He said aloud.
A second later he reached down to a fallen branch that was as large as he was tall, hefting it up into the air above his head as something in the distance appeared in the air.  Pulling it back behind one shoulder he waited the second, then a hurled it up words, the blunt end of the branch smashing into a giant creature about 300 yards above his head that had been descending towards the forest.  The creature squawked in agony and flopped out of the sky to crash deeper into the forest, and Ranma leaped up into the trees sitting in that direction.
It didn’t take more than a few minutes after Ranma had dealt with the first flying beastie for several dozen more to appear in the sky.  Six of them immediately began to plummet towards him, and Ranma could quickly make out their riders as they did so.  Each of them was wielding long lances with heavily built-up shields to protect the rider from any frontal attack.  The lance tips pointed forward from the weird looking beasts, by a good 2 or 3 yards and were glowing with some kind of magical power.
Ranma supposed that to other people they would look intimidating.  To Ranma, this was not the case.  “Ahh, my first customers, advertising really does pay,” he quipped, before racing up a tree nearby and leaping up towards the airborne knights as they came close.
Before the first diving lancer could adjust, Ranma was already grabbing at his lance right behind the glowing tip, flipping himself up and into the man’s face directly over his shield, his hand grabbing the man’s face and pushing him backwards onto his back.  He used that as a springboard to leap sideways, kicking out hard into another one, smashing him entirely out of the saddle, which let Ranma land lightly where the rider had been, standing on the back of the saddle.  He bounced there for a moment, while the beast continued to fly forward, possibly not even noticing the change in its burden.  “You lot are supposed to be the army around here, huh?  So far I’m not impressed.”
With a cry of anger, several other riders raced towards him, some of them releasing energy from their lance tips.  They fired them at Ranma, creating balls of fire or lightning that flashed towards him.
“Meh, that’s a little better,” Ranma noted, before leaping away from his current perch towards one of the ones who had stupidly decided to try to close with him despite what had just happened to their fellows.  He hung from the guys tip for a moment, then flipped himself back and upwards, before hurling out a Moko Takabisha in beam form, the impact of which sent his body flying backwards, shooting towards one of the ones who had been using fireballs.
The man couldn’t adjust his aim fast enough and Ranma was in close on him before he could do anything.  A chop to the side of his helmet both dented the helmet, and sent the man flying off of his steed.  “What are these things called anyway?” Ranma had not honestly been paying attention much to Edo-Lucy once she revealed that they weren’t going to even try to fight back, just running away again.  Then again, he reflected now, if I was as weak as that lot and I was faced with a psychopathic Erza?  I probably would run too.
Ranma felt the heat of one of the enemy lightning bolts slam into his side, and moved with the impact, the energy actually imparting physical impetus to him, but not doing any damage.  Even his clothes were in one piece, and Ranma idly thanked his ki durability for carrying over into his clothing.  It’d be such a hassle to fight every battle and be naked fifteen minutes in after all.
One of the beasts came close its rider attempting to fly directly over Ranma to use his beast’s claws and mouth.  These beasts had a flat, angular head with very sharp teeth coming out of their jaw as if they were just an extension of it, no lips to speak of and round, beady eyes.  It was furry rather than scaly with a bit of fur dangling like a beard, with the exception being two devil-like horns.  The wings were smallish in comparison to the fat body as were the paws, both those paws had five long talons on the front two and four larger ones on the back.  The whip-like tail was also dangerous and was tipped with a heavy looking spike.
A punch to the jaw sent the creature’s head upwards, as its beady black eyes rolled up in its head and Ranma grabbed its tail as it continued to pass by overhead, hurling it to the side into another one.  Then Ranma shifted over the side of his own beastie, before leaping up and out.  Tapping down lightly on a falling Lance tip, he used that to propel himself back upwards, slamming into a third’s stomach and rolling with it in midair, via a hold on one of its tiny forelimbs.  As it rolled entirely over, he used its stomach as a springboard to get even more air.
“Spread out!” shouted a voice.  “Don’t get close with him.  He can’t actually fly he’s just using us to do it like so many steppingstones!  Fall back and use your long-range weapons only, magic staffs and crossbows!”
It was a good plan, Ranma reflected.  Or it would be, if I didn’t have this entire forest to play with.
Even as he thought that, Ranma was falling back down towards the forest, landing in the trees where he disappeared from sight among the foliage for a few minutes.  He blinked as he noticed the trio of ladies hiding down below and waved at them, shouting mockingly, “This lot are mine, go get your own playmates.”
Cana laughed and waved her beer at him, while the other two looked far less sanguine, with Edo-Wendy actually looking worried.  She kept looking worried right up until she saw what happened next.
The group of flying beasts above them had been joined by several dozen more, all of whom started to spread out to search for Ranma, lashing down into the forest with fireballs, trying to start fires to smoke him out.  This might’ve worked eventually on the three ladies at least, but Ranma had no intention of hiding for very long.  Landing on the ground for a brief instant, he grabbed up a falling tree trunk that would have taken four men to lift before hurling it upwards.  He then jumped up to grab the edge of it, flipping himself up to stand on the side of the trunk like it was a surfboard as it winged through the air straight through the growing crowd of beasts.
There were about two to three hundred of them now.  About a fourth of them had at least two riders on them, two of the largest ones in sight had three.  Ranma figured that those were the commanders, considering that the one he was closest to him had some kind of spyglass and no weapon save for a short sword at his belt.  Not that their numbers were any great issue, as that commander learned to his cost, smashed off his perch by a well-placed piece of wood coming at him with all the speed of an arrow for all it had flipped through the air.
Just as he dealt with that man though, Ranma’s sixth sense tingled and he leaped to one side, right off of his former perch and down through the air for a second.  As he did so, a larger than average fireball had just slammed into his tree-trunk, incinerating it in a second, far faster than even Natsu would have been able to do.  Flying towards him with several dozen more riders at her back was someone whose hair streamed crimson in the breeze behind her, and even from here he could hear her voice shouting commands.  “Spread out and get out of my way, I’ll be the one to take that Fairy down!”
“Sorry,” Ranma shouted back, “I’m already dating one Erza and I’m afraid that’s my limit.”
For a moment, the sheer randomness of this comment seemed to take the attacking woman aback, allowing Ranma to close through the tumult of the rest of the attackers and get a look at her.  When he did, Ranma had to admit she certainly looked like his Erza, for the most part anyway.  She was dressed in an armored bra and armored leggings that carried up to well above mid-thigh, paired with a pair of armored panties of all things that was covered by a skirt that covered her left thigh and side.  She wore long flailing scarf of dark purple around her neck, the tips of which were also lined with metal he could tell.  In her hand she wielded a large spear about a foot taller than she was, the spear tip of which consisted of four blades.  Like her outfit, the spear was black and steel colored.  Her hair was just as long as his Erza flowing in the wind behind her.
But Ranma was amused to note that yes, Edo-Lucy had been correct.  This alter-Erza didn’t have as much up top as Erza Belserion did.  Huh, well, I guess if there can be older versions like my imouto and flirty Wendy then it makes sense some will have different bodies.
As he watched, she reversed the spear under one arm, and it shifted form suddenly, the tip of it changing though he couldn’t tell what was going on at first, her body being in the way of his line of sight.  It was only the flash of magic that told him something had changed there, before she was leaping through the air towards him at a speed that she had obviously hoped to use to take him by surprise.
This didn’t quite work but Ranma made no attempt to dodge, instead smashing the spear aside.  The spear tip had changed now, having a single arrowhead shaped spearhead with golden and red stripes.  Behind the tip, the spear had a thick golden circle or spiral, centered around a white center.
As Ranma took in this change, Edo-Erza flipped the spear around to bring it down on his head but he blocked it in midair kicking out hard and catching her in the chest though she blocked it with one arm slightly.  This caused her to wince both at the fact that she hadn’t quite managed to block the full kick, his heel impacting rather than his entire foot on her stomach, and her bracer denting under the rest of the blow.
Strong! she thought, before she was forced to fling herself sideways through the air, using her spear again to leap away as her opponent had just used the impact from that kick to fling himself backwards, grabbing at a another beast that hadn’t quite gotten the memo yet about getting some distance.  As she went thought she launched another magical attack, a default fireball that her spear, the Ten Commandments, could launch in nearly all its forms.
While the fireball struck and did no real damage, it did knock him off his perch.  And faced with this new threat, Ranma had to strategize for the first time in this fight.  If this Knightwalker is anywhere near as tough as those Edo-fairy Tail guys think, I can’t keep winging it here, not unless I want to go full on kill-em-all mode.  Not with these numbers, and not with having to keep them all concentrated on me rather than looking for Cana and the girls.  I didn’t need an audience darn it!  
Ranma held back.  He nearly always held back when facing multiple opponents like this.  It was part of his training back in his old life that he had never quite overcome since his mind always equated fighting in groups to fighting mindless mooks who were either just following orders and shouldn’t be wholly blamed for their actions.  He no longer had a real problem with killing, but it would never be his first choice, not in terms of dealing with mindless pawns like these.
Which means, I can’t let them just keep the range open and pepper me from a distance while she takes the fight to me.  I’d still win eventually, but I wouldn’t be able to prevent any of them from breaking off and searching for the girls or the guild.  Time for the old make them mad make them stupid technique
. “Hey man tell me something,” Ranma said almost cheerfully, as he alighted next to one of the knights controlling a two-man beasty, actually flinging an arm companionably over the guys shoulder.  “Is this a good life for you?  Riding through the sky with his gigantic demon-pig thing between your legs?  Does it make you feel like a real man?”
With that he flung himself out from that saddle, kicking lightly off of Knightwalker’s spear, which exploded on impact with his foot.  Even as she leaped back towards an empty saddle though, Ranma used the impetus from that to almost dance through the air for a brief second before landing on the front of another saddle staring down at the last of the two commanders he had noticed before she showed up, completely uninjured.  Let’s hear it for Dragon Slayer durability you bunch of goose-stepping assholes!
“And what is with all those long spears, is that some kind of overcompensation?  Does flying a giant swine do it for you on the dating scene?  How do your parents feel about you spending more time with flying demon pigs than girls?  Or do you ride them in some other way too?  That’s just wrong man, you can do better…”  Ranma peered closer, then frowned as over the top as he could, taking his taunting assault to a personal level.  “Or maybe you shouldn’t bother.  With a face like that you’d probably have better luck getting one of these pigs between your legs in another way than getting a human girlfriend.”
This continued for a time.  ”Ooh, your aim was decent there, but if you want to trim my hair you’ll need to be a bit faster.”  
“Man, your flying pigs might be better fighters than you lot.  In fact, put them in charge, going by the one little black pig I fought before this, they’d be a lot better at this fighting thing than you all are.”  
“Hah!  What’re you trying to do swat flies?  Or was that supposed to be a warning shot or something?”
With really not a lot to go on, Ranma wasn’t exactly bringing his A-game here, but it seemed to be working a little bit anyway.  Several dozen of the knights left in his wake as he continued to bounce around through their battalion were so furious they were now disobeying orders, trying to close on him despite the fact that Edo-Erza was now shouting at them to get away.  “Damn it you fools, he’s using you!  He can’t fly, get the range open and let me pin him to the earth, once he can’t dodge, he’s finished!”
“Oh yeah, then what was with that explosion earlier Red?  Or do you think your matchstick was having performance issues?!” Ranma shouted back, then noticing her words had begun to instill a sense of discipline in the buffoons he upped his game with a few personal insults he wouldn’t normally condone using against a girl.  But since this girl was someone who had killed before, and numerous times, he felt it was justified.
“You know, I come from Earth Land, and I know our versions Erza.  You look a lot alike,” he said almost companionably as he met her latest charge, smashing her speed-assisting spear to one side and not returning a blow.  But then he smirked, hefting his currently nonexistent boobs for a second as he leaped backwards off of one of the beasts, plummeting through the air for a moment before landing on another one down below, smashing its rider into its back with a grunt of agony.  “Well, except in this area,” he went on with a laugh.  “She’s got you beat there by miles.  You’re what an A, maybe a B-cup if you’re trying hard?”
That obviously struck a nerve as Ranma had hoped it would and Edo-Erza stopped shouting orders and roared in, her fury propelling forwards as she forgot all about tactics.  “I’m going to gut you like a fish!”
Ranma had discovered very few women were actually comfortable in their bodies, there was always something you could poke fun of, or talk to them about.  Akane had been so easy she couldn’t serve even as a basis for that, but Erza and Seilah, and before them Wendy and the girls at Melona’s, had all served as examples of this odd phenomenon.
As he saw Edo-Erza losing her grip Ranma grinned and stepped up his attack, dodging this way and that as he started to move in a spiral pattern, with Edo-Erza and most of the group now trying desperately to stab, fry, shock shoot or otherwise kill him, now getting in their own way more often than not.  Ranma kept it up, shouting, “Don’t worry, a lot of men are into women’s rears rather than chests after all.”  He dodged another thrust from her weapon to duck around her in midair, very obviously staring at her rear.  “Oh… well… at least you’ve got the legs.”
“Why should I care what any man thinks of me!?  None of you are strong enough to make me submit!” Erza shouted back, actually catching him on the side with the side of her spear’s butt, but not stopping his movement for an instant.  “And if you stayed still for a moment, I’d prove it!”
“Why do people always say shit like that?” Ranma asked shaking his head.  “I mean do you honestly want me to let you win.  Is that how you got your so-called fearsome reputation?  Because I am not seeing it.”
“Ten Commandments: Gravity Core!” Erza roared, flinging her spear around in a wide arc, its edge transforming again.  Now it was a single long, dark blade with a slightly wavy edge.  Behind that blade was a darkly colored orb marked by wavy lines of runes here and there, which began to glow with black light as she lashed out with a sphere of some kind of energy, the impact of which hurled Ranma backwards, his entire body feeling as if he was being crushed under a gravity several dozen times higher than he was used to.  “Look closer!”
The pigtailed warrior grimaced, the gravity assault getting through his durability slightly.  But only slightly, and as the attack dissipated, he continued his dance through the air.  He now began to move around Knightwalker again alighting on wings, heads, tales, backs anything and everything as he continued to move in a spiral and shout out taunts.  “Oh, you almost had me there, but your friend over there, he couldn’t hit the broadside of a barn!  Did you hear that by the way boys when she said she wanted to submit?  Gives a man ideas.  I don’t suppose you know if the Castle has whips or chains do you?  What am I saying, of course it does.  Although seeing as you all are already her subordinates, well if I was you, I’d probably file a complaint with the union, that kind of thing is just wrong in the workplace!”
Down below the trio of watching ladies were able to hear all this going on, although they had to deal with more than a dozen army troopers on foot making their way through the woods.  Most of them were scouts, but a few had survived the fall from their legions, and had attempted to continue the search for the guild.  But Cana, Juvia and Wendy could deal with them easily enough, ganging up on each one they saw before turning their attention back to the fight above.  
While Cana laughed so hard she choked on her beer, Edo-Wendy shook her head, staring up at the fight in something like awe.  “Oh my god, he is ragging on them so freaking hard it’s not even funny.”
“Juvia would beg to differ,” Juvia retorted as she nearly collapsed into a giggling fit at the last exchange of insults.  “Juvia thinks it is immensely amusing!”
However, their amusement was short lived, as behind them there was a bright flash of an intense magical discharge.  Edo-Wendy turned in that direction and groaned.  “Crud!  I thought Levy said it’d take longer to get that thing going!”
“What thing?” both Juvia and Cana asked, staring at her.
“The guild’s teleportation device,” Wendy said, shaking her head.  “We’re on our own for now, until I can get in contact with our spies and find out where they came out again.  Damn…”
“Uh-oh,” Juvia muttered.  “Juvia has to wonder what Ranma will think of having little Wendy magicked away from him.”
“Ranma, hell, think about Seilah’s reaction to being taken away from him,” Cana remarked, shaking her head.  

OOOOOOO

Lucy, Natsu and the others turned to Edo-Lucy and Edo-Levy as Seilah surged up from her chair, setting Wendy on to her feet while she glared around her.  The two of them had been the only ones to have remained in their seats thanks to a Macro curse sent into the chair to keep it in place, while the others were all sprawled around the place, a side effect of the mass transportation spell.  “What did you do!?”
“We ran!” Edo-Levy shouted back.  “We told you we were going to run, what did you think we meant, you stupid cunt!?”
“And how will Ranma find us again?” Seilah asked, coldly as she stalked forwards towards the short chest-challenged girl.  “Now that you have run like cowardly rats, leaving him to fight your battles for you without even attempting to aid or do more than convince him not to do so, how will those left behind find us again?”
“He knew the risks when he went out there,” Edo-Lucy said.  “Part of our ability to get away is the fact that our magical teleporter is completely random.  No one who leaves is going to be able to find us again quickly.  Hell, without the proper code phrases to hook up with a few of our friends that are still out there and willing to pass on information it’d be impossible.  But Wendy’s still out there with ‘em, if they live through that punk ass’s stupidity, they can get in touch with us again.”
“Um, does Wendy even know those codes?” Gray Surge asked, not liking adding fuel to the fire but having to point this out regardless.  “I mean, she’s never gone on a job more than half a day’s trip away from the guild, and even that rarely.  She might not be able to find Gajeel or the rest of our spies.”  He turned to Juvia, who was still sitting on his immensely padded back.  “Right, Juvia my love?”
“Get away from me you overly clothed ball of dough!” Juvia barked back, leaping away from him.
For a moment Lucy Ashley and Edo-Levy were silent, then they said as one, “Well, shit.”
“So essentially, you not only kidnapped us, but left our friends behind,” Seilah said, her voice even colder.  Then she barked out “Macro: Choke Yourselves.”
Her magic flared out, and every Edolas Fairy Tail mage there gasped as they went to their knees, their hands rising of their own accord to choke them.  More than one man or woman looked fearfully on, their breathing coming in gasps now as their bodies betrayed them as Seilah strode forward to stand over the choking, gasping form of Edo-Levy.  “How exactly will you pay for leaving our friend like that?  Your lives are but a small down payment on his story.”
Lucy and the others from Earth Land looked at this fearfully, remembering suddenly that the quiet, book-loving girl with the amazing curves was in fact not a human with odd horns but an actual Demon, with all the lack of morals that name suggested.  But Wendy shook her head and moved forward to hug Seilah’s side.  “Calm down,” she said calmly looking up at the giant breasted Demon girl.  “Onii-chan will be fine.  Of all of us, he’s the best able to handle himself.  It just means we will have to try to find him that’s all.”
	Sighing, Seilah cut out her power, rubbing at Wendy’s head.  “You are right, but I expect all of you to help us now both to do that, and to get inside this Royal City and find our friends, is that clear?” she asked, staring around at the Edo-Mages.
	They all nodded, still looking at her in fear, even the normally aggressively self-confident Lucy Ashley.  “R, right.  We’ll get right on that…”

OOOOOOO

Outside, the three girls the only ones who saw the flash of magical light.  “What was that!?” Ranma said, almost halting his spiral as he looked behind and to the west of his current position where he had come from initially and where he knew the Fairy Tail Guild Hall was.
Knightwalker was close enough to hear this and laughed loudly, eager to turn the verbal tables on this asshole.  “They used you!” she taunted.  “How does it feel to be used by a band of cowards?  Did you honestly think that Fairy Tail had survived this long just by hiding in one place?  No, they run, they hide, they flee from the law and us, it’s enforcers.  Their Guild has a teleporter system, which can teleport the entire Guild randomly elsewhere!  You’ll never find them again!”
For a moment Ranma was silent, even as he continued his spiral then he shrugged.  “I’ll find them eventually.  It won’t save you and yours from my smacking you down though.  Don’t get your tiny tits in an uproar.”  He was pissed, having thought the Edolasians would have enough sense to not cut and run until they could tell how the battle was going, and furious they had taken his sister and the others with them, but he was going to take that out on them when he saw them again, he couldn’t let that anger impact his plans, or more importantly his chilled ki, now.
The deliberately crude jib got through and once more infuriated Knightwalker to the point where she was she was once again trying to indiscriminately stab him.  By this point Knightwalker was in a frothing fury, and her men weren’t all that better torn between rage at the fact this guy was simply making fun of them all as he danced around them, blushes at the ideas he was suggesting occasionally, and raw terror at what Knightwalker was going to do to them after this fight for having heard all of this.  The only way forward all of them felt, was to help kill this son of a bitch as quickly as possible.
Unfortunately for them, very few of them would get the chance to make amends for simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Because even as he continued to taunt him, and dodge their weapons, Ranma was creating his spiral.
It wasn’t a flat spiral this time.  Knightwalker had, even in her rage, somehow kept in mind the fact her troops weren’t really a threat to Ranma.  To hopefully take him away from them and in a place where her Ten Commandments: Silfarion could overcome his ability to somehow move through the air so easily.  She had also begun to speed up her attacks even faster than Silfarion would allow for normally, switching between Silfarion to close and two other forms when she closed.
But even Edo-Erza had no idea what was about to happen when she thrust her Explosion Spear up to smash into Ranma’s downward thrusting fist.  This act completed the cone-like spiral, of cold and hot ki, and Ranma shouted, “Flying Dragon Descent Strike!”
Watching from below, Edo-Wendy and Juvia stared upwards, as Ranma punched downward into Knightwalker’s spear and seemed to create a giant tornado from it.  That tornado quickly spread accompanied by the sudden shrieking of the wind, grabbing up the entire airborne battalion and then spreading both to the sides of where it began and down towards the ground, tearing at the top of the trees.
“Did you know he could do that?” Edo-Wendy said shakily, as she moved behind a tree, thrusting one of her tonfas into the tree, as she anticipated the winds to come.
Juvia moved next to her, taking her other tonfa and doing the same thing, while nearby, Cana took it a step further and actually tied herself to a slim young tree with her belt, wrapping all four limbs around it like a koala.  “Juvia has never seen this technique before, but Juvia has heard it described.  It is not among his normal repertoire and is not as Juvia understand it magical in nature.”
The wind hit them then, flashing through the trees as Edo-Wendy gaped at her, clinging to her tonfa, then forgoing that and just hugging herself to the tree, her breasts for once a major liability as she did so.  “You’re joking!  How can that not be magic, what else is there?”
“Juvia does not know, Juvia is only repeating what Juvia has been told.  Now can we please concentrate on surviving?” Juvia shouted analyzing the growing power of the wind, before deciding that running away was the only way to be safe from this event and doing so with alacrity.  Edo-Wendy gaped at her, then pushed off the tree and stumbled after her, nearly pushed off her feet several times by the wind before Cana, having figured out the same idea, grabbed her by the arm and hauled her along.  The two girls’ weight was enough so they couldn’t be tossed around all that easily and they were able to catch up to the water user and leave the area effected by the tornado’s winds behind.
High above the beleaguered trio, the tornado had started from Ranma’s fist, expanding outwards and down towards the attacking legions and their riders.  Knightwalker was at ground zero as she and her people were hammered by a tornado of a size that for a moment boggled her mind before she regained control of her fear, realizing now at least some of what Ranma had done.  He played me!  All that dodging and ducking around, it was to somehow set up this magical tornado attack!  Damn it, I let my anger at his sheer effrontery get to me.  It’s been far too long since I faced an enemy in my own class, best to realize it now Knightwalker!
With that she grabbed her spear with both hands, actually wrapping herself around the shaft as she shouted, “Ten Commandments: Mel Force!”  The spear changed, the head replaced by a wider spearhead, the edges of it curving back to nearly touch the shaft.  But more importantly, this new spear blasted out its own tornado, pushing her through the tornado her enemy had created before dissipating.  At that point, she had to quickly use the defensive measure of Blue Crimson.  This version of the Ten Commandments spear split the spear in two, smaller spears and gave her the power to use fire magic with one spear and ice magic with the other.  The ice in question at this point was a sphere around her, which protected her from being battered by the various legions and her men who were being flung around screaming and crying in fear and panic.
Don’t worry my soldiers, I’ll avenge you shortly, she thought, switching between the two spears again and pushing herself further towards the edge of the tornado before once more creating a barrier around herself.  That pigtailed bastard will not survive the day, I swear it on my pride as a Mage Hunter!
For his part Ranma rode the top of the tornado for a bit, sort of sliding along its edge almost before he alighted into the treetops below.  From there he watched as the tornado grew down towards him, backing away until he watched it crash into the forest behind him.  At that point the tornado picked up loose branches, leaves, and even uprooted a few trees, adding them to the tumult within and of course adding those bits to the rest of the junk within that was currently battering anyone alive within into pieces.
It lasted for a surprisingly long time, ten minutes by Ranma’s estimate and he whistled appreciatively as he watched it from nearby.  I suppose that has to do with Knightwalker and her actually having some ki to her.  Still, I’m not going to complain.
Yet even as he thought that, the tornado dissipated, because Knightwalker had finally been able to get to the edge of the tornado and force her way out of it.  As the tornado finally died down depositing the remains of the battalion in a wide area all around the battlefield she landed in the woods and charged toward Ranma without a word, her face and body language grim and tightly controlled now.
She had learned now.  This man had played with her emotions and those of her men, he had manipulated them from the get go, so she would shut down her emotions for the rest of this fight.  She could take enjoyment in his corpse afterward.
Ranma was a little surprised that she had survived the tornado, but not much.  She wouldn’t be an Erza if she weren’t tough after all.  With that, he leaped off of his current perch and came to meet her, his fist meeting her spear.
A shockwave blasted out from the point of impact shattering the ground beneath them and she raised a foot to kick out, lashing out at his chest, then moving into a series of punches kicks and thrusts with her spear, whirling into an attack with the spear but, then around again to use the spearhead.  First the normal form with the four claw-like points, then she was holding two shorter spears, one wielding ice and the other fire, both offensively and defensively.  Silfarion showed up several times, causing her to flash forward faster than normal, slashing forward like the wind in an effort to try to take Ranma by surprise.
She was an expert at using her spear and all its forms, Ranma had been able to tell that before.  But now that they were facing each other one on one, without his ability to use her man as distractions and shields and they were on the ground, he realized anew just how good she was.  Her attacks were coming in faster now even without Silfarion, and Ranma again could sense Knightwalker using her body’s ki to enhance her speed and strength.  She was decent, Ranma reflected.  About at the level he had been when he’d originally come from this world.
Moreover, she was very versatile, using her hands and feet just as well as her spear, the spear transforming between one second and the next, lashing out with fire, ice, gravity, explosive force even cannon attacks.  Pity she doesn’t seem to have a pure water attack, that would’ve been the worst thing that could’ve happened to her if I saw it coming fast enough to get my mouth in front of it rather than to Dodge.  He doubted it would be able to activate his magical powers or anything, but it would certainly give him an internal boost to use later.
Back and forth they went, with Ranma analyzing her style and her face for a moment, concentrating on dodging as he tried to read his opponent.  But as she hammered a blow into his chest, and he moved with the punch, Ranma reflected that her skill being comparable to when he landed in Earth Land didn’t mean she was in his league now, unlike his Erza.
This Erza had not had the benefit of years of instruction from Laxus, a Laxus pushed to constantly better himself in turn.  She had not had the benefit of the harsh life that his Erza had before that.  And Knightwalker had certainly not had the benefit of sparring with Ranma himself on and off for a few months.  Nor was she anywhere near as versatile as his Erza was in terms of Belserion’s armor’s ability or her weapons.
But she did have one thing that his Erza lacked.  For all that, his Erza had indeed taken lives occasionally in the pursuit of her missions, she did not relish it.  She did not go out of her way to land killing blows.  This Erza did.  She was consciously attempting to hit his weak points at every exchange going for his ankles, the back or sides of his knees, jugular, upper arm, elbow.  All the weaknesses of the human body.  Even his eyes were targeted a few times as she used lightning or fire to try and blind him or flash fry his eyeballs in his head, whichever she could get away with.
That was a sobering thought and as soon as he realized that, Ranma stopped playing games.  This wasn’t just a different Erza, this woman was a killer many times over, an unrepentant murderer who substituted the orders of her kind for any kind of morality.  And it was time she paid for that.
The next instant Ranma hammered a punch into her spear, smashing it to one side, and then landed a blow on her stomach that doubled her over, cracking two ribs and hurling her backwards.  She skidded back, gasping with agony and holding her rib with one hand, as she stabbed her spear into the ground staring at him in shock.
Ranma cocked his head at her, a cold smile playing over his face.  “What?  Is that the first time you been injured?”
To his surprise, she laughed, cracking her shoulders and neck, readying her spear even as she spat out blood to the side.  “No,” she said still laughing, a laugh that sounded almost innocent, until she went on.  “No, this is just the first time in a long while I face an opponent worth my time to kill.”
With that, she charged forward, and Ranma was somewhat surprised to note that she had found an extra burst of speed somewhere, crossing the distance between them very quickly.  He was still ready for it, and again met hit her charge with fists and feet, taking her spear tip on his fists, knowing now that her spear wasn’t sharp enough to cut through his durability.  “Did you really kill Macao and Freed?” he asked, almost conversationally.
“The Fairy Guild Master and the man who was hot for the one before him?  Yes, I killed them.  Freed was in fact the last person to hurt me in a fight one-on-one.  Right before my spear tips caught his throat like this!” Erza shouted, spinning into an attack then halting it before her spear changed again to Blue Crimson, the shorter Crimson spear thrusting at Ranma’s jugular.  Ranma grabbed it right before it could impact and the spearhead burst into flame, attempting to burned his hands as he kicked out, but she blocked it with her own kick, flowing into a second kick that took Ranma in the side of the face, twisting his head around slightly and causing him to release her spear.
But he dodged her next attack, one hand on the side of her Gravity Core spear carrying it and the blast it tried to launch at him past his body, as a hard strike to her face smashed into her nose shattering it and causing blood to spout all over her face.  But even as he struck she twisted away from the rest of his blow which would have continued into her forehead possibly snapping her neck or cracking her cranium.
“Before that,” Erza said undaunted by the pain, in fact she was smiling wickedly now before that, I killed four other Fairy Tail Guild members.  I hunted down and killed all of blue Pegasus!  Their staunchest warrior Iron Head Jura could not stand my speed!” she shouted, her spear flashing again and changing forms once more into Silfarion, heightening her already incredible speed to a level that actually made Ranma work to match her.  “That is why I am the strongest and that is why I am the best!  I have challenged and broken every powerful mage out there, and you will be no different!”
By that point, Ranma had heard enough.  Any willingness to hold back because this was gone now.  This wasn’t his Erza and she enjoyed killing, that was enough.  The source of her magical abilities is her spear, but everything else is internal, she’s got a decent amount of ki, and would be a danger to anyone even without the spear.  First remove the spear, then either kill her or remove her ability to fight.
With that thought, Ranma change tactics slightly.  Instead of attacking Erza, he hammered blow after blow into her spear.  At one point he actually grabbed the shaft of it and using his other fist to punch at the speed of his latest version of the old Amaguriken, his arm disappearing from the shoulder down even to Erza’s senses.
She of course understood what he was trying to do, and started to protect her spear from the attacks, using her hands and feet to good effect and landing several dozen blows, but Ranma simply took them, barely even feeling them.  Yes, they hurt a little more than unarmored augmented punches or kicks would hurt from most back home, but they aren’t up to say Laxus’ level, or my Erza.  Huh, I wonder when I started to think about Erza so possessively, he mused, landing another speed enhanced series of thousand punches in a bare second, and starting to see a crack on Erza Knightwalker’s weapon.
That seems to cause Erza to panic, and her style became sloppy as she tried to get through his defenses, trying to end the fight quickly.  “Enough!  This has gone on long enough!  Ten Commandments: Ravelt!”  Her spear flashed with the magical light of a Requip spell for a bit longer this time than normal, and when it finished, the spear had changed again.
The head had changed to having a three-headed tip, the central one looking like an arrow, with the side tips going straight with edges extending backwards from the point where they lined up with the central tip, curving inwards.  There was a diamond-shaped gold-embossed segment rising out of the central blade, in the center of which a red crystal glowed.  Where the spear tip met, the shaft contained another red orb, held in place by golden teeth-like decorations.  The shaft too had changed color to a dark blue.
“Behold, my strongest spear!  Shatter and burn mage, Raving Shocking Spear!” she howled, the magic cascading around her in a flare of yellow and black energy before bursting forth in a condensed beam of power.  “An entire continent would be shattered by this attack mage, and so will you!”
“Bring it on!” Ranma roared, flashing forward, gathering his ki in his hand.  An instant later his entire body started to glow blue and his fist smashed into the incoming magical assault as he raced forward to meet it, slamming into the attack before it could get very far away from Knightwalker.
The attacks slammed into his whole body, opening up a crack in the ground and sending a shockwave through the air in every direction, which disintegrated several nearby trees, shattered a few rocks and caused the air to explode out away from them.  But Ranma, glowing with the power if his own life’s energy, took it head on, and pushed through it, pushed back against it, pushing Erza backwards a few steps as she lost sight of him in the tumult of yellow, black and blue energies.  Even Ranma couldn’t see through this, but he kept going, pushing through the assault.  The attack splintered around him, the cracks on the ground zigzagging away in every direction, the shattered fractals of the beam moving above those cracks and doing further damage, nearly killing Cana where she was hiding nearby, causing her to retreat quickly.
But it couldn’t last.  As powerful as Ten Commandments was, it only had its own resources to draw on.  There was no Ethernano in the air to empower it, and Erza Knightwalker lacked the magical core of her counterpart.  Unstoppable force met unstoppable force, and it was the one with the most endurance, which won through.  Knightwalker’s attack ended abruptly and then Ranma was there, a bare foot away from Ravelt’s spear tip.
Before Knightwalker could do more than gape at the glowing blue apparition that had just marched through her attack without harm, Ranma’s fist lashed out again.  Once more fist met spear head on, and blue light erupted from the impact point, blasting Ranma and Erza off their feet as Ravelt shattered.
Even as Erza stumbled in shock at having lost this contest of brute power, Ranma took advantage, lashing out with a kick at her staff’s remaining shaft.  The shaft shattered and he flipped backwards to land on his other foot before using that foot to push off the ground towards Knightwalker in a charge.
In response, Erza tried to use her now shattered spear as she had Blue Crimson before this.  But Ranma caught the two spear shafts then headbutted her, causing her to stumble.  He then grabbed one hand by the wrist and brought his other hand down hard on her grip on the stick, shattering her fingers.  He followed this up by grabbing her now nerveless hand and crushing it, grinding the bones within to powder.
Edo-Erza screamed in pain, and for the first time Ranma saw fear in her eyes as well as hate and the desire to kill.  She stabbed forward with the broken end of her spear, putting all her weight and remaining strength behind the blow.
Ranma let it come, the broken spearhead stabbing into his chest, and shattering.  This allowed him to grab that hand to do the same thing to it.  Once again, he simply ground Erza’s bones inside her hand crushing them so that they would never be usable again.
With her hands now utterly useless, Erza stumbled backwards, and Ranma’s final punch drove into the side of her temple with bone crushing force, shattering her jaw and temple, knocking her unconscious possibly thankfully considering the amount of pain she had been in.
With that done, Ranma scowled down at the unconscious form in front of her, wondering what to do with her now.  A part of him really wanted to finish her off, but she was unconscious and helpless now.  However, his code about killing opponents in a fight had changed since coming to Earth Land, Ranma still wasn’t willing to kill an already defeated opponent.  Besides, with her hands like that, she’ll never be able to wield a weapon ever again.  Even if she does know a bit about ki, it is a big leap from that and consciously healing yourself.
“If you don’t have any idea as to what to do to with that red-headed harridan I sure as hell do,” Edo-Wendy said moving towards him from the woods.
He looked up to see Juvia and Cana following Edo-Wendy out of the wrecked woodlands towards them.  He waved at them, smiling, happy that he wasn’t on his own here, having honestly forgotten about the three of them in the heat of the fight soon after Edo-Erza had shown up.  It was an odd thing to realize but Ranma had rather gotten used to having company, even on the road or traveling.  “Hey, you three, how are you doing, make it through the whole tornado thing alright?”
“Other than the fact that wind messed up our hair something fierce, we’re fine Edo-Wendy said, moving towards him languidly, then draping an arm around his shoulders before he could pull away, pressing her giant breasts into his side and shoulder.  “But damn handsome, I thought you were strong before this, but this takes the cake!  Beating an entire battalion, that’s one thing.  But beating Knightwalker?!  And the way you did it too, taking her on one-on-one at the end there, shattering her spear, that was beyond brutal and…” she said in a whisper into his ear, “such a turn on to!”
Ranma shuddered a little, and very valiantly stopped himself from screaming at the fact that someone who was essentially an older Wendy was hitting on him.  Okay, yes, she’s freaking smoking, as hot as Juvia, Seilah, Erza or Bisca and Jenny.  But that doesn’t make it any less weird!  It was all he could do to keep that impulse in check however, and he couldn’t get out of her grip by the time he was once more cognizant of the world around him.  However, there was a question to hand that he could use to at least distract her.  “What should we do with her?”
Nodding at that, Juvia stooped down to look at the comatose form of the feared Knightwalker, cocking her head speculatively and keeping her mind on what they had to do from now on rather than the fate of this woman.  That I will leave to those she has hurt.  “Juvia has to ask, are you certain that you could pull her off now that you have met her?  To Juvia’s eyes there seem to be a lot of differences between you two, barring the height and chest issues you have already been told about.”
Ranma nodded resolutely.  “I can do it.  I’d have to bind my female form’s breasts a bit, get some of those shoes with the huge bottoms to ‘em, and figure out a way to wear her clothing without blushing too much, but yeah it’s possible.  And I might have to put in some hair extenders or something.  And contacts of course.  But other than that, it’s definitely possible.  Why?”
“Then Knightwalker needs to disappear, doesn’t she?” Edo-Wendy said.  “We’ll need to take her a way’s away from the site of this battlefield and bury her.  Whatever you did to the majority of them, there are at least some survivors of your fight out there who will try to report in about what occurred here.  Unless you can hunt them all down before they can?”
“Probably impossible at this point,” Ranma said ruefully.  “As fast as I am, I don’t know the terrain, or where the heck they might be going, and I’m not that much faster than someone flying even on those piggy little things.”
“They’re called legions, Blue Eyes,” Edo-Wendy said with a grin, shaking her head.  She then moved away, and picked up a loose a spear that Ranma hadn’t noticed before, before moving over to Knightwalker, her face twisting into a snarl.
Ranma stopped her though with a hand on the shoulder.  “No.”
“Do you have any idea how many of my friends she’s killed!” Edo-Wendy shouted, trying to jerk out of his grip.  This did incredibly interesting things to her chest, but Ranma barely notice this time.
“In battle and in torture and possibly chained up in jail.  But she is down and helpless now.  Do you want to become like her in order to punish her?” Edo-Wendy flinched at that, looking away and he continued inexorably.  “I smashed her hands, she doesn’t have so much as a single bone in them that is whole any longer, hell, most of them are powder.  If she ever can get any use of them at all again it’ll be a miracle, and she’s more likely to never be able to use them again, to have to depend on the mercy of others for everything from now on than she is to ever even pick up a spoon, let alone anything else.  She also has a few broken ribs, a broken nose, possibly a concussion from that last headbutt and numerous other wounds.”
He gestured around them then.  “On top of that she doesn’t have anyone here to look after her right now.  If someone comes, they can save her life, but she’ll never fight again with those hands.  Is that enough?  Is that enough to say that justice has been served?  Or do you feel that she deserves to die as she is now, unconscious and helpless to pay for her crimes against you and yours?”
He stepped away, watching Edo-Wendy closely until she sighed and threw away the weapon.  “Dammit, when you’re right, you’re right.  Are you sure you’re not a Fairy Tail mage?  Because right then that sounded like Laxus and Macao might’ve said.”
Ranma shrugged.  “Just because I’m not part of the guilds doesn’t mean my values aren’t alike to them at times.  If I had killed her in the fight, that would’ve been one thing.  But I’m not going to let you kill her now that the fights over with and she’s helpless.  Let her live or die by chance and the loyalty of her troopers, that’ll be enough for me.”
As Cana moved over toward them, Ranma turned away, moving towards the one of the beasts who had landed nearby, its pilot having been kicked out of its saddle earlier in the fight.  It looked at him warily, but Ranma held up his hand and made soothing noises as he approached, running one hands down the demon-swine thing’s back, rubbing at its fur before rifling into its pouches.  He found what had to be some kind of snack and held it up in front of the beast, letting it nibble it out of his hand before going back to rummaging through its rider’s pouches.  The girls moved to join him, spreading out over the carnage of the battlefield to look for maps.  Even Edo Wendy had no real idea how to get from where they were to the Royal City after all, she’d need at least a map to help them find their way.
Several beasts later, it was Juvia who finally found one that must have belonged to an officer.  It had a map, with places marked out and something that looked even larger, along with a little area at the top corner that marked out the dimensions of a compass.  It even had an actual compass, and she solemnly handed them both over to Edo-Wendy.
She quickly went to work, figuring out where the Air Battalion had come from, and where she thought they were now judging from a few new marks on the map the commander must have made on the way out here.  With Ranma looking over her shoulder she pointed out that they would have to travel south for a time, following the compass until they got out of the forest.  From that point, they would be able to find a road that in turn would lead them to a train, which would take them to the capital.  “It’s the center position for the four train routes, straight west from where we’ll meet the railroad.  I’ve no idea how long it will take us to get there though, I only know the landmarks, not how long it will take to get there.”
“And do you know how to contact your Fairy Tail again?  Or are we going to have to trust to luck or wait for them to reach out to us?” Ranma asked not moving away as Wendy squeezed her body onto his, pressing herself once more against his side.  Yes, it freaked Ranma out, but Ranma wasn’t going to annoy Edo-Wendy by not letting her flirt with him, considering she was the only link they had to Fairy Tail and his sister.  Besides, she was damn sexy, even if most of his mind really didn’t want to admit that.
“Ah, that, right…well, sort of,” Wendy said, blinking and looking way.  “Sorry Blue Eyes, but it’s been a while since I’ve been away from the guild to need to know our contacts.  I know how to recognize a few of our contacts, but if they’ll do the same and even talk to me without the proper codes is anyone’s guess.”
“Hmm… in that case I think we need to get me dolled up as Knightwalker,” Ranma replied firmly.  “Wendy has the others to look out for her and vice versa.  We need to concentrate on figuring out how to get our friends out of this anima thing.  Once I’m dolled up, we’re going to take one of these Legion critters, run off the others and then head straight to the Royal City.  I’ve talked to, argued with, shouted and told off kings before, but this might be the first time I might get to punch one if that’s the only way to get our friends free.”
End Chapter

This has been edited by Hiryo and Justlovereadin’, and yet again no Michael touch on this one.  Between the three of us I have no doubt we still missed small mistakes, but I hope that they aren’t numerous enough to stop you from enjoying the chapter.

Chapter 21:  Not the Redhead You’re Looking For

“And I say that a simple bra just won’t do!  Ranma’s at least a size C, pushing size D, and Evil-Erza’s barely an A-cup.  There’s just no way to keep people from noticing that big a difference with a sports bra, no matter how strong the elastic.”
“But unless we find some way to hide her back of them, the breast bands will be too obvious, have you seen what Knightwalker’s wearing?  Her upper back is completely visible, and there’s no sign of any kind of strap there beyond her armored bra.”
As this minor argument was going on, Ranma found herself blushing as Wendy 2.0 and Cana argued about how best to keep Ranma’s bust from giving the game away when she started to pose as Erza Knightwalker, the two girls intermittently gesturing down to the half-naked form of Evil-Erza and then to Ranma’s own currently bare-chested female form.  The fact that Cana intermittently reached around and felt her up as she attempted to pull the breast bands around Ranma’s chest had something to do with her blush, although how Wendy 2.0 was kneeling next to her, her own prodigious chest pressed into Ranma’s leg, also helped empower the redhead’s blush to new levels.
[bookmark: _Hlk14161713]“I still think that Ranma’s hips and rear are going to be just as big a problem.  I mean their legs are as tone, but Ranma’s hips are a bit wider and her rear is actually a rear rather than two ruts with a slim road separating them,” Edo-Wendy said, changing the subject slightly since there really was no way to determine which method was best without actually trying them both, the armored bra and the makeshift breast bands, on, and that would bring this bit of fun to an end too soon for Wendy Mardene’s liking.  Playing dress-up was always fun, and knowing there was a guy’s mind in there, dealing with all the sensations they were causing his currently female form, made it even more fun.
‘It’s just cold out’ my perfectly bubble-shaped ass, she thought, biting back a giggle as she looked up to see the cherry-red tips of Ranma’s breasts still hard as little rocks.  That and making fun of Evil-Erza’s body with her just lying unconscious to one side was also kind of hilarious.  I still can’t believe that he was able to beat her like that.  And he doesn’t even look hurt!  Are all the mages from Earth Land so strong or is just him?
“Hmm you’ve got a point on her rear I suppose,” Cana replied, circling around Ranma’s back and then giving her rear a light pat smirking slightly.  “On the other hand, that’s easier to cover up, and very few people are going to notice the differences in their hips.  No, men, and women too, always notice the chest.  Everything else comes after.  If we can cover up the differences in these,” she reached around Ranma, lifting her breasts slightly in her hands, laughing, “Then everything else will follow.”
“Okay, that’s it!” Ranma blustered, pushing Cana off and away from her with one hand while lightly pushing Edo-Wendy away from him with his other hand.  “I’ve had just about enough of this.  You two are being too freaking handsy right now.”
“I didn’t notice you complaining earlier,” Edo-Wendy replied looking up at the redhead with a wicked laugh.  She wasn’t interested in girls, but Ranma’s reactions, and the whole fact his mind was still a man’s, made the whole thing hilarious even if her(his) body wasn’t a turn on.
As the girls continued to argue, to escape the ongoing discussion, Ranma allowed his thoughts to turn to the girls in his life, spurred on by memory of how, during the battle earlier, he had compared Evil-Erza to ‘his’ Erza, rather than the original Erza or something like that.  This was actually the first time since talking to Jenny back in Akane Resort that Ranma had simply thought about the girls, rather than just going with the flow to a limited extent, letting the girls make the original moves and then him laying down a few rules.  But after realizing the depths of his emotional response to meeting Evil-Erza and hearing about the depths of her murderousness, Ranma felt that it was time think deep thoughts about the girls, whether he wanted to or not.
Man, going with the flow is so much easier than all this thinking about emotions stuff.  But then again, that’s what got me in trouble in Nerima.  Well, while I haven’t let things get that bad, I don’t have rivals, and the girls have never come to blows.  But even so, just, y’know, letting things go on without really thinking about the emotional side of things is not fair to them or me.
Okay, enough about that, first let’s think about Seilah first, Ranma thought.  I’m not certain how I feel about her, oh I’m definitely attracted to her, heck, not a few hours after meeting her I can say I’m attracted to Wendy 2.0, but that certainly doesn’t matter much.  And as for Seilah, I don’t know if that’s purely physical or not.  We don’t exactly have much in common, and there are bits of her personality that I just don’t like, even if I’ve taken her on as a sort of friend and travel companion.  She’s too focused on books, she is antisocial to the extreme at times and Seilah’s dismissive of other people as well as too arrogant.  Although I’ll admit, that last one isn’t exactly an issue I could call her on without being a hypocrite.
At that thought, Ranma let his lips quirk into a smirk then Wendy 2.0 interrupted his thoughts at that point, lifting her hand and poking him right below the breasts.  “How are your breast so firm anyway?”  Behind Ranma, Cana nodded her head and gave up trying to tie Ranma’s chest down with the breast band, wringing her hands out irritably.
Ranma shrugged.  “A lot of upper body and just work I suppose.”  With that, she posed for a second with her arms above her head, then to either side, unmindful of her current partially nude state.
That moment of inattention ended abruptly in a squeak as Cana tickled him under the arms, causing Ranma to whirl towards her, but Cana simply stepped back a pace and watched as Ranma’s breasts barely bounced at all before coming to a stop.  “Seriously, how did you get them so firm!  And do you think we could do something about mine?” she asked, sounding somewhat plaintive.  We’re the same size but she’s so much firmer than mine!  Oh god, am I going to have sagging tits when I get older?!
“Yours, hah!” Edo-Wendy said, huffing and putting both of her hands underneath her own breasts, pushing them up and then letting them fall, smirking evilly as Ranma’s eyes tracked the movement before he could stop himself.  This is so much fun! unlike Cana, Edo-Wendy would never really act like this around another woman, but teasing Ranma was just a lot of fun.  And let’s not forget how he looked when he took off his shirt before changing to his female form.  Mmmh, yummy! Wendy thought, shivering a little at the memory.  
Oh, the men in Fairy Tail were all in decent shape, but not even the two strongest had the mix of muscle and supple speed Ranma possessed.  But watching Ranma move gave both a sexual and sensual thrill, like watching a giant cat in human form move, all sinuous perfect body control combined with yummy abs. 
“Um, I guess I could give you some exercises to do if you’re worried about that kind of thing,” Ranma said with a slow nod, “but we should really get back to making me look like Evil-Erza.”
“Oh, yeah, right.”  Cana shook her head and moved forward, holding the breast band up to Ranma’s chest.  “Suck it in,” she ordered.  “We need to get those tits of yours under control.”
“Coming from someone who’s my size if not a little more that phrase doesn’t really hold much impact,” Ranma said irritably, unconsciously repeating a bit of Cana’s thoughts from a second ago.  But he did what she asked, but then had to bite back a low moan as Cana’s fingers accidentally brushed her nipples.  Fuck, I can never get used to how much more sensitive those are when I’m in my girl form.
Backing away slightly at that and feeling a little guilty now about essentially feeling up another girl when she already had a girlfriend, Cana joined Edo-Wendy behind Ranma.  Both of them now began pulling the breast band tight while twisting it around Ranma’s chest again and again.  At each twist though, Ranma’s chest threatened to pop out and overwhelm them.
Juvia was not there.  She’d found a few more compasses in various other pouches on the legions which hadn’t fled already or died during the battle.  The plan was to take the remaining legions and then scare them all off towards the north, where the guild house had originally been from the battlefield.  They wanted to make it look as if the Army had won the fight, not been wiped out.  This had forced Ranma to gather up most of the bodies he could find and bury them.  A few losses were fine, after all, they couldn’t completely cover up the damage the battle had done, but that meant there were still too many bodies.
After Ranma had dealt with the bodies, it had fallen to Juvia, who had the most combat experience and ability to figure out how the battlefield should look, to set up more of the ruse.  As she was doing so, Juvia had discovered that there had been a few survivors.  Thankfully, none of them had been able to stay on a legion during Ranma’s hurricane assault.
Ranma had taken a few minutes to search around for them through the woods at high speed, dumping their unconscious forms in the ravine nearby while the girls stripped off Knightwalker and then got Evil-Erza into another pair of clothing, which Ranma had donated to the cause from his emergency ki-space reserve.  Ranma only kept a few items of clothing in there, toothpaste some medical supplies, beef jerky and emergency flint and tender since his ki space had been largely replaced by the greater utility of what he could do with Requip.
Now Juvia came back from this objective to watch, blinking as she saw Wendy and Cana behind Ranma, trying to force the breast band just that little bit tighter, while Ranma looked as if she was bored, simply staring out with dull eyes, her mind elsewhere.  Juvia wonders if she should be involved or should simply turn around and wait until they call on her.
This decision was taken from her when the breast band broke and both women went sprawling on their rears, while the breast band separated, and began to fall from Ranma’s chest.  Ranma grabbed it, turned and looked at them.  “Well I don’t think that’s going to work.”
[bookmark: _Hlk14162671]Unfortunately, they still had to figure out some solution that could somehow make Ranma pass for Evil-Erza.  And Juvia had a suggestion, “Why don’t we use a modified corset?  While traditionally made to force the breasts out and the waist in, Juvia could take just the top and change the corset to press down on the chest rather than push them up and out.”
“And where are we going to get one of those?” Wendy asked, gesturing towards Cana and herself.  “I don’t wear one, what about you?”
As Cana shook her head, Juvia blushed, poking her fingers together, looking away.  “Juvia can create one, if we can find the material.  Juvia is something of a seamstress.”
“A vest cut down to just to cover the upper chest maybe?” Ranma asked.
“That would work as a starting point,” Juvia said with a nod.  “Although given what you just did, we might want to use leather straps rather than cloth.”
Cana nodded.  “I’ll cut a few of those, if you and Juvia can find a vest we could use.”
“Ah, I’ll do it, after all we’ll have to clean it after we take it off the body,” Ranma said shaking her head.  For all Ranma done in her life, grave robbing was still a bit beyond the pale to him.  But it was for a good cause and he’d rather do it himself rather than force the girls to do it.  Besides, I was the one who murdered them all after all.
While Ranma worked to undo the vest from one of the soldiers, one of the ones who had only been armed with magical crossbows, her thoughts wandered back to the girls in his/her life.  Bisca was easy enough, far easier to think about than Seilah, and Ranma’s mixed feelings towards her.  Bisca had been fun, a great conversationalist and good enough cook, Ranma could trade recipes with her, which could not be said for Seilah obviously or even Erza.  She had also been able to teach Ranma things about animals she had never known before.
And in a way, Bisca had been the most normal of the girls Ranma had ever been around.  The next normal would be Jenny, who as a model and a general party girl wasn’t really all that normal at all, just normal in comparison to Erza or Seilah.  Bisca also hadn’t been all that bothered by Ranma’s dual body, but had not liked sharing him at all, even with Erza who she loved as a fellow guildmate.  It had been a wrench when she broke up with him but now about two days after the event, he’d gotten over it, sort of.
But it was Erza and Jenny he thought about most.  Jenny had wormed her way into his mind and heart with the courage she’d shown in the fight against the Oración Seis, her energy and the simple enjoyment of life that she possessed was something Ranma knew she shared with Jenny.  The fact that she was drop-dead gorgeous, just like all the other girls in his life, was also something to dream about.  Preferably at night, without anyone else around, he thought, blushing a little as he remembered a few nights when that had been a bit of an issue.  I love Wendy but eesh, sometimes I wish she wasn’t quite as clingy at night.
But Erza was the one Ranma thought about the most.  They had so much in common in terms of their desire to be stronger, to defend their friends, how they viewed the world, their likes and dislikes.  Ranma enjoyed talking to her, and simply enjoying each other’s company.  And while her devotion to Fairy Tail was a problem given Ranma’s wanderlust and job as a Ranger, Ranma was no longer certain that was an insurmountable issue given Erza had seemed happy enough to be away from them for more than a month on the road.
And I could always use Magnolia like a base of operations, come back there every winter.  When this is all over, she and I are going to sit down and talk about where this relationship of ours is going, Ranma decided.  And where we want it to go.
[bookmark: _Hlk14163174]Soon enough, everyone was gathered once more, and the three girls attempted to put the makeshift corset, a leather chest binder reinforced with strips of metal Ranma had supplied after taking them from the heavy legion saddles, on Ranma’s chest.  They had scant success for a time, which Ranma teased them about, going: “come on, put your backs into it you lot.”
Ranma got some really good glares from that one, and Juvia poked Ranma hard in the stomach right where the corset ended.  “Ranma should be silent for a bit, Juvia thinks.  Or else we might find some way of making this permanent.”
Eventually the trio were able to get the corset tied down over, which they fitted the breast band Cana and Wendy had been trying to use earlier.  Over that, they fitted the armored bra before finally hiding the back of everything underneath a cloak that they fastened around Ranma’s neck.  “Knightwalker sometimes wears one, so it won’t be that unusual, and it will hide our work in the back there,” Edo-Wendy explained.
The three girls stepped back and then everyone looked to Wendy 2.0.  “What do you think?” Ranma asked
“It’s not like I’ve ever been that close to Knightwalker,” Edo-Wendy grumped.  “Still,” she went on after a moment, “it looks good to me.”
“Great, now it’s your turn.”
“Our turn?” the trio of natural girls asked, all of them cocking their heads to one side.
Ranma nodded, then held up a pair of handcuffs.  Cana laughed.  “Kinky!  But sorry Ranma, I’m taken.”
“You seemed fine with feeling me up before,” Ranma retorted, before shaking her head.  “But no, I didn’t mean it like that!  I meant that the three of you are going to pose as my prisoners.”
Edo-Wendy looked at Juvia thoughtfully, then slowly nodded.  “If we do up her hair like our Juvia, sure.  Her clothing isn’t all that far away from what our Juvia wears, so it could pass muster if we get the hair right.  But Cana?  There’s no way we could find enough material to make her out to look like our Cana even if we had the time.”
Juvia nodded her lips twitching as Cana gagged at the very idea of dressing like her alternate.  “This is true, re-creating this world’s Cana’s appearance would take quite a lot of silk and lace, which strangely enough, seems to be in scant supply around here.”
“How about we die her hair then?” Ranma asked, gesturing around into the woods.  “I bet I could find enough pigments and stuff to do it.”
Cana frowned, pulling at her long brown tresses and then slowly nodded.  “If it’s to get us in and let us search around for our friends, or this Anima thing they might be stuck in, dying my hair black or something is a small price to pay.”
“Keep that thought in mind,” Ranma said with a chuckle, “especially when we start.  I said I could find some things to make a dye, I never said it would be painless or smell good.  In fact, I’d bet it’s going to smell awful.”
Cana twitched, but nodded again.  “You’re a little too professional about all this you know.”
“This isn’t my first undercover operation,” Ranma said shaking her head.
“Is that what they call it where you’re from,” Cana jabbed, gesturing to the cuffs.  But Ranma just rolled his eyes.  Having gotten used to their teasing this point.
Thankfully for Cana, the dying process took barely ten minutes, and it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been, though yes, the mix of charcoal, henna and indigo was quite smelly.  Although to her amusement thanks to her Dragon Slayer senses, Ranma suffered even more than the brunette.  Still, the four girls were soon ready and moved off through the woods, towards where the last two legions were waiting for them tied to a tree.
There Ranma pulled out the handcuffs again, putting them first on Edo-Wendy, who pretended to try to break out of them.  “Behave or else,” Ranma said growled, trying to get into character now.
“Or else what, you’ll put me over your knee?” Edo-Wendy said with a smirk, turning around and twitching her hips from side to side.
Cana guffawed at that, while Ranma and Juvia blinked, flushing and looking away.  Besides her age, this Wendy was so much more outgoing and world-wise than his, it was amazing to think of them as being alike in any way.  But Ranma still shot back, saying now, “I think you’d probably enjoy that a little too much.  Instead, I’d simply tie you to Cana when we meet up with the others and let the two of you explain what’s going on to Lucy.”
“Low blow,” Cana muttered, shaking her head and her earlier humor disappearing.  “Still, let’s get this over with.”  Cana and Juvia mounted one of the legions, then Ranma tied them down there, before putting Wendy the Older behind him.  She was a bit freer to move around, something Ranma instantly regretted, feeling her large breasts pressing into Ranma’s back.
Barely ten minutes into the air, and heading southeast by the compass however, Ranma’s torture was interrupted because they started to see more flying creatures in the distance.  Ranma quickly twisted around, pushing Wendy 2.0 back and to one side, tying her so she was across Ranma’s saddle rather than astride behind her.  Edo-Wendy protested, but Ranma shook her head.  “My eyes’re better than most and we’ve got incoming.”
That shut the bigger-breasted woman up, and sure enough, the dots in the distance soon resolved themselves into legions coming towards them.  Soon there were about forty of them, and Ranma’ staring forward could see they were being led by a giant cat-like person, his fur visible on his arms and the portions of his face not covered by a helmet.
Ranma whistled, shaking her head as she took in the distant cat-man’s muscles.  “Damn, is he an Exceed too?” she asked, while also praising Carla – she could do this in her mind at least - for helping Ranma to get over his/her terror of all things cat.
“I have no idea,” Edo-Wendy said shaking her head.  “Some of us think he might be, but his body type certainly doesn’t match the legends of how the Exceed should look like.  Your two friends are more like the legends about them, really.”
“What’s his name?  Ranma replied, trying to speak without moving her mouth.
“Panther Lily,” Wendy whispered as the other flyers came closer, even as more legions appeared coming over the horizon.  “He’s one of the king’s Four Generals, although he isn’t as mad about hunting us down.  He’s always been more about securing the internal security of the Royal City and Edolas as a whole.”
“Can you coach me how to talk like Knightwalker?  I don’t know if I can pull it off just from hearing her talk while we were fighting.”
“Take the initiative,” Wendy said quickly.  “Hail them first, then shout at Panther Lily for being late and then I suppose make up a story to match what we left behind.”
“That last at least I can do.”  With that, Ranma cupped one hand over her mouth shouting, “It’s about time you and your rabble arrived, Panther Lily!”
“Just because my troops and I are not as enthusiastic about hunting down the last magic guild out there, which is rather a paper tiger at this point, doesn’t make us a rabble,” Panther Lily shot back.  “And I wouldn’t go tossing stones right now.  You look a little ragged around the edges, and where is your spear?”
Ranma held up the shattered remains of the spear, which the redhead had grabbed before getting into her saddle, growling loud enough to be audible even over the distance between the two flyers.  “Fairy Tail seems to have gotten some new allies.  They called themselves Dragon Slayers and were very tough!  They held me and my Legion off while the rest of that cowardly guild retreated and when my Ten Commandments exploded during a dual attack two of them got away.  I was still able to capture two of the guild members and then one of the newcomers.”
“Capture?” Panther Lily asked, his eyes narrowing behind his helmet.  “Why would you of all people try to capture them, especially after losing your Ten Commandments?”
“We need to know more about these Dragon Slayers such as where they came from, why they’re allied with Fairy Tail and worse how are they so strong?” Ranma said with a shrug.  “They did a number on my battalion, but the rest of my troops are still following the two who got away from the air.  I killed the one that made the most trouble so that only leaves this one to answer our questions,” she said gesturing towards where Cana was strung across the other Legion.  She then smirked, trying to make it as villainous as possible.  “I can guarantee it.”
Panther Lily frowned at that, flying his Legion closer to look at the two prisoners, who feigned unconsciousness with all their might.  He nodded slowly before he looked back at Ranma.  Erza looked a little battered to his eyes, and she seemed to be slumping in the saddle more than she normally would, her cloak was dirty and smudged with blood as was her armor.  When he spoke, it was in a more conversational tone than he’d been using now that they were close enough to have an actual talk.  “The King is planning a major parade to show off his new Anima.  In fact, the last order I received was we were to pull back and head home all of us to join the certain the parade.  Sugar boy and pretty boy have already turned back.  I doubt that he’d be happy to see you showing up in the capital so scuffed and dirty, it might ruin his moment.”
Panther Lily didn’t see Wendy whispering to Ranma just loud enough for him to hear thanks to his Dragon Slayer hearing as she gave Ranma some advice.  “Grumble about it, Knightwalker’s not someone who likes parades.”
“That’s ridiculous!” Ranma promptly scoffed, shaking her head.  “We should all band together to hunt those damned lawbreakers down, take the two last Dragon Slayers before they can make more trouble!”
“But those are the king’s orders,” Panther Lily said, shrugging his shoulders.
Erza grumbled but slowly nodded.  “Fine!”
“And don’t head directly there, the king won’t appreciate you showing up like that.  Prisoners are well and good, but you’ll need to be immaculate when you hit the capital,” Panther Lily said critically.  “Besides, they might have some magic spears for you to use.”
Ranma in her Erza guise shrugged her shoulders, looking away and almost pouting.  “They won’t be my own Ten Commandments though.”
“No, they won’t,” Panther Lily said soothingly.  “But they’ll still be something.”
Again, Ranma grumbled while Panther Lily gestured to his troops.  “Do you want any of my men to accompany you?”
Without even being prompted, Ranma new hours it would react to that one, and she stiffened and stared at him angrily.  “Are you implying I cannot get three helpless prisoners back to the capital on my own?”
“Not at all,” Panther Lily said, holding up his paws placatingly.  “I just was asking if you wanted to have a few more men to watch them, that’s all, not that you needed them.
“Best you remember that!” Ranma scowled at him, then gestured, and her Legion continued on its way.  Do you think we did it?” she whispered.
Wendy shrugged.  “I have no idea about how the four generals get along with one another, so maybe?”
Behind them, Panther Lily stared after the two legions frowning and pawing at one of the scars on his face underneath his helmet.  There had been something off about the redhead and he thought her voice wasn’t quite right, how she emphasized her words or some such.  She also didn’t seem quite as prickly as normal.
But after a moment, the large Exceed put that down to her having been battered so badly and losing her weapon in the bargain.  He shuddered a little at what Knightwalker no doubt had planned for those three prisoners for being part of that fight.  But hopefully at least she’ll get some information out of the them before they break.
That was another reason why he had wanted her to take a detour.   After all, Erza could easily have gotten herself cleaned up and got in a new weapon at the capital as well as the base, but she would still kind of been simmering with anger before she had to confront the king.  Being called off the hunt like this was one of the worst things anyone could do to her, as Panther Lily knew from painful experience, having been put in this position before.
Yet there was still something niggling at his senses, something off about the redhead bothering him.  Turning his legion around, he gestured one of his trusted lieutenants over to him before pointing in the direction they had been going while he and the rest of his trooper turned directly back towards the capital in a direction almost straight south in comparison to the route that Erza would be flying.  “Take five of our men with you and continue forward until you find this place where General Knightwalker said these Dragon Slayers and she fought.  I’ll want a full report on what you find.”
“General?” the man asked surprised.  “Do you doubt General Knightwalker’s report?”
“No, but I think she’s underplaying how difficult it was and I want to know why she is all alone,” Panther Lily said, part of his worry solidifying around that observation.  “I know she can handle herself obviously, but normally Knightwalker would at least have someone to fly that other Legion for her.  I think her command was battered far more than she let on, and she sent the whole lot of them after this Dragon Slayer threat.”
“That is a bit odd,” the other man said with a slow nod.  “Although, it could be that she’s just daring them to try to run away so that she would have an excuse to kill them.”
“Knightwalker’s a huntress, she doesn’t play with her toys like that, although maybe with her Ten Commandments destroyed in the battle, she might be looking to have some… fun…” Panther Lily said slowly shuddering a little as did the other man.  He thanked his lucky stars every day that he had been sucked aside to Panther Lily’s command.  The giant Exceed wasn’t human, but he was the most humane of the Four Generals when it came to his underlings and his dealings with other people.  “By your leave, commander?”
Panther Lily nodded and urged his Legion to follow the rest of his troops as his lieutenant broke off with five of them continuing on in the direction they’d been following.

OOOOOOO

The Fairy Tail guild had teleported hundreds of miles away to the southwest, appearing pretty much smack dab in the middle of a small desert that was near the borders of magic country.  Once everything inside was stabilized, and Seilah had basically terrified the Fairy Tail guild into agreeing to help, she and Wendy left the guild along with Levy, heading outside.  The two mages watched as Levy pulled out what looked like a giant balloon, hooking it to some other kind of device neither of them had seen the like before.  She then lit a match, lit a portable burner sticking out from the mechanical device and then backed away hurriedly.
The balloon quickly began to fill up from the hot air that the device created and she moved forward again to hook up long ropes to the sides of the balloon, creating what Ranma would have easily identified as a hot air balloon ride of some kind, although much more ramshackle and haphazard than most, with a bit of steampunk added in.  She then hooked herself up to it with a harness, and after making sure another rope tied the device to the large tree of the guild, was soon rising into the sky, the air hot air of the balloon causing it to rise.
Wendy gaped at it, then giggled shaking her head.  “That looks cool!”
“Perhaps for those among you who cannot fly without such mechanical aids,” Seilah said teasing the girl slightly which caused Wendy to pout at her.  Then she leaned down and held out her arms for Wendy, who clambered into them and the two of them took off, soaring up into the air to join Levy.
The short-haired girl with the unfortunate height issue gaped at Seilah, scowling angrily.  “So that whole mind control thing you did is your only magic?”
“Curse,” Seilah said pedantically.  “My Macro is a curse.  As for flight, all of my people can do that.  It is a genetic ability, rather than magic.”
Levy shook her head.  “If it does the impossible, can’t be explained, and goes shazam, it’s magic.”
“Your thoughts on the matter mean nothing at all to me.  Concentrate on what you have come up here to do instead of prattling,” Seilah said calmly, staring around them.
In her arms Wendy shook her head, resigned to Seilah letting out her pricklier side with the Fairy Tail people in this weird Edolas place.  I think that their refusal to stand up for themselves bothers her, or perhaps the way they used Ranma-nii to buy time?  I don’t know why, it’s not like he would have objected.
Young as she was, Wendy confused Seilah’s attitude towards Fairy Tail with anger.  It wasn’t, not really.  Contempt came much closer.  Seilah held contempt for the members of Fairy Tail here, believing them weak both in will and ability.  She had long gotten over her general disgust with humanity of course, but when she met weaklings like this, her contempt for them came out.
Levy growled and shot back something, but Wendy had stopped listening, staring around them.  It looked almost like the southern portion of Desierto, with rolling hills of sand in every direction.  Their giant tree was most certainly standing out a lot, and she wondered if the guild would have to move soon, and if the tree could actually live here for very long regardless.  I mean, I know it’s alive, it’s got green leaves and everything, but I don’t see any tree surviving very long here.
There didn’t seem to be much people around.  She could see a town just over the horizon from where she was flying in the air, and some kind of herd or something was kicking up a lot of dust in the distance.  It looked to be moving almost parallel to the current position, but as she watched, it changed direction, coming towards the giant tree.  Wendy frowned thinking, then asked Seilah, “Seilah, do you think that that cloud over there could see the tree from where it is?”
Seilah broke off from exchanging insults with Levy to stare in that direction, slowly nodding.  “I believe it could.  In which case, the fact that it changed direction towards us is a little worrisome.”
Levy looked in that direction too, pulling out a spyglass made of bronze and glass, which looked almost homemade, but serviceable.  She looked through it for a moment at the incoming cloud then grinned.  “That’s no trouble, that’s one of our own coming home.  Pity he’s on team Lucy’s side of things though.  Still, I’ve had years to get used to that unfortunately.”
“Odd, I thought you said that you couldn’t control where the guild went,” Seilah said coolly.  “Is that in fact not the case?”
“No, I still can’t do that, but this area is kind of his primary haunting zone, because there’s literally nothing around to get in the way of his racing.”
“So, it’s coincidence?” Seilah asked sardonically.
“Pretty much,” Levy said with a nod.
“Let’s get down then,” Wendy said definitively.  She then smirked.  “I want to see your Natsu meet ours.”
“And I would not mind having some more tea with Alter-Cana,” Seilah said with a nod, calming down somewhat.
[bookmark: _Hlk14163364]Since getting the balloon to descend was a slow and laborious process and Seilah and Wendy were in no rush to return to terra-firma, they arrived down on the ground at the same time a four wheeled lacrima powered car emerged from the cloud of dust its passage had created.  It zoomed around the Guildhall for a few seconds, then slowly came to a halt in front of them.  The driver’s side window was pulled down, and the man inside stuck his head out.
At the sight of him, Wendy gasped.  Because it was Natsu!  Same pink hair, same face if a little softer and he wore goggles over his eyes.  His clothing was different, but he did have his own scarf though it didn’t look as special as the Dragon’s scale scarf that Natsu had.  “Levy!  What are you all doing out here?”
“A better question is, if you’re out here and everything’s fine, why the heck haven’t you reported in?” Levy shot back, smacking the car’s side with one hand.  “Did you lose yourself in racing around again?  Lucy is going to give it to you now.”
“I can take her!” Edo-Natsu said with a laugh.  “I might not be the strongest in the guild, but I’m darn certain I’m the fastest when I’m behind the wheel!”
“Say that to her face, I dare you,” Levy said dryly.
“Hah, you just see if I don’t,” Edo-Natsu growled, before putting his car into the park and getting out of it slowly, manifest reluctance clear in his body language.  He paused then, and as he closed the door, his entire attitude seemed to change from an arrogant confidence to looking fearful and timid.  “Ooh, um, do you think she’ll really be that angry with me?  I don’t want another Lucy kick (patent pending).”
“Whether or not she will, you have to face the music sometime Pinky,” Levy said with a smirk, moving over to grab his arm before he could pull the door open and leap into his car again.  “Come on, you can’t spend all of your life in that racer of yours.”
“Why not?” he almost whined.  “I’d love to stay in it if for the rest of my life.  And who are these two?” he asked, almost looking as if he wanted to hide behind Levy now that he noticed Seilah and Wendy.  In particular, he stared at the horns on Seilah’s head in some fear.
“This is Seilah and Wendy, they come from Earth Land, and are mages.”
Edo-Natsu frowned at that, before deciding the horns must be some magic thing, setting his concerns about them to one side.  But he then pointed Wendy.  ‘But she’s so young, and she looks like a miniature version of…”
“We’ve all known about the whole parallel world thing, it’s just coming face-to-face with it is bit of a bit of a shock.  You should’ve seen their version of Cana earlier,” Levy cut in, though she understood where he was coming from.
“But if that’s the case, who’s she supposed to be?” Edo-Natsu asked pointing rudely at Seilah, who raised one cold wintry eyebrow in response.
“I see at least this Natsu has the same manners of ours,” she said dryly, before turning away huffily and moving towards the door.  “Come.”
With Levy pulling him, this world’s Natsu reluctantly followed the two outsiders entering the guild quietly.  Once he was in, he seemed to shrink further while almost whispering the words, “I’m home,” in an attempt to not get any attention he couldn’t deal with outside of his magic car.
But his whisper was utterly drowned out by Levy’s shout of “Oy, you big-titted whore, look who just pulled up!”
“Don’t call me that you…Natsu!” Lucy Ashley shouted, pushing through the crowd and ignoring her anger at her rival’s words for the moment to engulf Natsu in a hug, which caused him to light up like a lighthouse.  “I’m so glad you’re back, alright, and above all normal!”
“Wh, wha… er, I mean, um, Lucy?” Natsu stuttered, his face still resembling a tomato.  “Erm, I, I thought, er, aren’t I in trouble, I mean I don’t want to be, but this is…”
“Oh hush,” Lucy said, moving around and taking Levy’s position on his arm, pulling him deeper into the guild.  “I’ll give you a lecture about not reporting in if you were all right later.  But for now, I’d like you to meet someone.”  Soon they were face to face with the alternate versions of themselves and Lucy Ashley grinned.  “This is your alter.  Natsu Dragion, meet Natsu Dragneel.”
The two Natsu’s looked at one another, then Natsu Dragneel reached forward and poked Natsu Dragion in the face, causing him to whimper a little and push his hand away feebly.  Natsu instantly started to frown, poking him more and more causing Natsu to back away and actually hide behind Lucy Ashley, who smiled happily as if everything was once again right with the world.
Natsu however simply shook his head.  “What the heck!  If he’s my altered, why’s he looks so weak?!”
“H-hey!” Edo-Natsu shouted, sticking his head out from behind Lucy Ashley to do it.  “I’ll have you know, I’m the best driver in the guild.”
“Who cares about that!?” Natsu Dragneel said, shaking his head.  “You look like you’re quaking in your boots.”
“W, well of course.  That’s because I’m not in my car,” Edo-Natsu replied, before rallying slightly.  “You’d be singing a different tune if I was, let me tell you.”
Natsu looked ill at the very idea.  “You mean you really do willingly get behind the wheel of those things?  That’s just wrong.”
Ignoring the byplay Seilah moved through the guild heading towards where Cana was, sitting down at her own table, her parasol open and a small tea service set out in front of her.  She looked up and smiled as Seilah sat across from her, although her smile was just a tad strained.
Seilah had utterly terrified the entire guild with how she had simply taken control of their bodies like that, without seeming any buildup of magic or any device they could see.  To these people who called themselves magic users but who didn’t have any inherent magic to them, they had never run into anything like that before, so powerful yet so seemingly easy for Seilah to use.  Still, to Cana, Seilah seemed relatively calm and quite knowledgeable about books and different genres.  She also seemed very interested in cooking, and that was one of Cana’s chief hobbies, even if she didn’t cook herself.
Behind the demonic woman, Natsu Dragion had noticed the second Lucy now, and nearly shrieked in astonishment.  “What, another Lucy!?”  He peered closer, staring Lucy Heartfilia up and down for a moment, “Um, but she doesn’t look like my Lucy.”
“’Your’ Lucy?” Lucy asked, looking at Lucy Ashley.
“Yep,” Lucy said happily, hugging Natsu to her.
This wasn’t a good move because Natsu Dragion had just noticed the two Strauss twins of Lisanna and Anna.  Instantly his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed, causing Edo-Lucy to fall to the ground with him, shaking her head as she found herself pinned under the pink-haired speedster’s wait.  “Hey!  Someone help me here, he’s heavier than he looks.”
Edo-Gray moved over quickly to help him, asking, “Are you all right my friend?”
“I’m going to be sick,” Natsu Dragneel said seriously, his face going a little green as he backed away.  “First he likes getting into a moving vehicle, and now he’s best friends with Gray!?  Ugh, that’s so wrong!”
“But you’re dating him?” Lucy asked her alter, shaking her head.  “I just can’t see that.”
“Well believe it, dyke!  Natsu and I got together more than a year and a half ago, and we haven’t looked back since.”  She shot a look towards the two Strauss siblings that was almost a scowl.
But Anna, this world’s Lisanna, shook her head waving her hand in front of her face.  “Don’t worry about me.  Natsu and I were always just friends we were younger.  I can’t say that he and I wouldn’t have got together if I had stayed here, but I’m not interested in Dragion now, I’ve got my Natsu already,” she said, smiling over at Natsu.
He grinned and gave her a thumbs up before elf man surprised most of the guild by growling angrily at him.  “Grr, I still think you’re not good enough for her or either of them really!”
“Oh yeah, why don’t you just bring it on, and we’ll see how strong I am!”
“Strength alone isn’t enough to woo a man’s sister!” Elfman shot back angrily getting into Natsu’s face.  “You have to have heart and brains too!”
Jet leaned over to Droy.  “Do you think we could maybe convince him to stick around?  This whole protective big brother thing is bringing out a more masculine side in Elfman.  Maybe if we can keep them around long enough it’ll become permanent?”
“Maybe,” the other one said with a nod.  “Perhaps trying to defend his sister’s honor will give Elfman that final kick he needs to truly become a decent fighter.”
“Wait, what do you mean you can’t see it?” Edo-Lucy asked staring at her alter angrily.  Just because you like to rug munch doesn’t mean I do!”
“I’ll have you know that I and Cana got together not because I’m interested in girls, although that is of course a factor, but because we fell in love,” Lucy said huffily, shaking her head.  “Love matters far more than shape or gender.”
That won a nod from most of the guild, despite the fact that Lucy was getting the impression that this world was a lot more rigid about that kind of thing than her own was.  Although judging by the way the boys were staring off into the distance, perhaps their approval has nothing at all to do with the idea of love conquering all.  Ugh, boys!
Yet there were a few exceptions to that, and one of them, Edo-Gray, smiled happily.  “That’s right, Love can conquer all.  Isn’t that true Juvia dear?”
Edo-Juvia just scoffed, pushing them away quickly and moving through the crowd.  “Get away from me until you get rid of some of those clothing!  Just looking at you makes me hot.”
Lucy blinked as she heard that, staring after Edo-Juvia and wondering if she understood how that phrase could be taken, before her own alternate’s words brought her back to the here and now.  “I’ll stick to guys thanks and this guy in particular.”
“Suit yourself.  I just hope he has better table manners than ours,” Lucy said teasingly, causing both the Strauss twins and Natsu to grumble at her.
Sighing, Wendy stood up, from where she had followed Seilah to the tea table.  This had been fun, but they had more serious things to talk about.  She then moved through the crowd being almost unobserved until she was near where the Edo-Levy, Edo-Lucy and the Earth Land crew were standing talking to one another.  She then hopped onto a table and raised shouting at the top of her lungs, “Excuse me!”  Once everyone was quiet, she went on.  “Aren’t we supposed to be making plans to get into this royal city place and rescue our friends?”
Natsu Dragion looked at her, then looked around the guild, in particular over to where Cana was sitting before shaking his head.  “Um, I feel like I’m missing something here,” he said in a shaky tone, still almost hiding behind Lucy Ashley.  “Where is our Wendy?  And who is this Ranma person she mentioned?”
“Oh yeah, you’ve been out of the loop for a bit,” Edo-Lucy muttered, scratching at her hair right below its skull for a moment.  “Well these folk are from Earth Land, they’re our alternates, though evidently the differences between what world of the next can be quite a bit more than we thought.  Cana’s alternate is the degenerate lesbian wino, my alternates a bisexual slut…”
“Hey what was the slut comment for?!” Lucy shouted angrily.
“I felt like it!” Ashley muttered back.  “Anyway, their version of Wendy is…” she blinked, then looked over to Wendy, “How old are you?”
“I’ll be thirteen in a month,” Wendy said.  “At least Ranma and I both think so, since that was the time my mother usually celebrated my birthday.  How old is my alternate?”
“She’s pushing 26 now.  Although at least your birthday dates are close to the same,” Edo-Cana said in her overly polite, girly tone.  “She and I have had actually discussed going on a shopping trip together for her birthday, since she hadn’t been away from the guild very often of late.  The two of us had wondered if we could extend the kitchen of the guild a little more and her cakes are simply marvelous.”
Seilah calmly sipped the tea that in her opinion was one of the best she had ever had, staring at Edo-Cana calculatingly.  Yes, I think I am definitely going to steal them both if I can get away with it.
“Anyway, they had their alternate Cana, and an alter Juvia, though she didn’t seem all that different from ours maybe a bit quieter?” Lucy paused in thought then shrugged.  “But they had this guy, Ranma, who decided to fight Knightwalker, the stupid…” she paused as she felt Seilah’s eyes on her and went on hurriedly.  “Um, anyway, they’re out and about somewhere, if they were able to get away.  But the rest of their guild was captured by the Anima weapon, and they want to see if we can break them out somehow.  And well, against our better judgement we’ve decided to help them break into the capital at least.”
“Right, so we need to make plans.  And I really wouldn’t bother worrying about Ranma-nii,” Wendy said, clapping her hands and once again trying to make everyone get on task here.  Wendy didn’t think Ranma would run into anything he couldn’t punch through, and he would no doubt be searching for her anyway.  “So, can we please get back on topic here?!
Everyone else filled Natsu Dragion in on what it happened, and he frowned thinking.  “Well, ironically enough we’re only about six hours or so away from the castle by train from here, and there’s a town nearby that has a train station.  It was set up by the army just in case Mistralsco ever invaded.  We could take a train in to the Royal City.  The town produces a lot of glass and other items from the sands around here.”
[bookmark: _Hlk14164672]Edo-Lucy frowned.  “Why don’t you want to take them in your car?  It’d take barely two hours if you drove all the way, right?  Is your magic car running out of juice?”
“Not yet,” Edo-Natsu replied with a smile of pride in his Fireball, even talking about it giving him more courage.  “My car isn’t just fast it’s magically efficient too, you know that!  But security has been majorly heightened around the royal city today, lots of legions in the air and guards at the entrances.  I could get away from them in Fireball of course, but I don’t think you could get into the city without being spotted.  So I thought it might be best to sneak in with the regular cargo than walk in.”
“Heh, that makes sense,” Lucy Ashley said with a smile, rubbing her head against her beau’s.  “That’s my Natsu, cute and surprisingly smart too.”
While his Edo-alternate muttered about how she didn’t have to add the ‘surprisingly’ part to that statement, Natsu Dragneel groaned, already holding his stomach as his overactive imagination told him precisely how sick he would get on a train trip of six hours.  Wendy too whimpered a little but nodded her head gamely.  “If that’s what we have to do this will have to do.”
The two Strauss twins looked at one another, then over to their Edo-siblings, before whispering in Natsu’s for a moment.  He listened to them, then sighed and nodded.  “I think Lisanna and Anna should stay here, to catch up with their siblings more.”  Then he brightened up.  “Plus, that’ll free up more staffs for me, Happy, Carla and Wendy if you want one.”  Natsu was looking forward to fighting with the staffs just to see how fun it was to wield other types of magic.
[bookmark: _Hlk14164827]Hmm, I wonder if I can eat some of Ranma or Laxus’ magic, maybe add them to our own.  Although… if you add fire to water, don’t you just get steam?  Steam Magic?  Hmm… a shudder went through Natsu as he imagined that kind of reaction happening inside his body and he shook his head.  Nope, not going there.  But… doesn’t air aid to fire?  That would work!  I’ll have to try it sometime in the future.
“No thank you,” Wendy said with a shake of her head.  “I can get by without them.”
“Well…” Edo-Natsu began, looking very reluctant.  “Um, if I were you all, I would start moving now if you want to save your friends in the Anima.  I heard in town that the king’s throwing this massive parade with the new Anima at the heart of it, and um, he’s then going to, to start cutting it down and mining it for magic…”  He stopped talking and hid behind Edo-Lucy again as Natsu began to snarl, his fangs flashing as the other Earth Land mages all scowled in anger.
With a bit of a plan in place and now knowing they were acting under a time limit even worse than they had feared, Wendy soon led the way out of the guild.  Seilah reluctantly followed them, leaving behind more than half a cup of tea.  But given what Natsu it just told them about the Kings plans going forward for their Anima, time was of the essence and even Seilah knew they had to move.
Edo-Lucy and Edo-Natsu had been roped into helping them, while the rest of the guild promised to follow on after they had infiltrated the capital.  Edo-Natsu would help transport them to the town, while Edo-Lucy would help them when they reached the capital.  Seilah was unhappy that only the two of them were willing to come with them, but she knew that this kind of undercover work was best done with a small group.  She also reasoned they would be coming back for Lisanna and Anna, since there was nothing that would cause Natsu to leave his two ‘mates’.  There would be ample time to kidnap Edo-Cana and Edo-Wendy later.
As they moved towards the door, Edo-Natsu stopped by a row of hooks that held hats, gloves and cloaks.  He and Edo-Lucy began to hand them out, saying that “Because of the parade, security on people going into the capital is going to be tight.  Once in the city we should be fine with simple disguises, but we’ll need to all hide on the train somehow.”
Seilah was given a large hat and Natsu was given some stuff to put in his hair, which would hopefully make it look blonde eventually, but it was doubtful that it would work.  Lucy was fine with her different hairstyle and clothing.  The two Exceed though would have to pose as simple cats for a time while in the town and then the capital.  But they would be very effective as watchers while they were on the train.
As they were walking from the guild to Natsu Dragion’s parked vehicle, Wendy tried to take her mind off the upcoming journey, frowning in thought as she stared above the vehicle into the distance.  Then a thought occurred to her.  “By the way, we know Ranma-nii, Natsu and I got out of that Anima thing because were Dragon Slayers, and it couldn’t quite figure out how to transform our bodies into magic or whatever, like it couldn’t with Seilah.  But we weren’t the only Dragon Slayers there.  So… where did Gajeel go?”
The others shrugged ignorance, and she shrugged herself, putting that to one side as she got into the passenger side of the small car and crawled into the back.  The next instant, Seilah climbed in after her, nearly squishing Wendy until they switched places, with Wendy leaning back against Seilah’s large breasts as a headrest, with their own Natsu behind beside them, and Lucy squashed in the front with her alter in the passenger seat.
Natsu Dragion of course took the driver’s seat, and his attitude had entirely changed the instant he got into the car.  His back straightened, his eyes gleamed as he pulled down his goggles, snapping them into place and sending a wicked grin over his shoulder at his alternate and the others.  “Well, I know you’re in a rush, so I suggest you buckle up!  This bird is about to fly!”
	The two Dragon Slayers had barely a second to stare at one another in horror before the vehicle started up and they were off.  The car careened over the desert landscape to the Doppler effect sound of twin groans of agony.

OOOOOOO

Gajeel sneezed then shook his head, blinking as he stared into the face of the unconscious guardsman he’d been holding off the ground as he punched his lights out.  Seeing the snot and mucus covering the man’s face, Gajeel could only wince.  “Oops, um sorry about that man,” he said, kneeling down to tear at the sleeve of one of the man’s equally garbed friends and wiping the unconscious man’s face.  Beating someone to a pulp that was all fine and dandy, just par for the course for the Iron Dragon Slayer.  But sneezing into his face, that was just a little too humiliating.  And dirty, which was the part Gajeel was more worried about.  No way am I going to spread disease or anything like that.  Ugh.
Dropping the unconscious man’s form, he looked around him frowning irritably.  “Where the hell am I?!” he nearly shouted, not for the first time that day.  The first time he’d shouted it was when he had woken up in the never to be sufficiently damned woods, woods furthermore, which were very different from any land he could recognize.
Gajeel was a heavy sleeper, something of a survival trait when he was young considering his father, Metalicana, had snored in his sleep like a volcano going off.  Because of that, he hadn’t actually woken up during the attack, which had somehow sent him to wherever he was.  He woke up only when he started to crash into the forest, but his Iron Dragon Slayer durability had seen him through that event.  He’d then spent an hour looking around him and wondering what the hell had happened before deciding to just choose a direction and go, unwilling to just wait around for someone else to find him.
After that, his luck seemed to have changed and he had chosen the right direction to come out of the woods within a day of hiking.  Even better, when he came out of it he was close to a town, reaching it at around sundown.
Then the moment he’d marched into the town his luck had turned in the form of an idiot with a spear demanding he halt and hand over papers.  When Gajeel simply glared at him and marched past, the man had made the mistake of calling his friends to try to bring in Gajeel by force.  This led directly to the pile of unconscious bodies at his feet right now.
Looking down at the seven men he’d just schooled, Gajeel clenched his hands into fists, one after the other an evil smirk appearing on his face.  Whatever else, I’ve still got my strength, and Dragon Slayer durability.  The face on that one guy who stabbed me in the back, that was hilarious!  Although why the hell I’m not able to use my magic, I’ve got no idea.  That was pretty embarrassing trying to call on my Iron Dragon Club and nothing happening.
The problem was, now that Gajeel had beaten these idiots down like this, all of the townsfolk had run inside and locked their doors.  Now, that wouldn’t have stopped him if he was desperate, but he wasn’t the sort to kick people’s doors in just to get information from frightened townsfolk for shits and giggles.  Not anymore anyway.  I’ve moved on and moved away from that kind of crap.
He scratched his chin thoughtfully staring around him, then shrugged and headed deeper into the town, quickly cutting sideways, moving through a series of alleyways until he came out on another’s street where he heard the sounds of people moving about and such normal sounds.  Luckily the noise of his fight with the locals hadn’t reached here, and he found a lot of people moving around their daily business, with an open air bizarre to one side and a series of bars to another.
Smiling, Gajeel moved into the crowd, keeping his eyes and ears open for anything he could use to identify wherever the hell he was.  He heard the term Edolas often enough, and Sycca when addressed to a few people who had packs on their backs.  This told him he was in a country called Edolas, while the town was called Sycca.  But a few things began bothering him as he looked around.  First was the lack of any kind of book or magazine store, heck he couldn’t even see a stall selling newspapers or magazines.  Next was the proliferation of guards.  There seemed to be one guard for every five people or so.
He also noticed the lack of magical items or anyone shouting about how magic was used to harden this or that pot, or forge this blade was unusual, but Gajeel didn’t think it was significant.  Heck for all I know I might have somehow been transported to another nation like Midi.  I know they hate wizards.
Finally, there was a certain feel in the crowd around him.  It wasn’t anything he could put his finger on, but it was like worry and concern or something like that.  Not fear, he could have picked that out, he’d seen it often enough while part of Phantom Lord.  But uncertainty like this, that was new to him, and didn’t seem to be anything to do with the town, but something else, something long term maybe?  It certainly wasn’t anything urgent or something the townsfolk could do something about.  Huh… could it be Tax Day?  I know most people hate and fear Tax Day.
Gajeel had mingled through the crowd for about half an hour taking in what limited wares it had – it was obvious this town wasn’t exactly a mecca for trade – and had been ready to start asking a few questions when a few more guards entered the market.  He tensed, but instead of searching around for him, they instantly began to clear a small space by a large wall, while two more men pulled out a large box.
A sixth man, his helmet taller and with a plume stuck in it, hopped up onto the box a second later.  He then pulled out a large scroll of some kind and began to shout at the top of his lungs, his voice cutting through the normal tumult of the town.  “Hear ye, hear ye, I bring an official proclamation from His Most August Majesty King Faust!”
[bookmark: _Hlk13819395]Instantly, and with an obedience that Gajeel found a little disturbing, the crowd began to quiet down, even the kids among them.  In less than ten breaths it was silent, every eye turned to the speaker, who smiled and went on reading from the scroll.  “His Most August Majesty has long been aware of the rumors of inequity in the distribution of that most precious and rare of resources, the magic that sustains our economy and our nation’s way of life.  However, in His infinite wisdom and knowledge, His Most August Majesty has recently found a source of magic that will see to the needs of our nation for years to come, and soon magic will be free to buy and sell as never before.”
There was some cheering at that, and some muttering.  It was evident that as obedient to the voice of the government as these townsfolk were, they had learned not to listen to anything they said without a grain of salt.  But then the man went on reading and that wariness dissipated.  “Furthermore, in an effort to show the truth of this source to His people, His Most August Majesty has ordered that tomorrow at noon there will be a parade throughout the capital to show the common citizenry the Anima and His Most August Majesty’s power.  But even that is not enough for His Most August Majesty, who has further declared that the capital city will open its gates to select individuals, allowing them in to view the parade.”
There were shouts and much more cheering now, but the man just raised his voice and shouted through it.  “To that end, each town will hold a raffle, the fifteen winners of which will receive a card designating them as able to enter the capital city and view the parade on His Most August Majesty’s coin.”  The cheering reached a tumult then, and he had to shout for order several times before people calmed down.  As he was doing this, two more guards were setting up a raffle machine to one side of the box.
Before the man could issue any orders after quieting the crowd however, another voice spoke up to take advantage of the moment.  “That is all very well and good, but you haven’t told us anything about how His Highness is going to distribute the magic of this Anima.  Will it go to the capital as it has always done, and towns like this only get the barest scraps?”
This drew the crowd up shorts and the man glared around into the crowd, trying to pick out the speaker.  “Of course, His Highness has never confided that kind of planning in me.  But surely part of his reason for opening up the city as he has is to show that there will be enough magic for all.”
“Can we get that in writing?” the questioner asked, causing laughs to abound through the crowd.  “Furthermore, how much of the magic will be released to the public at all?  How much more magic, money and time will be spent on enlarging the army when there has never been any significant external threat?  Will the king ever admit that the time for such ‘temporary emergency measures’ has passed?  The magic crisis is one thing, but it cannot be solved by more money spent on soldiers!”
Needless to say, this was not a popular opinion with the guards, and several of them started forward while their leader shouted, “That is borderline sedition whoever you are!  The King sees far more than you do, and if he sees the need for a powerful army, who are you to say otherwise!?”
The voice in the crowd, which Gajeel felt sounded vaguely familiar, might have had a response to that.  But twelve more guards had just rushed to the edge of the market, spreading out as their leader leaped up onto the box, whispering something to his fellow as he scanned the crowd.  Gajeel winced and began to make his way to the side of the crowd but before he reached it, the two officers spotted him and the man with the scroll shouted out, “You there, you’re under arrest for assaulting an army officer!  Men, seize that black-haired man!”
Pushing through the crowd, Gajeel made his way back into the alleyways before the guards could close on him, intending to lose himself rather than get into another fight with this bunch.  It wasn’t that he was worried, but that man’s speech had gotten him to think, and it was now very clear he was nowhere near the Ishgar that he knew.  Have to find out how I got here, and how to get back before I make myself more of a public enemy than I already have.  But what the hell were they talking about, magic a finite resource?  What the hell is up with that?
“Pssst, over here,” a voice whispered.  This caused Gajeel to turn just in time to see what looked like a fedora disappear around a crate next to one wall.  Shrugging, he moved in that direction, only to find another, even smaller alleyway, which was set between two buildings that seemed to have grown over it when their second stories were added.  From there, he saw he was following a man in a fedora and long brown coat, who opened what looked like a backdoor into another, equally small alleyway.  From there they followed through a series of tiny alleys that were equally grown over for several minutes until they came to a seedy-looking bar, its doorway not a door at all but a hanging piece of cloth.
The man Gajeel had been following stopped there and turned to look at him, giving Gajeel the first glimpse of the man’s face he’d had.  “We’ll be safe here, the guards can never come this far into the slums without word getting around,” the man said, smirking at Gajeel.
Gajeel stared back at his own reflection, a little smarter looking perhaps thanks to wearing glasses, his face a little rounder than Gajeel’s and without the studs.  But it was still Gajeel, and he smirked, now knowing why that voice he’d heard before had sounded so familiar.  Another person might have been freaked out, but not Gajeel.  “GEHIGEHIGEHI!” he laughed, and his opposite number laughed too, reaching out to clasp hands with him.  “Us cool man, we have to stick together right?”
“Too right,” Edo-Gajeel said with a laugh again.
Inside the bar, Gajeel’s look-alike, was greeted by name.  The two of them were then gestured to a booth at the far back, where the two of them could watch for the loan the door, yet also be unseen by most.  “The name, Gajeel,” Gajeel’s look-alike said.  “Gajeel Newshound, I’m an investigative reporter who specializes in targeting the government for its more obvious flaws.  I’m also,” he said in a whisper, pulling down the neck of his coat and showing his upper pec and the Fairy Tail Mark there.  “A member of Fairy Tail.  Can I assume you’re the same in Earth Land?”
“The Fairy Tail thing is new for me, but yeah,” Gajeel said, still grinning, and causing his alternate to smirk.  Then he leaned back and thought aloud.  “So, I’m in some kind of alternate dimension or something?  A mirror world?  This can’t have been a spell, it’s way too big.”
“I wouldn’t know about the spell part, but everything else you said is generally correct.  This is Edolas, and as far as I know, we and Earth Land are sort of mirror images of one another in terms of people and basic geography, the shape of mountains and such like.  But everything else is different, with the biggest difference being that magic here is a finite resource.  It exists in the air only in the tiniest of particles, so tiny that no human being could ever learn to use it.  The King, in his infinite wisdom decided years ago that magic should be controlled utterly by the government.”  Gajeel reflected that you could use his Edo version’s tone to cut wood it was so sharp.
“Ouch.  So… Fairy Tail’s a Dark Guild then?” Gajeel asked, shaking his head.  Oh, the irony.
[bookmark: _Hlk14166177]“If by dark you mean illegal yes.  We’re the last ones around, all the others were gathered up, forced to disband or just wiped out by the Fairy Hunters.”  Edo-Gajeel shook his head grimly.  “As to your presence here?  Several years ago, the king he started to develop a device, which could reach across the dimensions to drain magic from Earth Land, during which the magic becomes a crystal substance we call Anima.  You’re the first person I’ve ever met who comes from Earth Land, yet your very presence makes me wonder about whether or not there have been others, others who have not been so lucky.  Is there anything that sets you apart from your fellows like that?”
“I’m a Dragon Slayer, it’s a Lost Magic, one that isn’t very well known,” Gajeel mused, thinking things through.
“Indeed, since I’ve never even heard of dragons outside children’s story books, I suppose it would be.  Still if you’re here all alone, and this Anima is the largest they’ve ever ‘created’…“
He trailed off, waiting for Earth Land Gajeel to make the connections.  It didn’t take long.  While Gajeel was antisocial, arrogant, prickly and somewhat delusional in that he thought he could sing as well as he could play the guitar, that didn’t mean he was stupid.  In fact, he was quite intelligent.  He grasped what the fact this Anima could be drained and what that meant to a mage stuck within easily.  But unlike a certain fire-breathing Dragon Slayer, he didn’t rant and rave about it.  Instead he just leaned back, touching the studs on his face thoughtfully, then slowly nodded, determination filling him.
“Tell me, how would you like a real scoop?” he said leaning forward with a wicked grin.  “‘Fairy Tail mage crashes Kings parade’, or some such?  I’ll leave the choice of headliner to you, of course.”
His alternate grinned back, their odd laugh escaping his mouth once more.  “GEIGEHEHI!  What do you want me to do?”

OOOOOOO

As Gajeel had shouted his last ‘where the hell am I now’ upon finishing his fight with the guards, a certain young man on Earth sneezed.  Looking around with narrow eyes, he wondered why he had the urge to find a lawyer and sue someone for copyright infringement.
Shaking that thought off, Ryoga Hibiki moved through the streets of Nerima, for the first time in more than six months, frowning as he looked around and thought to himself how little it had changed.  Ranma’s gone and nothing has changed.  That’s… a little weird really.  I mean, he was sort of the center of all the madness around here, wasn’t he?
It had taken a long while for the news that Ranma had disappeared to get back to Ryoga given the fact he had, after seeing Akari last, decided to get even more lost than normal by standing in one place twirling himself around while blindfolded then running off in the random direction chosen.  This had caused him some issues, and Ryoga knew he was no longer welcome in that city with the giant green statue which he thought might be Los Angeles, and the other place with the opera house that looked like a series of waves crashing together.  Still, it had gotten him away from Akari, which was the most important thing at the time.
When his terror had finally run its course though, for some reason, Ryoga’s powers of simply eventually discovering his way back to his rival had not brought him back to Nerima for several more months.  Still I’m here now, and if Ranma really is gone, and hasn’t come back, then maybe Akane and I…  Ryoga smiled as the very name conjured up images of daisies, wildflowers, and a springtime day to his mind.
“But hold, do mine eyes deceive me, is that my old compatriot, my fellow rival to that hated sorcerer Saotome, Ryoga?  Verily, I have not seen thee in more than half a year!”
Ryoga turned to stare in the direction of the voice, and slowly nodded his head, tensing up slightly.  He and Kuno might have been occasional allies, but more often than not, they fought each other just as much as they fought Ranma.  The fact that the man looked almost as if he was happy to see Ryoga was also odd.
Kuno’s next words though gave the reason for that happiness, as Kuno gestured around him grandly like he was on a stage.  “Have you heard ought of the pigtailed girl?  That foul sorcerer Ranma disappeared one day in thanks to the work of that dabbler Gosunkugi.  For certain, justice can come in truly bizarre ways, but I suppose a simple pebble in the wrong place can upend even a giant.  But to my dismay, that foul Sorcerer Saotome must have somehow ensorcelled the pigtailed girl to force her to follow him to wherever Gosunkugi’s righteous magics took him.  Perhaps you, with your odd ability to find yourself and elsewhere, have discovered her,” Kuno paused, scowling now, “or his presence, for verily they must be together.”
“No one cares about your pigtailed goddess brother dear!” said Kodachi, causing Ryoga to twitch even more than Kuno’s greeting as she moved around the taller swordsman.  Kodachi was dressed in a decent woman’s business suit, almost severe in cut, and decidedly far more normal than anything else Ryoga had ever seen on her.
But the haughty look she sent Ryoga’s way showed that underneath she was still the same Kodachi.  “I have not heard of my Ranma-sama either, since he was most foully assaulted by the magics of that little peasant boy during his time of great weakness.  Only a foul creature like that voodoo-lover would even think to attack a child thus!”  Kodachi spaced out for a moment, looking out into a personal vista only she could see.  “He must have been so cute as a child!  And he would have been so defenseless, he would have had to cling to his new Nee-chan and HOOHOHOHOHOHO!”
“I’m sorry,” Ryoga said slowly, utterly unused to actually having a conversation with these two that didn’t involve one or the other waving weapons or poisons around at the very least.  Though Kodachi’s laugh at least set him enough at ease to not look around for alien pods attempting to replace him.  “I only just heard about Ranma’s disappearance a week ago, so I can’t help one way or the other.”
Kodachi made a tsking noise at the back of her throat, then shook her head.  “In that case, you probably know even less than this one, since he was there when Ranma disappeared,” she said, actually glaring at her brother for a moment.
But she subsided as he turned to her shaking his head.  “You know I did not plan that sister dear.  Certainly, I would never have anything to do with disappearing the pigtailed goddess, and if I had known that the Foul Sorcerer would most heinously take her with them, I would never have allowed Gosunkugi to attempt it.”
“Yes, but then you turned around and thanked him, thanked him for getting rid of my love!” Kodachi wailed, shaking her head and turning to one side, a hand up to her brow.  “Oh, what have I done to be cursed to have such a lout for a brother!”
“*Ahem*,” Ryoga coughed, getting the arguing siblings attention.  “What are we talking about here?  How did Ranma disappear, and what did you mean earlier when you said de-aged?  Don’t tell me those aging mushrooms…”
“Oh yes, you are involved in the original mushroom escapade as well, weren’t you?” Kodachi said with a nod.  “Well, it turns out that the odd male kunoichi that works with the okonomiyaki chef…
From there, she explained what she and her brother had learned about Ranma’s disappearance.  This had only occurred, in this world, about four months ago, but everyone had moved on from then slowly but surely, as Ranma had in his new world, although he would have been astonished by how little time had passed on Earth since his forced expulsion from that world.  Yet perhaps it wasn’t so unusual that time moved differently between one dimension and another which were so distant from one another.
Telling Ryoga about what had happened to Ranma took them several blocks, and by the time she finished, Ryoga looked around to realize they had reached the one bus stop that stopped in Nerima.  It was a sort of no-go zone for the martial artists and safe because of that.  If you fought here, no one else in the district would sell you anything, from food to rocks and other kinds of repair equipment.
As Kodachi moved forward towards the bus, Ryoga blinked, coming back to the here and now after trying to digest all he’d heard.  That Ranma might have been making the rounds of the fiancés was one thing, since Kodachi had no idea why he was doing so, not exactly being on speaking terms with her former rivals.  Even Ukyo, who was easily the friendliest to her rivals, wouldn’t really tell Kodachi anything.  His being de-aged was a smaller factor, something that Ryoga knew would irritate Ranma rather than really change anything in his head.  But what the heck was he talking to Akane at that ice cream shop for?  Why did he then go to meet Ukyo?
And then disappearing because of voodoo-boy.  Gosunkugi has the weirdest luck I have ever seen, and since this is me saying it, that’s a major thing.  How he can be beaned by a random baseball while walking around across the football field on the other side of the school, and have none of his self-made stuff work, yet always find these weird magic item shops is beyond me.
“Oh, um where are you going?” he finally asked somewhat lamely, realizing now that he really should have been paying more attention to the way that Kodachi and her brother were both dressed.
“I graduated of course a few months ago, top of my class too.  As if there was any doubt that a Kuno who put his or her mind to it would achieve anything less,” she said, sneering at her brother, who huffed and looked away “As such I am off to college.  At Tokyo University.”
Ryoga gaped, then gave her a handclap.  “Well done!  I could never even dream of going to college myself, missed too much school thanks to my never being able to find my room when I tried to get there or leave, but still, good for you.”
“Thank you.  But I must depart.  This discussion of Ranma-sama’s disappearance has been unpleasant, but I have had to move on from him alas.  Time and life wait for no man, nor does my future, no matter how handsome the man might have been.”  With that Kodachi nodded at Ryoga, then exchanged a kiss on the cheek with her brother, before resolutely turning away and moving on to the train.
As the bus pulled away, Ryoga blinked staring not at the bus or the idea of Kodachi moving on.  That made some sense, since she’d never been the most ardent of the fiancés.  No what startled him was the destruction on the other side of the street the bus’s driving off allowed him to see.  There were several shattered buildings utterly demolished in a straight line down the street.  “What happened there!?”
Kuno winced, shaking his head and looking rather nervous.  “Ah, that, that is where that old crone from China and the ancient perverted gnome who used to live with the Tendos fought months ago.  They seemed to have something of a major argument after the pigtailed goddess… and the foul sorcerer I suppose, disappeared.”
Ryoga shivered, actually looking as nervous as Kuno for a moment.  “What the hell, those two fought for real!  Oh, that would not be good!”
“Verily you have a mastery of the understatement such that it would take a God to rival,” Kuno replied dryly before changing the subject, twisting to face Ryoga directly.  “But tell me true, you have not seen hide nor hair of the pigtailed one, or the goddess?”
“No, I haven’t Kuno, like I told you,” Ryoga said, still staring at the destruction that two Grand Masters had created when they fought.  It was humbling almost, and he remembered that Ranma had caused even more destruction than this at least two times.  His fights with Herb and Saffron were on that level, I mean he destroyed mountains in them.  So… does that mean he was on the same level as Cologne and Happosai?  Ryoga really didn’t like to think that idea.
“But verily we were rivals, each of us trying for the fierce tigress Akane’s affections, so why should I believe you?” Kuno said, suddenly holding one of his wooden swords and pointing it at Ryoga.  “Indeed, now that I think upon it you were more often than not in league with the file sorcerer!  Perhaps you have had a part in spiriting my pigtailed girl away with him!  And now you have come back to gloat!”
“What is the color of the sky in your own world Kuno?” Ryoga asked quizzically.  “I’d honestly like to know.”
“Enough insults, I attack!”
No matter how much has changed, Nerima still remain the same in one aspect, Ryoga thought to himself as he grabbed the sword, and then punted Kuno away with a single kick to the stomach sending him flying away over several rooftops to smash down somewhere out of sight.  Kuno is always obsessive quick to attack and never quite sees the world like the rest of us do and nothing can change that.  But that leaves me to make my own way to Ucchan’s.  If I want answers, I should go to the source, and she and I got along, somewhat.  Thank goodness, I’ve got a new tool to help me get over my family’s curse.
With a faint frown of concentration, Ryoga moved over to a map nearby and began to input the name Ucchan’s into his brand-new phone.  Thank God for cell phones, fantastic little inventions.
With the cell phones help Ryoga was, after several dozen false starts and one instance where he actually had turned around entirely, eventually find his destination, what should’ve been the okonomiyaki joint.  But that place had been small, typical mom-and-pop little restaurant Ukyo ran practically on her own, this one wasn’t.  It was huge.  It had taken over a building to either side of the original, and wasn’t called Ucchan’s, but Nerima’s Surprise for some reason.
Damn, I suppose someone’s moved into the big time here.  Good grief, I wonder what else has changed here. Shaking his head and uncertain what to think about this on top of everything else he’d learned, Ryoga pushed open the door and walked inside where he got another surprise in the form of a voice from behind him saying, “can I help you?”
Ryoga twisted around, his heavy steel-reinforced umbrella automatically coming off of his shoulder in a wide arc that would’ve smashed a car to pieces, only for it to be dodged, and for a needle to appear right in front of his eyes forcing him to jerk his head out of the way.  “I apologize for surprising you,” said the same voice, “but we do not allow violence here.  Can I assume that that was simply a reflexive action and not one honestly intended to cause violence?  Or will I have to escort you off the premises?”
Ryoga scowled, his own hand having flashed up to grab the needle just before it would’ve embedded itself in his eye.  This guy was fast!  And though the needle wouldn’t have hurt much since Ryoga had been able to move away from where he would’ve impacted his eyeball, and instead would’ve taken it on his forehead, the speed was kind of worrisome.  If, that is, the guy’s learned that stinking speed technique of the Amazons.  If he hasn’t then he’s dead meat.
Then he blinked, recognizing the ‘woman’ in front of him despite she was wearing something that would have looked more at home in Paris in the Renaissance era.  “Aren’t you that male kunoichi, um… Kotat, no, Konatsu, right?”
“I am,” the crossdresser said with a smile that only served to make him look more feminine.  “And as it is no longer rush hour, I will even admit that you figured me out.  Then he blinked too, staring.  “I remember seeing you once or twice as well, you are Hibiki-san, correct?”
“That’s right sugar,” said another voice, one that Ryoga recognized as that of an honest to goodness real female rather than a young man who could pass as a disturbingly pretty woman.  Although to be fair, Ukyo too had once passed herself off as a man.  “Why don’t you come on over here Ryoga, been what, six months since we saw you around here.  What you been up to, are you still with that pretty little pig gal o’ yours?”
To Ryoga’s relief Ukyo hadn’t changed much physically.  Her hair was shorter or at least it seemed to be from what Ryoga could tell, and she was still dressed up like a boy.  Right now, she was currently wearing a tuxedo, most of her hair slicked back beyond a ponytail at the back, and her smile was just as wide and welcoming as normal.  But despite the clothing, she looked normal enough to Ryoga to put them at ease despite the question.  “Um, I kind of was when I left Nerima the last time, not any longer.”
“Why not?” Ukyo asked.  “I thought it was love at first ‘sueehh’!”
“That was sort of why…” Ryoga said slowly.  “The thing was… she also was, was interested in my pig form adding to her…stock.”
Ukyo blinked, then blinked again and slowly turned green as she finally figured out what he was saying.  “You mean...?”
“Yep, and I most decidedly was not going to go there,” Ryoga said, shuddering.  “So yeah, can we please change topics?”
Ukyo nodded, still looking pale at the very idea.  “Yeah, let’s do that.  You heard about what happened here?”
“I heard about Ranma going missing and then I arrived and got the perspective of the Kuno siblings.  I kind of assumed automatically that their views were biased.”
“Maybe a bit,” Ukyo said with a laugh.  “But Kodachi actually helped us try to investigate what happened, although we never did find that damn little shop that sold Voodoo Boy the scroll.”
“I could’ve told you you’d never find it.  Those kinds of shops, they can never be found by anyone actually searching for them,” Ryoga said definitively.  “Still, tell me what’s all been going on?  Right before he reverted to type, Kuno said that the Grand Masters the old coot and the ghoul had a serious fight?”
“Knockdown, drag out super-serious fight yeah,” Ukyo said shuddering.  “It was nasty in the extreme!  I mean, I knew they were tough, but those two, they put on a show for everyone.  It was months back and we’re still fixing some of the repairs.”
“Who won?”
“That’s da million-dollar question now ain’t it?” Ukyo said, her thick Osakan accent giving her voice a little lilt.  “Truth of the matter is, no one really knows.  They both walked away from it, Happy’s never been seen since, said something about Nerima being boring without Ranma here, and Cologne left with Shampoo a little while after.  Hell, I don’t even know what da heck they were fighting about.  Not even Shampoo knew before she left.”
Ukyo sighed.  “The two of them returned to China and boy ya betta believe Shampoo wasn’t happy about that none.”
“About giving up on Ranma?” Ryoga asked.  “She always seemed a little more obsessed about the chase then you, no offense.”
“I like to think I’m a little saner than she is yeah sugar,” Ukyo replied with a smirk.  “If you want to get more though, you might want to stop by the Neko Hanten.  It’s still goin’, since Mousse stayed behind.  Apparently, he was more than just their chief washer and overall whipping boy.  The business has been booming ever since he hired Kasumi as their new cook.”
“Kasumi?!” Ryoga gasped, shaking his head.  “I mean yeah okay, she’s a magnificent cook but cooking for a restaurant?”
“I know,” Ukyo wailed suddenly, shaking her head.  “I wish I could’ve hired her myself, but Mousse offered her more money, and I already had one Tendo sister as a partner, I wasn’t about to hand over more shares to another.”
“What?” Ryoga asked, lost again.
“This place, Nabiki helped me expand,” Ukyo said, gesturing around.  “It was her idea, and while I was against the whole crossdressing thing – if you guess boy or girl right you get half off your meal - it’s been an awesome draw!”
“What is?  I mean the food looks kind of the same no offense.”
“Why mess with perfection?  Kasumi would’ve been able to add more to the rest of my menu, but nothing can compare to my own okonomiyaki!” Ukyo said proudly.  “But now we’re a pizza and crossdressing and dress-up restaurant.  We’re now the biggest draw in the area.”
Ryoga felt a headache coming on.  Ukyo and Nabiki in business?  Ukyo and the ninja boy-girl using their crossdressing as a draw?  Last he’d heard, Ukyo hated Nabiki for her part in the Wedding Incident, and the whole crossdressing thing embarrassed her, something she was trying to move past.  What’s next, her employing that guy who liked to dress up in random stuff and was chasing after her?  “Right… okay, that makes sense, making the best of your talents… I guess.  So, you’re happy… I guess?”
“Yep,” Ukyo said with a nod.  “Ranma disappearing like that was a major wrench, but he and I had talked and we both basically decided that we wanted our lives to go in very different directions.  He wanted to pick up traveling again, get better at martial arts and everything and I wanted to settle down and have my restaurant.  Two very different things.”
From there, seeing Ryoga’s confused look Ukyo explained how Ranma had been planning to go around to each of his would-be suitors and sitting down with them and talking to them.  “He started with Akane and went on to me.  I think he was going to sit down with Shampoo before he disappeared, but Voodoo Boy interrupted him.  Well, along with the whole mushroom thing.  Double whammy that was, let me tell you.  I couldn’t even reach the top of my countertop for a while.”
“Wait, so he and Akane, they broke up?” and in Ryoga’s private world an Angels choir began, and he smiled as he fought to stop himself singing, ‘oh happy day’.
“Well yeah, I got Akane to tell me about it later and basically the two of decided there was a little too much incompatibility in them for the long run.  Not certain what, that’s about, although Ranma’s girl form was part of it, and maybe the way they viewed the Art?  Don’t know about it, but beyond just havin’ fun, Ranma didn’t really take anything else seriously beyond the Art.  Never really got that vibe from Akane.  Oh, and I oughta tell you, I think she’s planning to move to America soon.”
“What?” Ryoga yelped.  “I have to go!” Ryoga said, before smacking aside several of Ukyo’s specially shaped throwing daggers and her assistance needles.
“Hey what about paying!” Ukyo said with a scowl, looking down at the okonomiyaki she had made for Ryoga then back to the slowly closing door.
“Mistress, do you want me to go after him?” Konatsu asked with a scowl on his all-too pretty face.
“Nah sugar, it ain’t like he ate any of it or nothin’ I’ll just change the toppings and we can eat it before the rush hour starts,” Ukyo paused, “huh… think there was something I was gonna tell Ryoga if I saw him if I saw him before….  Oh shit…” Ukyo’s face paled visibly and then shook her head.  “Ugh, well, Ryoga made this bed, he gets to sleep in it.”
Outside, he quickly began to search for the Tendo house on his phone, and slowly, with ferocious attention to his phone made it there within 40 minutes.  To Ryoga this was a godsend, the fastest he’d ever found himself to the place he was trying to get to.  Jubilant, he moved up to the door and knocked on it quickly.
Just as always, the door was opened by Kasumi, who smiled politely at him.  But just for a brief second, Ryoga thought her eyes had glimmered with something that was at odds with her normal kindness.  Then she addressed him, and that image dissipated quickly.  “Ryoga, how are you?  We haven’t seen you in several months.”
“Ah, no, um, I haven’t been able to find myself back in this time.  I, um, I was wondering if Akane was home?” Ryoga asked hesitantly.
“Oh yes, she’s here.  I think she’ll be happy to see you,” Kasumi said, gesturing Ryoga to follow her inside.
In the dining room, Ryoga found Akane, and once more birdsong and sunshine appeared in his personal world.  “A, Akane!” he stuttered, smiling.  “Um, how are you today?”
“Ryoga!” Akane looked up at him, and for a moment her smile displayed just a bit too many teeth to be called a real smile, but Ryoga, in his enthusiasm missed this entirely and after a second it was over and she was gesturing him to sit down, his back to the outer screen that opened out into the backyard.  “How are you doing, are things working out with Akari?”
“Um, no, er, they aren’t.  She um, our lives are just moving in two very different directions.  She wanted stability, and well, with my direction curse I couldn’t give it to her,” Ryoga said, mixing what he had heard from Ukyo about her talk with Ranma and his own life into a believable lie.  “But, um, I heard about what happened here with Ranma disappearing and everything else.”
“Yep, he’s gone, and so is Genma.  He moved in with Nodoka a few weeks after Ranma went missing.  He said something about making up with her for the good of the Saotome School or some such rubbish,” Akane replied.  In reality, Kasumi and Akane had overheard the Saotomes talking about having another child in order to carry on the legacy, but that was a horrifying thought on many levels, and neither of them wanted to think about it.
“And um… how, how do you feel about Ranma being gone?” Ryoga asked.
“Honestly, I’m fine with it.  He and I, we were kind of stuck in this rut of name calling and responding and not getting any closer, and like you said with you and Akari, we wanted very different things out of our lives.  He also had basically discovered he would never be rid of his curse, and I couldn’t handle that,” Akane said with a sigh.  Then, watching as Ryoga, who was an open book at the best of times, brightened up still more, she went on, her smile turning toothy once more, as one hand disappeared under the table.  “But hey, that’s in the past and I’ve already got a job lined up in America as an action actress and stunt woman.”
She waited a beat, watching as Ryoga built up the courage to speak before going on herself.  “In fact, if you’re here, do you want to come with me?”  She watched as utter delight suffused Ryoga’s face, then went on in the same upbeat tone.  “I could probably get you a job too… after all, a pig able to do martial arts would be a big draw for the kids’ market!”
Like that, the inner heaven that Ryoga had been building up since hearing that Akane and Ranma had broken up even before Ranma disappeared simply shattered, leaving him staring in shock at Akane as she stood up, making her way around the table towards him.  “W, what?  I don’t understand…”
“Genma and my father both knew about your other form,” Akane said almost conversationally as a red aura started to spring up all around her.  “They had this damned fool idea about Ranma’s rivalry with you and his trying to protect me from your pig form could be a way to drive us closer.  Kasumi, Auntie Nodoka, Nabiki and I told them how fucking stupid that was of course.  But I was always angrier at you!”
By this point Ryoga was scrambling to his feet, shocked and almost catatonic at having his secret exposed like this, after having built up his expectations and hopes so far.  In fact, he was so shocked he didn’t realize that Akane had just cursed in front of Kasumi and hadn’t been reprimanded for it.
“You fucking pig!” Akane roared, bringing down her ki-hammer, enhanced to look like a war god’s favorite toy or perhaps a siege weapon for a giant, its end the shape of a wolf’s head with glowing red eyes.  Ryoga barely dodged in time and the thing struck the floor where he’d just been sitting pulverizing it and leaving a huge crater in the ground underneath.
“You used that form, got me to tell P-chan all my secrets, then turned around and used them to attack Ranma!  You stayed in my room while I changed, even once when I was in the baths!  I thought you were a friend and you manipulated and abused that trust for your own selfish ends, you absolute bastard!” Akane boomed, twisting around and bringing her hammer up in a backswing that Ryoga couldn’t dodge in time.
He found himself flying out of the room, his head ringing and the side of his head throbbing like he’d just been smashed by a train.  He rolled as he hit the ground and turned to gape as Akane charged out after him.  “Die Ryoga!”
Ryoga barely had time to stand before the hammer caught him in the chest, hurling him up and into the sky.
Several blocks away Mousse blinked hearing a sound coming towards his restaurant and quickly exited out the back, leaping up onto the roof.  Unlike Ukyo’s the Neko Hanten hadn’t grown, since it was still just him and Kasumi for now, along with two waiters, who were but a pale imitation of his former love, Shampoo.  Heck, even Ranma in his female form would have been better than those two.  Still, they let him dress them up in skimpy clothing, so there was still some draw.  And Kasumi’s food was famous district wide so that was a bonus.  Still, it was nothing like it was without Shampoo around.  Ah, my love, when will you come to your senses and let me… gah, can’t think about that right now.
Mousse peered around until he located the source of the noise and saw Ryoga plummeting towards the restaurant.  Without a second’s thought he lashed out with both hands shouting, “Hidden Weapons Technique: Weighted Net!”
From his hands, two nets flew out at high speed capturing Ryoga in their embrace.  Mousse then rushed to one side, pulling on a rope connected to the two nets.  “Secret Art: Heavy Haul!”  With that, Mousse pulled Ryoga to one side, redirecting the momentum of his fall towards the ground.  A second later Ryoga made a Ryoga sized crater in the ground over which Mousse stood for a moment before slowly pulling on the nets hauling the still trapped martial artist out of the hole.  “Sorry about that Ryoga, but I really don’t want you smashing into my restaurant.”
“No, no problem.  Why should anyone care about me?  I’m just a pig after all, to be trampled underfoot,” Ryoga grumbled.  He looked to be nursing a massive bruise on half of his face and seemed to be slurring his words, his body shifting into the most depressed slump Mousse had seen in a very long time.
That thought brought Mousse up short and he kicked out hard at Ryoga’s chest.  “None of that!  I don’t want you to blow up my restaurant with a Perfect Shi-Shi Hokodan either.”  He sighed, then put a companionable arm around Ryoga’s shoulder as his other hand punched a small button and retracted the two nets, pulling them off the other martial artist.  “Come on, I can pretty much guess what happened here.  You need a drink I think.”
“Why are you even still here?” Ryoga asked looking at his fellow animal companion.  “I would’ve thought you would’ve rushed off after Shampoo.”
Mousse winced.  “Let’s just say that what Akane tried to do to you, Shampoo already did do to me.  She challenged me to a match.  If I won, she would welcome my courtship.  If not, I would have to leave her alone.  Then she nearly put me in the hospital,” Mousse said with a laugh that was not at all funny.  “I vowed not to come home again until I am strong enough to defeat her.  I’ve been here, running the restaurant and training for that day.  But enough about me, come on, I said you could use a drink, and now I do too after talking about my love.”
An hour later, the two of them were sitting in a bar together shooting back drinks, as they talked about everything.  About how Mousse had lost the match, how Shampoo had thrown him off his game by using her body, then compared him negatively to Ranma time and time again, before breaking his legs when he lost his glasses.  “That led to me getting my contacts for the first time, and I haven’t looked back since.”
Ryoga nodded at that, then told about how Akari had turned into a pervert.  Then he ranted about how Ranma’s family had turned even Akane, sweet Akane against him.  “Everything, everything was so more certain with him around, with him around to challenge, him around to, to blame!” Ryoga shouted, causing many a person nearby to move away from the two of them as they wobbled their way down the street.
“Agreed!  If I had proved once and for all, that I was the better man than Ranma, if I had beaten him before he disappeared like a coward, then Shampoo would’ve been mine!  Now here I am, unable to prove it, unable to regain her love!”
“Exactly!” Ryoga shouted, thrusting a hand up.  “And you know what that means!”
As one, they shouted, “Ranma!” Then before they could finish the shout they were splashed by a passing truck as it smashed into a puddle in the street.  Yet even so they continued in their new forms, the pig and the duck shouting aloud in quacks and snorts, “Ranma, this is all your fault!”
OOOOOOO

[bookmark: _Hlk14168520]Ranma sneezed as the Legion came in for the landing at the base they had been told to head towards and grumbled, shaking her head.  “Great, a number two.”  At Edo-Wendy’s confused noise from behind her, Ranma explained.  “Someone just blamed me for shit that wasn’t my fault.  It happened so often I started to be able to notice a difference in my sneezes when it was about someone blaming me, vowing vengeance or just talking about me behind my back sometimes.”
“I don’t believe in that kind of thing,” Wendy said behind him shaking her head.  “If it was true, trust me when I say Lucy and Levy would probably be sneezing all the time given how much the rest of the guild talk about them behind their backs.”
“Quiet you!” Ranma said, leaning back and actually spanking the large-breasted woman on the rear.
He flushed a little as instead of yelping, Wendy let loose a little moan.  She then twisted her head just enough to look up at the redhead as Ranma had turned to look back at her, giving Ranma a ribald wink.
Shaking his head at that, Ranma leaped off of the Legion, tossing its reins to one of the nearby soldiers who had raced up to her.  “You!”  She shouted pointing at another man while hefting Wendy off of the Legion like she was a sack of potatoes “Take this one and those other two.  I want them shown into a prison cell for now.  I’ll want them fed.  I want them able to answer questions later.  Nothing is to happen to them, and no wounds that I don’t put on them myself are to suddenly show up on their bodies.  Am I clear?”
Such was the rage and fury in Ranma’s face, that every man there, around fifteen in sight with more racing out of a nearby barracks, bowed quickly, looking utterly terrified.
“And you,” she shouted, twisting around and hurling her broken spear shafts towards one of the other men.  It embedded in the ground right between his legs despite having hit with the blunt end, causing him to shriek with fear and leaped backwards.  “You bring me the best magical spear you have in this base!  And if it’s not up to snuff, expects to be running back to the capital city with a hundred-pound weight on your back!  In full armor to get me more!”
“Is it just me, or is she getting into this a little too much?” Cana whispered from where she and Juvia were still handing sideways off their legion.
“Juvia thinks that you like that kind of ‘is it just me question’ too much,” Juvia retorted, as the two of them were pulled off the legion and then led away.  Behind them, another guard came dragging Edo-Wendy.
“You, where are the baths?” Ranma asked, pointing to another soldier getting into this act as Cana had said.  It was kind of fun to see the peons scurrying around to please her like this.  “And you,” she went on, pointing to another soldier “get me some food and bring it to the best room on the base.  I will have my food before the bath.  Then we can have the three of them have their own baths.”
“My, my lady?” questioned one of the soldiers with the plumes of an officer.  “You wouldn’t prefer us just to wipe them down, or use buckets?”
“No,” Ranma said with a growl, her hands clenching and unclenching.  “I want them close at hand.”  Ranma let her eyes flicked down towards each of the girl’s breasts as they passed her by and then looked away, her hands twitching, and the man wisely backed away.
Before Ranma could be shown her room however, two more officers ran out of the building she was being led towards.  One of them had a taller plume on his helmet than the others Ranma had seen while the corpulent man at his side was noticeably older than most soldiers.  He wore no helmet, but had a long red cloak, and some marks on his specially made armor.  They both bowed to Ranma, with the man in the plumed helmet saying, “General Knightwalker, we were not expecting you here.  I um, I’m afraid we don’t have any quarters for someone of your august personage.”
“I’ve been on the trail of those Fairies for weeks.  Do you think I care where I sleep?  So long as you have a bath for me, I will be fine with that,” Ranma replied bluntly.  “Food will be nice too.”
“Um, yes, but may I ask, will your battalion be following you?” the man asked, looking around.  “Erm, it’s just that someone like you general should not be…”
“I can look after myself you irritating little man!” Erza growled, before looking around and stepping forward, to speak to the two men in lower tones.  “Most of my battalion is still out in the field trying to find the Fairy Tail guildhall, but we ran into a major battle out there.  The fairies somehow found some new friends, Dragon Slayers they call themselves.  There were four of them, and they held my battalion and me off for a time before I killed one and knocked out the other.  But I lost my Ten Commandments spear to them and it was the toughest fight I’ve fought in a while.  Also then I was told about the parade, so I came here to rest and recuperate before I head back to the capital.”
Given the somewhat torn and battered state ‘Erza’ looked, and the news about her spear, to say nothing about the simmering fury she seemed to be barely controlling, the camp supervisor could only nod.  “Of, of course my lady.  In, in that case, let me show you to your room.”
Ranma nodded haughtily and walked into the building behind the man on his heels.  The room she was shown wasn’t much, but she was assured that the camp’s bathhouse would make up for it and was being cleared of anyone using it and cleaned even now.  She just nodded at that, and sunk down onto the bed, being careful to keep her cloak around her shoulders and back to keep the breast band and all the rest hidden underneath it.
Later, as she was served a meal, the soldier he had ordered to find the best spear on the base came into the room, holding a generic flame lance out towards her.  Ranma had seen these in many a hand in the battalion he’d fought and Ranma let a scowl appear on his face.  “Dammit!  Are there other any other types?”
“Erm, Lady General.  We have two thunder spears, and one explosive spear on the base, but they don’t have as many charges left as this flame spear.”
“Bring them all,” Ranma ordered.
“My my lady?  I thought…”
“Are you paid to think,” Ranma said softly, grasping the spear out of the man’s hand and whipping around so that the spearhead lay on his shoulder.  “Because I do not think so.  What do you think?”
“I don’t think my lady!” the man sputtered shrilly.
“Good boy.  Now get me my weapons!” she roared.
The man was back in record time, and Ranma moved around the desk where her food had just been delivered, taking a spear in turn and beginning to work out with them, before nodding brusquely at the man.  “They’ll have to do.  You may go.”
He skedaddled quickly, grateful that he escaped with his life after something of a disastrous start.
After working with each spear in turn, Ranma set them aside and went back to her meal.  Once she was finished, she rang for an orderly and ordered that the three prisoners be brought to her.  She grabbed up the lightning spear, and said thoughtfully, “And tell the guards to bring them to the baths here.”
She was quickly led to another building on the base, from which steam rose out of various windows.  Ranma entered and found a large changing area right inside the door and waited there for a few minutes for her prisoners.  She smirked at them all and gestured them in.  “Let’s get you three pigs clean, shall we?  And then…” she hefted a lightning spear in her hand, “Well, if you don’t answer my questions, we might have some fun…”
All three girls stared at the redhead, and Edo-Wendy actually trembled for a moment, Ranma’s acting was so good, but then Ranma winked at her and she subsided, breathing a hidden sigh of relief.  Ranma then turned to the guards and ordered them out, but told the orderly officer, the logistics man to him.  When the guards were gone, Ranma set the spear aside and gestured the girls towards the baths.  “Hop in if ya want.”
Cana grinned.  “Don’t have to tell me twice, Red.”  With that she moved into the water, then paused.  “What about the dye in my hair?”
“It won’t matter, the stuff I used is kinda like tar, you’d have to clean your hair for hours before it started to come out,” Ranma said waving that away only to blush as Wendy had instantly started to strip, tossing away her clothing.
Wendy 2.0 had a body type that Ranma hadn’t seen before.  While not as young as the other girls in his life she shared the good health they did, but she was also much softer looking.  Her hips were wider than any of them, her thighs were somewhat plump if still strong looking.  Her rear was a bit larger, but not overly so, and she didn’t have much muscles to her stomach or sides, though her arms had to have some muscle given her training with her tonfas, which the girl had mentioned a time or two.  And her breasts, while amazing in their size, did sag noticeably.  They looked soft and inviting, with her nipples being tiny pink buds that winked at Ranma before the redhead twisted away, shaking her head to clear it of the image.
Juvia too blushed while Wendy let loose a little sexy giggle, moving away from Ranma until she felt she would be obscured by the steam.  Cana was somewhere in the middle.  She stripped off but left her bra and panties in place until she had a towel around her, shimmying out of them underneath the towel.
This caused her to give a very sexy little wiggle in the way she had to move under the towel, but for some reason, Ranma found her eyes drawn to the silhouette of Juvia through the steam.  Wendy 2.0’s obvious charms were nice, but she was coming on a bit too strong, and the mystery of what Juvia might look like somehow drew her attention.
Shaking her head, Ranma turned away from the girls, cocking her head to one side as she listened for the sound of walking feet outside.  When the redhead heard that noise, Ranma started to growl out in a loud tone, “I want their names damn it!  Where did they come from?”  The girls looked at her then Ranma winked at Cana, who nodded, and shot back, “I don’t know where they went, I don’t, wait don’t use the spear again, I really don’t know!”
Erza let loose a loud harrumph, and Ranma turned to the door.  “Who’s there?”
“Milady, you asked to speak with me?”  The camp’s castellan asked through the door.
“Yes, I was informed by Panther Lily that that the king has ordered a parade in honor of our new Anima.  Do we know when it is to be held?”
“Tomorrow at high noon my lady, we were told that all four of the generals would be in attendance, and a raffle has gone around to decide which of us here will be free to go as well.”
Ranma nodded thoughtfully while looking around at the others, particularly where Edo-Wendy was now in the bath, leaning against the side of it and looking back up at Ranma, who had not joined them.  “Is there anything else known about the parade, anything about formal attire or the King’s chosen color for the day?” Edo-Wendy asked in a low tone, which Ranma repeated through the door.
“No, my lady, no news of that nature has reached us here.”  The man seems to pause then brightened up.  Oh, but all of the weapons of the second and fourth legions are to be recharged and ready for review during the parade one at the beginning then the other at the end.”
At that Edo-Wendy, though flush with the heat of the bath, still managed to pale visibly, and Ranma looked at her quizzically, before the girl whispered “Ask, him more about that!  Ask him if some of the Anima has already been used.”
Ranma’s eyes widened as the implications of that sunk in, but she kept control, as she asked, “Oh, does that mean that some of the Anima has already been used?  And why those two legions and not mine?!  Admittedly, I would’ve had to pull them back from hunting down those fairies, but still we could certainly have used more magic in the battle earlier today.”
The guard very wisely did not comment on her grumbling, and simply replied to her question.  “Ahem, yes my lady, some of the Anima was already broken off and turned into magical power, in the form of more than 300 lacrima of all types.  This Anima is the greatest windfall we’ve ever seen.  There’re rumors that it could power the whole country for years, and the capital itself for decades.”
Powered through the magic and possibly the death of my friends in Fairy Tail, Ranma thought, her fists clenching and unclenching.  Juvia was suddenly there, taking her arm in both of hers, stopping Ranma from expressing that anger in a more physical manner.  The girl was wearing a towel, but her arms were free, and the soft, wet skin against Ranma’s own, caused Ranma’s anger to subside replaced by other emotions.  Juvia saw it in her face and moved away quickly, flushing and gesturing for Ranma to answer the man on the other side of the bathhouse’s door.
“I see, that’s excellent news.  Is there anything else I need to know about this parade you think?”  When the guard answered in the negative, Ranma ordered imperiously, “Good, then be on your way.”  Even as she said so Ranma was turning to the trio of girls, her voice still raised if at slightly less volume.  “Fine, if you won’t answer my questions, I can at least have some fun!  Now which of you bitches was the one who thought that she could make fun of my figure again?  Oh yes, it was you, black hair!”
“What, no it wasn’t!” Cana said quickly, her own voice loud as she tried to get in on the act.  “That was Juvia over there!  Put the thunder spear down!  Please!”
Juvia took up the tale.  “It was not!  Please, no more electrocutions!”
“Well if you don’t want to be electrified then how about I warm that water up for you, huh!?”  As she was speaking Ranma held up a hand to the others gesturing them to shout and protest, waiting until the man was out of his own hearing range before nodding to them.  “All right, we...what are you doing?” she paused as Juvia had just taken her hand and was pulling her forward towards the bath.
“Juvia wants to continue her bath.  If Ranma does not wish to watch, Ranma can turn her back, but Ranma also needs a bath,” Juvia replied, a small flush on her face but determination in her eyes.  Wendy the older is not the only one who likes to flirt with Ranma, she reflected with an inner giggle.
Edo-Wendy grinned and nodded, while Cana just nodded, no longer interested in bathing at the moment.  She pulled herself out and sat on the outskirts of the large bath, sticking her legs in, but that was all.  “The water’s nice anyway,” she said in a low tone, one hand wiping through her hair.
Ranma shook her head, but nodded, and slowly stripped off the down to her underwear, before grabbing a towel, putting it around her waist and then pulling the underwear off from underneath it as Cana had before, even the bra and everything else.  Then she wrapped it around her stomach and got into the baths, ignoring for a moment the fact this left her breasts bare to the girl’s eyes.  Sliding down into the water, Ranma sighed with relief, as ‘she’ became ‘he’.  Crud, I think I’m getting close to that time of the month again, and now I have to keep going with this whole deception thing.  Better enjoy being a man while I can.
He didn’t notice Juvia and Wendy giving him looks now, their gazes decidedly lusty despite the fact that both of them, like Cana, understood the news that they had just heard.  But Ranma’s words brought them back to the here and now with an abrupt thump, as he opened his eyes and looked at them one eyebrow raised.  “Well Wendy, what does that mean, that a piece of the Anima was broken off like that?” Ranma wanted confirmation on his earlier fears.
“I don’t know,” Wendy said shaking her head.  “We know that it’s made out of the bodies of mages as well as their magic, but what happens to the mage inside when a piece is broken off like that, especially when the Anima is created by so many bodies all at once, I have no idea.  It could just be that some of their magic has disappeared entirely for all time, or it could be that someone has died.  I just don’t know Ranma, I’m sorry.”
Cana crossed her arms under her chest, scowling angrily at the far wall.  “We need to get in there as fast as possible,” she said simply.  “How do we do it?”
“That’s a damn good question,” Ranma said thoughtfully.  He looked at the two of them, then Wendy 2.0.  “Wendy, I’m afraid I’ll probably need to keep you with me, so you’re going to have to keep playing the part of a prisoner.  Are personal slaves allowed?”
Wendy nodded then tried to lighten the mood by saying “Yes, private slaves like that are kind of normal among the nobility.  They’re used as nurses, maids and of course sex slaves.  And I even could wear one of those slave outfits of theirs.  I’d bet we could find one here for me.”
Her attempt failed however and Ranma shook his head, looking over to the other two mages.  “Cana, how good are your acting skills?”
“Extremely good,” Cana said very simply.  “I used to take part in plays in Magnolia until they were outlawed by the mayor.”
Ranma’s eyebrows rose at that and Cana shook her head.  “Erza, Natsu, and Gray all love to be part of plays and stuff, but they can’t act their way out of a bucket and all of them get extremely angry whenever someone pointed this out to them.  It brought in the crowds, but it wasn’t really worth the price of repairing the theatre every time.”
Ranma barked a laugh at that, and shook his head, gesturing towards Juvia.  “Juvia, what about you?”
[bookmark: _Hlk14168875]“Would you be able to act do you think, or would it be better to have me shift ‘Cana’ here to my command from this base?”  They all looked at him quizzically and Ranma rolled his eyes.  “Come on keep up!  We steal some of their clothing, and then after we’re out of sight, Cana changes into it, and rides the second Legion with Juvia behind her.  Then when we get there, Juvia can change into a guard uniform too, and they’ll have free reign of the castle.”
“That sounds good, although Panther Lily would be able to give it the lie if we tried it,” Wendy warned.
“Then we try not to run into him,” Ranma said he easily, shrugging his shoulders.  “No plan is perfect, but that should at least get us into the capital and then the castle, right?
“It could, and afterwards?” Wendy asked.
“Afterwards I wait until the most opportune moment to reveal that I’m not Evil-Erza and raise hell during the parade.  At the same time, the three of you infiltrate the palace, find our friends and someone who can tell us more about this Anima thing.  We’re dealing with way too many unknowns here, but there has to be some way of reversing the process or negating it or, or something!”
Ranma knew he was sounding desperate, but the lack of information was really cutting at him and was in fact the only reason why Ranma had replied in the affirmative to Panther Lily’s suggestion rather than barreling in guns blazing completely foregoing his idea of sneaking around for speed instead.  But without knowing a solution to the problem, the real problem facing him was in terms of the Anima, not the army that would simply die if they got in his way, Ranma was willing to continue the slower espionage plan.
Edo-Wendy moved around for a moment in the pond, tapping her fingers thoughtfully against her lips and lowering herself deeper into the water letting it soak in her hair before standing up like some kind of mermaid emerging from the sea.  She smirked lightly as Ranma’s thoughts were utterly derailed, even as the young man turned aside and he kept her own tone serious as she moved on.  “I think that when we infiltrate the castle, we’ll need to look for someone called Dr. Byro, or something like that.  I got a good description of the guy, but we’ve never been certain of his name.”
She described Dr. Byro odd looks to them, before warning, “If anyone outside of the four generals has access to a near unlimited amounts of magic and the brains to create something like the Anima extractor or whatever it’s called, it’ll be him.  That might make him personally strong, and he’ll no doubt be guarded too.”
“That won’t stop me,” Cana said, cracking her knuckles explosively.  “I’m getting my friends out of that thing by hook or by crook!”
“Count me in on that,” Ranma said with a growl.
At that point however, things began to go pear-shaped.
Several guardsmen had been patrolling outside of the bathhouse, several yards away from the bathhouse admittedly, but still, ostensibly guarding it and the general within while she questioned her prisoners.  Or tortured them, the guards weren’t certain which.
One of these guards, was young, foolish and horny.  It is amazing how often those three things go together and ruin the plans of other men and even the gods.  Whistling, this young man turned away from his patrol route and moved towards one of the windows of the bathhouse.
His fellow guard whispered angrily, “What are you doing!?”
“Come on!  You haven’t heard the rumors about how Knightwalker ‘tortures’ female prisoners?  If they’ve got a bigger bust than her, she goes to town on them!”
“Maybe, maybe not, depends on the rumors you’re listening to.”
“Oh God, was I ever this young and stupid of another guard shaking his head.  “Fine, but if you get yourself killed, don’t expect me to try to protect you from the Lady General’s righteous wrath.  I’ll just be over here telling you I told you so as she skewers you or lights you one fire or whatever.”
The younger guard, waved his hand at that, filled with the invulnerability of youth.  He then moved towards the smoke steamed window stealthily as possible, leaving behind his sword and scabbard and even his helmet, so that he could move more quietly.
But as he reached the bottom wall of the wall, he frowned, listening.  There was a man’s voice coming from inside.  He couldn’t make out the words over the sound of the steam, but it was definitely a man’s voice, way too deep to be any of the girls he’d seen earlier.
What the hell!  Is the base commandant in there with them?  That’d be horrible and dirty, and I’d be so jealous, er and it’d be just wrong, but still, it doesn’t sound like him.  Now with simple curiosity overriding his hormones, the man’s moved carefully, and lifted his head up over the lip of the open vent, staring down through the steam trying to make out the forms within.  The steam cleared after a few seconds, and after wiping at the perspiration on his face, the man stared into the baths.
He watched as a black-haired man stood up from the bath, then he glanced around at the others.  He didn’t see Lady Knightwalker, although the side of the three women took his breath away for several seconds.  On the other hand, there was no Knightwalker, a fact that forced his mind back on track.  There was only this man who seemingly had the same hairstyle as Knightwalker had when he had seen her earlier.  “What the hell?” he whispered.
That whisper was enough to cause the black-haired young man to turn his way with the speed of a striking snake and the man squawked, releasing his grip on the ledge to get away, before a hurled bucket slammed into his face, sending him flying.  But such was Ranma’s haste that the bucket didn’t nail him directly, only after bouncing off of the top of the window, deadening much of its force.
The man therefore had just enough wherewithal to shout “Alarm, intruder!  That wasn’t Knightwalker!”
At that shout one of the guards raced towards the back of house, while another raced away to raise the alarm.
Inside the bath Ranma leaped forward, reaching for his original clothing, which he had stuffed into his ki-space earlier that day, changing so swiftly that none of the girls could see anything bar a flash of his bare male ass, before he was leaping away towards the doors.  “That’s torn it!  You three get changed and come out as you’re able.  I’ll leave the spears here for you.  Cana, you head straight for the main building, sneak around until you think you can find the fat guy in charge and take him out just in case.  Wendy, Juvia, make for the legion paddocks, get them out and moving!  Is there any other way they can travel fast here?”
“No, the space isn’t connected to the trains, and they don’t have any magical cars here either.  Those are still exceedingly rare,” Wendy said even as she pulled herself out of the waters, grabbing at her clothing without even bothering to dry herself off.
Cana and Juvia were just as quick, but Juvia stayed a moment, resting her hands on the water and trying desperately to push magic out of her body.  But it didn’t work.  All she could sense was a faint ripple in the waters, which she could’ve attributed to her moving through it in the first place.  But when she concentrated on her body, she found transforming her arm to water to be much easier than before and nodded.  That will have to do.
“Good,” Ranma said grimly.  “That means there’s no reason why I can’t get out some of my frustration on everyone here.
Cana winced, realizing as the other girls did that, this was why Ranma wasn’t even trying to play off the man’s words as a figment of his imagination.  “Makes me almost feel sorry for them.”
“You do know there’s more than a hundred people here, right?” Wendy asked.
“You do know there was more than a hundred people in the Battalion Ranma crushed earlier, right?” Cana retorted to Edo-Wendy’s question in the same tone.
“You have a point,” Wendy muttered, shaking her head as she moved toward the door after Ranma.  “Come on, I think the legion paddock is this way.”
With only a few of them believing the alarm was real once it was sounded, the troopers had barely begun to organize against this sudden threat before Ranma was out of the bathhouse and in the face of the first troopers to respond, fists flashing and legs hammering.  Six men went flying, then he grabbed two of them from out of the air by their ankles, and began to use them as giant flails, his face grim and dark as he thought about what might be going on with the Anima, and the fact that a portion of it had been chipped off and used already.
Now, Ranma was not in a forgiving mood, but even so he was still in some control of himself.  These were simple soldiers just doing their job, not policymakers, and he doubted even one of them had ever wondered about the people that these Anima things might have been made from.  They didn’t deserve to die, but they did deserve to get the shit kicked out of them.
This, Ranma proceeded to do, including knocking buildings down, with simple blows of his hands, and tossing people so high they their screams started to disappear along with their bodies, becoming tiny dot in the air.  And then he began to laugh, enjoying himself and getting out his frustrations.
The laugh was the final straw.  The troopers would have faced death, dismemberment, even fell magic from their enemies.  But facing a laughing, happy and smiling enemy who was doing the same thing while tossing them around like nine pins, shattering buildings, and generally speaking acting like he was utterly invulnerable to their own attacks, ignoring their magic swords and arrows and everything else, that was something else altogether.  They watched as their explosive arrows barely caused their enemy to lose a step, how their swords, their edges magically enhanced, bounced off Ranma’s skin.
Even the best of them couldn’t face something like this and they proceeded to do what any army unit would’ve done in their place.  They broke.  They ran, and Ranma still was on them, smacking them down and hunting them down to buy two or one by one.
About ten minutes later, the fight was still ongoing as more of the base scrambled to attack the unstoppable man who had appeared in their midst.  The three girls had gotten together at this point, after Cana had knocked out the base’s commanding officer.  Now Edo-Wendy flew above the base, with two other legions following her commanded by Juvia and Cana.  Both of them had been horseback riding writing with Bisca, and those lessons had served them well with the legions.
Staring down at the action from the air Edo-Wendy shook her head.  “I’m feeling oddly superfluous, what about you two?”
“Almost,” Juvia said, gesturing down towards several soldiers who had gotten out and away from the basin were now running away down a dirt track towards what looked like a distant settlement of some kind.  “That group still needs to be stopped.”
By the time they were finished with the runners, Ranma had finished with the rest of the base.  Setting the legions down, they all stared as Ranma gathered each of the troopers and began to pile them up into a giant heap while also for some reason, tying their limbs together.  “What are you doing?” Cana asked.
“Making certain that even after these idiots wake up, they won’t be any rush to do anything,” Ranma said with a chuckle.
“Wait, they’re all alive!” Wendy asked, shocked.
Ranma shrugged.  “These were just troopers, simple pawns, not you know generals or anyone with a real grudge against you.  And they weren’t fighting or hunting you or anyone else down at the time.  They’re not worth killing.”
Edo-Wendy frowned at that, but slowly nodded.  “I suppose I can understand that.”
The three girls moved to help Ranma, but Ranma asked Juvia to look for the base’s armory, and for Edo-Wendy to go to the Commandant’s quarters and look for anything written down that might be of interest to them.  She didn’t find anything unfortunately, but she was able to grab the girls some food of their own, something Ranma had forgotten about.
In this fashion, they were ready to go within forty minutes, the base personnel all tied together by their own clothing in a giant pile in the middle of the base.  It was kind of obvious to anyone passing by overhead or on foot, but Ranma felt that so long as they got into the actual capital, and he was able to drop the others off, she could give fuck all for whatever happened after that.  The girls can do the espionage thing, and I can go right to the top by finding the king and punching his lights out.  Still, who knows, maybe I’ll get straight there under this disguise too.
Which brought to mind that he was still in his male body and Ranma sighed groaning a little.  “All right,” he said resignedly.  “I’m going to go change into my female form.  Let’s get this over with.”
The three girls laughed at that but moved after him, ready to help him get back into character.  Fifteen minutes later, they were on their way once more.
End Chapter
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Chapter 22: Punching Royalty

Once Cana was dressed in her new disguise, the foursome of young sexy women took to the Legions again.  This time, Cana was in the lead, with Wendy 2.0 behind her, and Juvia with Ranma.  Ranma had Juvia tied up in front of him this time, loosely, and so that she could be somewhat comfortable but still in a position where it would look from afar that she was most certainly a prisoner.
Cana decided that she needed to follow Ranma’s example and requested that they land quickly, and their positions switched so that Wendy was tied down in front of her rather than behind, a furious blush on her face underneath her new helmet.  The fact that she muttered something about “not wanting to deal with temptations pressing into her so much,” made the other three women laugh, even Ranma knowing precisely what that was.
As they went, Ranma and Juvia engaged one another in a conversation on what could possibly free their friends.  Ranma was convinced that they would have to force whoever had created the device to undo what had occurred to the mages of Fairy Tail and anyone else who had magic within them in Magnolia, along with all of the diverse items of magical power that had also been swept up in the anima assault.  Juvia, on the other hand, believed that the solution was inherent in the anima itself rather than its creation.  “If it is magical in nature, then it stands to reason that magic in some form could unmake it, perhaps shape magic, or division magic.  Or perhaps even just an infusion of new magic once the crystallization process has been finished would shatter the Crystal and free our friends.”
“While it might be worth a try if we’re getting desperate, I don’t think it is something I’d want to try otherwise,” Ranma replied dryly.  “After all, given all of the things that are making up that anima, who’s to tell what would happen if you accidentally released it in such a manner.  The people within might have become fused together, or each person fused with a different object.  That wouldn’t be good at all.”
“Juvia did not think of that.  And now that you have pointed that out, Juvia wishes you had not either.”  Indeed, now that it had been pointed out to her, Juvia a bit green around the gills from what Ranma could see from this angle, anyway.
“Right, so we keep with the plan for now,” Ranma said with a nod.  “I make trouble, disrupt the Parade, maybe even capture the King, while you all look for the scientist who created the anima in the first place, the one that Wendy 2.0 mentioned,” she went on gesturing over her shoulder towards the other two on their own Legion.
“Yes, Edo-Wendy…  What does Ranma think of her?  She has not exactly been secretive or subtle in her attempts to flirt with you.  Juvia has to wonder if you are liking the attention, and just playing at not seeming to.  You are a man after all, and even a woman like myself can tell that all Edo-Wendy is an extremely attractive example of my gender,” Juvia replied, the kind that any man would like to have shown an interest in him.  Are you just playing hard to get or is there some other reason you are not reacting overmuch to her attentions?”
Ranma winced.  “Well, okay, there is a part of me that likes the attention she’s paying me, I’m enough of a guy to admit that.  However, I think she’s coming on a little too strongly for my tastes.  I mean I don’t dislike it, and I actually like her as a person, but you have to remember that Edo-Wendy is still Edo-Wendy!  She is the older alternate version of my little sister, and that’s not exactly something I can forget.”
“So why not just tell her you’re not interested?” Juvia asked seriously.
“Could I do that without causing her hard feelings?  Or just force her to change her method of attack?” Ranma asked cocking an eyebrow in question and looking down at where Juvia was tied across her saddle.  The fact that this brought her rump and backside to his attention was is not lost on Ranma, but she ignored the view below her with all of the willpower s/he had developed over the years.  “I’ve never been good at telling girls no anyway, they always take it so personally.”
“… Juvia has not thought about it like that, but I suppose that women do take rejection much more poorly than men.  At least in most instances,” Juvia said thoughtfully.  “Not that Juvia has had much experience and relationships of course.”
“What?” Ranma asked looking down at her again in shock only to look up quickly, not really wanting to look at her rear when she was talking about relationships with the girl.  “What do you mean you haven’t had much experience relationships, you’re gorgeous!  Don’t tell me that men aren’t beating down the Guild door when you are in Phantom Lord?  Or did the reputation of that Guild count against you there?  That I could actually believe.”
Juvia blushed brightly at that, the honest compliment coming from out of nowhere quite shocking her for a moment.  She replied gamely, however, “Well, yes and no.  Yes, being in Phantom Lord dissuaded many outsiders from attempting to woo Juvia, but that would not have mattered to people within the Guild.  Yet for much of my time with them, I was known as being very standoffish, as well as being the rain woman.  Before I met Anna and became friends with her, my magic would frequently cause rainfall wherever I remained for a time, which depressed me in turn: the very definition of a vicious cycle.  So I have not been in any relationship, nor even on many dates.”
“You and Erza both,” Ranma mused.  “Her whole attitude and general bearing seem to have turned off the boys, big time.  Bisca wasn’t like that, and I know Jenny’s had a few boyfriends along the way.  Maybe if you’re interested in getting back on the dating scene now that you’re more in control of your emotions and no longer a part of Phantom Lord, you could ask one of them for advice.  Don’t ask me for any though.  I’m still kind of feeling my way when it comes to the emotional side of relationships.  I know better how not to cause hurt feelings, and how to express myself more these days, but that seems to be only a tiny bit of what goes into any real relationship.”
“Juvia has often heard it said that boys are after their ideal woman, although what that might be varies wildly from one man to another.  Is Ranma searching out for his ideal woman then, is that why you are two-timing so much?” Juvia asked, the last bit coming out far more tartly, as she reached best she could with one hand to smack Ranma’s foot where it dangled to the side of her.
“Not really, at least not consciously,” Ranma asked, tugging at her loose hair thoughtfully, and reflecting that doing so didn’t really give as much pleasure as it would with her normal pigtail.  “And I’m not two-timing anyone.  Erza, Bisca and Jenny all knew about one another when each of them got involved with me.  Although to be honest, Jenny doesn’t know that I’ve gone beyond flirting with Erza and Bisca.  I haven’t seen her since we had that mission in Seven, and I got together with both of those girls after that, and then, heh, broke off with Bisca when I returned.  But I’ll tell her I’m still dating Erza next we see each other and I might mention the fact that Bisca and I did date for a bit, before she decided it wasn’t for her.”
When Juvia made an interrogative noise, the redhead explained that Bisca had decided they needed to break up after having headed home to the Guild.  Nearly a month and a half before Ranma, Erza and the others had arrived after their own personal mission into Joya.  He told her that Bisca and Alzack, who Juvia had only met briefly, had been dancing around one another for years before Ranma had come into the picture, whereupon Alzack’s waffling had helped to convince Bisca to try to see if there could be something with Ranma.  But then Alzack had stepped up his game enough to capture her interest while Ranma was off with Erza and the others.  “That, and I think that Bisca was more bothered by the whole sharing experience when we were traveling together than she had anticipated.”
“That makes sense,” Juvia said, grateful that Ranma could not see her blush at the moment.  Her treacherous mind was popping up image after image from the number of ways Bisca, the rather attractive cowgirl, and Erza, the penultimate knight in her armor, could be put together along with Ranma.
After only a few seconds through an exertion of will, Juvia was able to force her mind back onto the original topic.  “But you did not answer Juvia’s original question really, what are you after in a girl?  Not relationship-wise, Juvia thinks she has a decent handle on that: you don’t want to be tied down, you want to be able to keep doing your missions no matter how mysteriously those missions come to you,” she said dryly.  “No, Juvia is more interested in what you are looking for in a woman?”
Ranma laughed shaking her head.  “Well, there’s a sort of typical testosterone-fueled male Ranma, and then there’s real Ranma.  I suppose TFM Ranma has the typical ideas, you know beauty and suchlike, what I find physically attractive in women.  I don’t suppose you care much about that?”  When Juvia didn’t reply quickly enough he went on instantly.  “And then there’s the real Ranma, the one who’s learned to be able to look past the physical form.  Who, in fact, knows that beauty’s only skin-deep, and that whole line about roses and thorns on top of that.”
“Indeed, TFM Ranma needs no further explanation, Juvia supposes, but is there no girl Ranma then?” Juvia teased.
“That’s not a consideration in this,” Ranma said laughing again before becoming a little more serious.  “I’ve gone through a few adventures where weird magic’s made my mind turn into that of a girl, but it’s never lasted, and even then, it never changed my, y’know sexual preference.  Nowadays, the only difference it makes, beyond making me more aware of womanly issues, is a change in my taste buds.  Although, there is the point that whatever girl I get involved with, she does need to know that my female body isn’t going away.”
Now was Juvia’s turn to nod, except that she remembered at the last instant that Ranma would barely be able to make out the movement and replied, “Juvia understands that too.  Although, she doesn’t seem to think that it is much of an issue.  Else Erza, Bisca, Jenny, and whoever else has become attracted to you wouldn’t have in the first place.”
As she listed those names off, Juvia felt herself becoming a little depressed.  She was interested in Ranma, not in a fiery all steam ahead kind of way, but she did find him fascinating, interesting to talk to, and immensely attractive.  But am I willing to throw my hat in a ring that was already so crowded?   Would I be willing to share, or like Bisca, would the reality of that become too much for me?  Juvia had no way of knowing yet, and so hadn’t decided yet to go beyond mild flirtations and teasing as she had done in the bath house late the night before.  “So, what is real Ranma after when it comes to women?”
“They have to be willing to listen, they have to be willing to wait until I explain, before jumping to conclusions.  They also have to realize that while giving me a smack upside the head if they think I’m stupid or acting stupidly, is fine, attacking me physically for something outside of my control, or because they just want to blame someone for something that’s just happened isn’t,” Ranma began instantly.  “I’ve had some experience with that kind of person before, and I really don’t want to get involved with anyone like that again.”
When Juvia made another acknowledging noise, barely heard over the wind of their flight, Ranma went on slowly, thinking it through.  Jenny had helped Ranma figure out what ‘he’ was looking for relationship wise, but Ranma hadn’t talked about what Ranma thought was attractive or interesting in girls before.  “Well, I suppose being strong is attractive, like, a lot.  I like girls who are able to stand up for themselves.  I don’t want to have to keep on running after them when they get in over their heads or something, although there are different kinds of strength, I suppose.  An open viewpoint, a willingness to take me for who I am without trying to change me, at least not without me returning the favor, would be important too.  I honestly don’t care about, you know, if a girl can cook or anything like that.  But as long as she’s got a somewhat gentle attitude towards me, can look after herself in a fight, and is willing to put as much into the relationship as I am, that about covers it.”
“That is an interesting list,” Juvia said diplomatically, while she was smiling, unseen by Ranma or anyone else.  Going from that list, Juvia knew she scored rather highly, and became a little more certain that she did indeed want to throw her name into the ring here.  The only continuing issues she wasn’t certain about Ranma’s female form and sharing with someone else.  The sharing with someone else, she knew, she wouldn’t be able to figure out if she liked or could at least live with until they were actually trying it.
The girl thing was a little easier.  Juvia already knew that she found Ranma attractive in either form, having taken her own share of stolen glances while they were fitting Ranma into her disguise.  Jumping from that to doing something about it was a small matter.
“It shows you would be taking any relationship seriously, that you are not interested in playing around or one-night stands.  That you are not interested in what a woman has to do for you, or has to have in terms of looks speaks well of you too.  Your unwillingness to change could even be seen as a positive, since you implied that you would take any girl you got into a relationship with as she came, not trying to change her so long as she did the same to you.  I believe that is actually a normal reason for couples to break up, although more on the guy side than on the woman’s side.”
Ranma shrugged.  “I think a lot of people enter relationships with this ideal image of their partner in their head, and if it gets to the point where the relationship becomes serious, they start to sort of try to chop off bits and pieces of the other person that doesn’t fit into that image, while attempting to fill out the rest as well.  I’ve always thought that was ridiculous myself.”
Whatever Juvia might have said in way of agreement with that statement would never be uttered, as Cana took that moment to sidle her Legion up towards the one Ranma and Julio were flying on.  “What’s that up there?  Can you make it out Ranma?” she asked, gesturing up into the sky high above them, where they were already quite high over the land below.
Ranma turned her head in that direction and could see a group of around eight or so flying creatures high above them, the glare of the sun making it almost impossible to pick them out.  As he watched however, the dots became several flying forms, the size of which, along with the distinctive wings, making Ranma frowned slightly.  “I think those are Exceed,” he said, “although where they are going I can’t say."
It quickly turned out that the Exceed were in fact coming straight down towards Ranma and the other girls.  They quickly resolved themselves into slightly larger than normal Exceed, if Carla and Happy were in fact normal-sized for that race.  They wore suits of plate armor, complete with open faced helmets, shields, and what looked like short stabbing lances, although both the edge and the middle section of those lances glimmered with magical light.  The cat in the lead was half as large again compared to the rest, but as he came closer, Ranma could see that all of that added height was actually from his head, which was massive for his small frame.
When that Exceed came close enough to shout, “Hold, Knightwalker,” he also came close enough for Ranma to make out his features, which made Ranma nearly fall out of her saddle in shock.  
Then she clamped one hand over her mouth in order to stifle an almost manic giggle as she thought, Oh my God, Ichiya’s double in this world is an Exceed!  How is that even possible?  For the cat in front of her could be nothing but Ichiya’s alter self.  His face, despite being covered by orange fur and topped with cat ears, was almost exactly the same as the now dead mage from Blue Pegasus, with the addition of Exceed whiskers and ears.
Cana had pulled up her own legion on orders from Edo-Wendy, who quickly whispered that a lot of the humans venerated the Exceed and it would be highly unusual to ignore orders like that from him.  Indeed, even running into them like this was highly unusual.  Juvia and Ranma on the other hand had kept going for a few minutes before they realized that their friends had stopped.
Now Ranma wheeled, turning her Legion around to stare up at the Exceed hovered above the two Legions, looking at her, and ignoring Cana on her legion.  Some were seemingly confused by the lack of automatic obedience from ‘Erza’.  Others, including the leader, were wary of it for the same reason.
“What is it?” Ranma asked, crossing her arms over her chest.  “Can’t you see I’m busy?”
“Your lack of manners is noted, Erza Knightwalker,” said the Exceed in the lead, raising his lance dangerously in a token of warning.  “We will inform the Queen of it.  But we are under her orders even now, men!  You have prisoners, might we ask where they came from?”
Ranma scowled, putting a hand on Juvia’s back.  “They are both from the illegal guild Fairy Tail.  I captured them recently in a battle with that despicable Guild.”
“Your perfume tells me you lie as does their own scents,” the Exceed retorted, thrusting his lance into the air and then leveling it at Ranma.  “The one on your saddle, I can smell the magic within her, it is a watery scent, like the shore of an unknown ocean.  That marks her as being from Earth Land, no one from this world has been born with magic within them like that.  You will surrender her to us.”
“No,” Ranma shot back, getting angry now, and releasing her feet from the stirrups of the saddle in preparation for action.  “I don’t take orders from you, I take orders from my King and His Majesty will want to know about mages from another world helping Fairy Tail.  That takes precedence over whatever orders you were given by your own Queen.”
For a moment the Exceed in the patrol seemed to gape at Erza’s blunt response, while Edo-Wendy muttered, “Oh, God!  Now she’s done it,” under her breath, while Cana just looked on, confused as to why this was such a big issue.  Sure, she heard that the Exceed were venerated by many, but did that really cross over into obeying there commands like this one seemed to assume?
But then the Exceed burst into action, their leader thrusting out his lance towards Ranma.  “Our orders matter more to us than your continued existence, Erza Knightwalker.  Surrender your prisoner, or else.  Someone who came over from Earth Land has magically assaulted our Queen with his or her very presence and must be made to answer for it.  Men!”
Before the Exceed finished speaking, Ranma had pulled her legs up onto the saddle, then kicked up off of the legion’s back, flinging herself forward.  One hand smashed aside the lead Exceeds lance, using that as momentum to flip herself up and around into a kick that lashed out in either direction, smashing into two more Exceed and hurling them away.  She then grabbed the lead Exceed by the back of his head, and hurled him backwards towards another one, even as she kicked off of the point of another Exceed’s lance, pushing herself back away towards her legion.
The point of the spear went off, shooting some kind of thunderous force into Ranma’s foot, but that only added to the impetus of her jump, not doing any real damage.  She landed there and grabbed up one of the spears and she had taken from the base they had assaulted.
At the same time, Cana also whipped out a fire spear, and the two of them took the remaining Exceed under fire from both sides, and that was pretty much the end of the fight.  The shock of the sudden violence seemed to have taken the Exceed by surprise, so much so, they didn’t recover in time to fight back.  The last one went down from a fireball to his backside singed his wings and caused him to cry out, canceling the magic and falling to the ground below.
Thankfully for the Exceeds well-being, the fight hadn’t taken place that far above ground, and all of them were wearing armor, which took much of the impact of their landing.  Ranma also reflected that their small bodies probably helped.  The smaller you are, the better you can take falls like that, I suppose.
As the two legions moved to land beside the downed Exceed, Ranma shouted, “What the heck was that about, Wendy?”
“You’re an idiot!” Wendy 2.0 shouted back, shaking her head.  “Those were Exceed, and even those humans who don’t revere them as messengers of God certainly wouldn’t raise a hand against him like that!  It would be seen as being incredibly bad luck, and… it also should have been kind of pointless.”
“Frick, this is ridiculous,” Ranma muttered, “Cana, can you release her from those bindings?  I’m not going to have a serious talk with her backside like this!”  As Cana did so, Ranma and Juvia went around to the unconscious Exceed and tied them all up in a clump each limb tied to that of a fellow Exceed.
Once a laughing Cana had done so with a hoot, Edo-Wendy pushed her hair out from her face, staring around her in shock at the unconscious forms of the Exceed.  “The, the Exceed, they should have been much tougher than this, much more dangerous.  They can use magic for real after all, whereas humans can’t.  This is, I mean, is it just because you are so strong, or … have they always been so weak?”
“They were kind of weak I think.  Sure didn’t seem up to facing a real fight anyway.  None of them used their mobility very well.  Nor did any of them, even the first guy, seem to be very well trained or experienced with those lances of theirs,” Ranma said authoritatively.  “Carla could have taken the whole lot of them after only a month of training with me.”
“But they are supposed to be so deadly, so powerful and strong thanks to their magic,” Wendy protested weakly, unable to reconcile the belief of a lifetime and the stories of her parents to the reality of the unconscious group of Exceed in front of her.  “Their queen, she is supposed to be able to foretell the future, maybe even change it to suit her whim.  And with magic and their ability to fly, they are supposed to be unstoppable in battle.”
“Hmmm, perhaps then their strength was exaggerated purposefully?” Juvia mused from where she too had been released from the demeaning and somewhat painful position of being slung like a dead deer over the legions saddles “The Exceed, they are only known to inhabit a single island?”
“A single floating island, one among many rocks that their magical power keeps in the air near the Royal City,” Edo-Wendy insisted, not seeing where Juvia was going.
“True, but that still speaks of a small population in comparison to humans, correct?” Juvia asked.  “If so, it stands to reason that the Exceed know they could not fight the army.”
“A bluff,” Ranma mused.  “Yeah, that makes sense, especially if this King Faust’s predecessors were as rapacious in their search for magic as he is.  After all, if they can reach through dimensions and turn mages from another world into magical power, who’s to stop them from doing it closer to home?”
“Huh…” Cana thought, scratching at her black hair, which had begun to itch occasionally.  Oh crap, I hope I’m not allergic to the gunk Ranma made me wash my hair with.  That would surely suck!  “So you’re saying it’s all a bluff?  Okay, that makes some sense from all we know, though I have to point out, we’re only dealing with a small sample base here.  Maybe these guys were the runts of the litter, and Exceed like Panther Lily would be more normal among them?”
[bookmark: _Hlk17575529]“Juvia freely admits it is all speculation, but it can also led into the reason for young Exceed eggs to be sent through to our world to Dragon Slayers, like Carla’s vague memories about a mission suggest.”  When everyone looked at her, the water mage went on.  “I ask again, if the Exceed are all weak, and this Faust is as militaristic as you all say, would he allow the Exceed to live in peace?”
“Hell no!” Edo-Wendy said, crossing her arms in an X in front of her for emphasis.  “If Faust had even a hint that the Exceed were really weak despite their magic he’d turn them all into magic batteries the moment he could.”
“In that case, a Queen who has the power of foresight might wish to get as many of their people away as possible, and further to send them to individuals who would be able to protect them against anything that could threaten them, hence the Dragon Slayers.  Although, why they would not then assign a few Exceed eggs to you remains a mystery, Ranma-san” Juvia didn’t know that Carla had initially been found by Laxus, and had logically assumed she and Wendy (little version) were a pair like Natsu and Happy were.
Ranma shuddered at the idea of dealing with an Exceed before Carla helped her through her Neko-Ken induced fears but she nodded.  “That makes some sense, maybe, but if they can get people through, why then wouldn’t they just leave entirely?  And how the heck could they aim like that through the anima anyway?  Heck why did this group attack us?”
“For the second, Juvia has no answer.  But for the first… Juvia means no offense, but Ranma is a wanderer, so would not understand the love of country, of home,” Juvia said with a shrug.  “Perhaps the Queen could not convince her people to transplant themselves wholesale.”
“And for the other, why were they attacked?” Ranma asked.
“If Ranma wanted all the answers, Ranma should have found an oracle, much like this Queen is professed to be, rather than Juvia,” Juvia growled, and Ranma backed off holding up his hand as if indicating a point in a sparring match.
With that, the four humans once more bordered their legions and were away, even as Juvia and Edo-Wendy were tied up once more.  As they continued to get back aboard their Legions and tie in the ‘prisoners’ Ranma shook his head.  “But jeez, those little dudes were weak as all get out.  I mean seriously.  Carla could wipe the floor with all of them.”
Behind them, the Ichiya look-alike stirred, staring after them.  He had a thicker skull than most of his race, and had stayed conscious since Ranma’s initial assault.  Playing dead, Nichiya, had hoped to learn about their plans, but hadn’t heard anything much except their opinion on his race.  That was rather humiliating, yet he could not deny their points after having his weakness rubbed in his face like this.  His wing was among the best, but those two humans had used magic to wipe them out.
Still, once I am free, the Queen can be told of this.  And if she so wishes still, we can then bring our full might to bear on Knightwalker and her associates.  Whatever her reasoning, I will obey of course because she is our queen, although, this business of eggs being sent through to the other world disturbs me, men.  With that in mind, Nichiya stood up intending to race off and tell his queen what had happened.  But when he tried to stand up, he found himself sprawling on the ground, pulling the rest of his fellows, who he had been tied to, over and off the previous pile, burying him under them.  “Men!”
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Carla blinked, looking around in confusion as she helped Seilah out of the large crate she and Wendy had stowed themselves in.  “Why do I suddenly feel like preening?”
“I don’t know, why?” Seilah asked as she hefted a groaning Wendy up out of the crate.
The three of them, as well as Lucy, Lucy Ashley, and Natsu (Earth Land version) had all snuck aboard the train to the Royal City together.  Edo-Natsu had arranged it, getting them into the stock area and then even helping them empty out and hide the material – grain bags – but after that had not come with them even after Lucy Ashley decided to come along so as to, in her words, “Prove to the scary fucking demon bitch that not all of Fairy Tail is happy to just keep running away.”  “I’ll help you all save your fucking friends, and then you’ll have to admit that we at Fairy Tail are not weak, or cowards like you called us!”
Seilah had merely nodded her head, then, when Edo-Natsu had raced off in his vehicle, simply looked at Edo-Lucy until she groaned, muttered and looked away.  After that, Carla and Happy, the smallest and thus the sneakiest of the group, had bolted the top of the crates down before hiding until they were placed on the train.
The train itself was a massive thing, in every dimension.  It had large, almost crude wheels and the engine looked like something cobbled together by several Steampunk enthusiasts, a triangle prow leading up into a row of smokestacks, with several dozen smaller brass and copper tubes leading back into the triangle then along the length of the rest of the engine chassis.  The lacrima powering it were set into carefully coordinated segments along the interior of the triangle.  The train still ran despite the magic crisis because this engine was even more energy efficient than Natsu’s racecar.  It was only used to start the process of steam and it’s recycling through the train engine.  The tracks, and thus the width of the train, were about twice as wide as any at home.
This train was one of the primary means for raw goods to be sent into the Royal City.  Besides being the center of government, the Royal City was a major provider of finished goods of all sorts.
A few minutes after the group had arrived, the crates were loaded into one of the cargo containers by a large crane, although the watching Exceed had a moment of worry when the crate containing Natsu stopped in midair.  Its operator leaned out of the side, shouting down at a few other workers, asking, “Hey, did anyone else hear something just then?  Like someone groaning maybe?”
“Nope that was just your stomach Raud.  Now get on with it, and then you can go back home and getting something to eat from your lovely wife.”  For some reason that caused a round of laughter among the workers, but Raud at least kept moving the crates, and the sound of Natsu’s moaning didn’t reach anyone again.
Now, in the darkness of one of the train’s cargo haulers, the two Exceed quickly moved to help the others out of their crates with some limited success.  The two Lucys both hopped out of their crates readily enough, but the Dragon Slayers were, of course, unmanned by being in a moving vehicle.  Wendy was making little whimpering noises while Seilah helped her out of the crate, but Natsu was unable to get himself out, and so the others just left him there, propping his head up with a bag of grain and letting him remain inside the crate.
‘Ugh, why, why am I going through this torture?  I could have stayed with Anna and Lisanna?” Natsu groaned, getting the words out with difficulty and much fits and starts to cover his mouth as he did.  “I could have, have helped my mates push the rest of those, those weird house of mirrors versions of our friends to help us more.”
“Wasn’t it Anna that convinced you, you’d do better trying to help the rest of your guild?” Edo-Lucy asked.
“It was, and he knows it.  Anna told you that she wanted to spend some time with her original siblings, tell them about how she’s been and everything.  If you were there, the fact you, her and Lisanna are in a relationship would dominate the discussion.  This way, they can only bug her about that a little bit before concentrating on everything else,” Lucy said, nodding firmly, although she was not nearly as certain about that as she sounded.  After all, it’s not like I ever tried to introduce Cana to my dad.  Oh god, that would’ve caused so much freaking drama!
“Ugh!!” Natsu groaned, trying to sit up to look at them seriously before grabbing at his mouth with both hands and falling back onto his makeshift pillow in his crate.  When he recovered himself he continued, his voice a pained mumble.  “I know, that’s why I should’ve stayed!  I… won’t her siblings try to convince her to stay?  I know I shouldn’t be worried since she wouldn’t leave me, but I’m kind of still worried that it’ll make her sad, or they might actually try to fight us to keep her.  Maybe think we brainwashed her or something.”
Others might have been concerned about causing a rift between family members, or the long-term emotional ramifications of a confrontation like that on both sides, but not Natsu.  All he cared about was that his mates stayed with him, were alive, happy and unharmed.  That and getting stronger by challenging other strong people so he could protect them and his other friends better.  Everything else he couldn’t care less about, if he even thought about them at all.
	Lucy shook her head.  “Anna’s got Lisanna there to back her up Natsu.  Besides, even setting your relationship aside Anna’s made a life in Earth Land with our Fairy Tail.  Heck, she’s the second best known female mage in the guild, even better known than Erza thanks to her modeling career,” she giggled a little as she saw Natsu’s face contort even further at that.  Obviously, the Fire Dragon Slayer had a bit of an issue with that aspect of Anna’s life.  “The point is, even without your relationship tying her further to Earth Land, Anna won’t just go back to living with her siblings after living on her own like that.”
	Natsu’s look shifted into one of confusion.  “…But all the Strausses do live together…”
“You know what I mean,” Lucy shot back with an eye roll.
“I don’t know what he’s worried about.  Anna won’t up and leave him, that’s just stupid.  Not, not like my Onii-chan with the older version of me.  Ugh, so wieeeerd.  But did you see her boobies?  I wonder if I’ll look like that when I’m her age, and when I’ll start to grow.”  Though she was handling the rigors of being on a moving vehicle better than Natsu, Wendy was still not happy about it, and that showed in her being far blunter and more prone to letting out her inner thoughts more than normal.
There was an awkward pause, then Seilah shrugged.  “I suspect so Wendy, and perhaps in another, two, years?  I understand fifteen or so is when girls normally start to blossom among humans.  Since I was born fully formed, I certainly cannot tell you when it began for me.”
The two Lucy’s united for once, hastened to assure the little girl this was the case.
Wendy took in their words of reassurance from where she had been propped up between two crates and then asked, “Well, that’s good.  But I’m still worried about Older Me being with my Onii-chan.”
“Well it ain’t like she’s alone or nothing.  Big Tits Mardene might be a bit of a flirt and way too into good looking strong guys, but she won’t go beyond a certain level… not with witnesses around anyway,” Lucy Ashley finished, a sweatdrop appearing on her face as she thought about Wendy and how at one point she’d gained a reputation as a man-eater.  “Besides shouldn’t your Juvia and Cana be able to keep her from going too far?”
“Have you met my Cana?” Lucy asked, with a wan little laugh as she shook her head.  “And I don’t know enough about Juvia to suppose whatever she will do.”
Shuddering a little at how her alternate had called the Earth Land Cana ‘her’ Cana, Edo-Lucy shook her head, and moved over to the side the side of the cargo container which had a broken slate, where they could look out as the train went along, even dragging a few crates over to sit on.  “So tell me about yourself,” she asked, looking over at her alternate, while Seilah stayed beside Wendy, pulling out a book for to read with the little girl.  “I’m just interested to see how alike we really are you know?”
“Well, I suppose I should say that I was born into a high class family, which I don’t think you were, no offense,” Lucy added hastily, “it’s just that you don’t give off that kind of vibe.”
“Shows what you know!” Edo-Lucy shot back with a grin, putting her hands behind her head and propping her feet up between the two girls.  “All have you know that I was born into one of the richest trading companies on this world!”
“No way, so was I!  My company, the heart trading company, had a near monopoly on trading in certain segments of Edolas, and even into our next-door neighbors, Seven and Bosco.  What did yours do?”
“We actually traded overseas with a lot of the other countries out there.  My nearest memory was being raised for a few years aboard ship!  We traded with Minstrelco, Caelum, even Alcatraz!  Although we didn’t trade with Peregrine, or Mortis, but then again no one trades with Mortis, and Peregrine is about as independent of any other nation as a nation can be.”
“You know, that actually reminds me, that we don’t know anything about the geography of this place.  I mean yeah, you have forests and deserts and such like, but from what we’ve seen, the geography of your Edolas is a lot different from ours,” Lucy said.
“Well first you have to realize, that those nations I just mentioned, are the only nations in the world.  At least as far as we know, there could be other nations on the other side of the main continent, but we don’t know about them.  “Alcatraz is easily the largest, it controls most of the continent and has the most access to magic.  Luckily for everyone else, it’s mostly more of a conglomeration of different clans and states, with the only of very minimalized overarching government.  Or else it could probably overrun all the other nations one after the other.”
Even Lucy had heard about the attempt from Alcatraz to try to invade Ishgar, and she shook her head.  “That’s about as different as it gets from our world.”
“Oh, none of the five are very friendly to one another, all of them blamed the other for the magic crisis, but none of us are in open war, although there were a few years that might have happened.  And there was a brief series of skirmishes with Minstrelco,” Edo-Lucy replied.  Then she shook her head.  “But enough about that, tell me,” she said, becoming more serious, “what’s your relationship with your family?  Mine isn’t…it hasn’t been the best since my mom died.”
“I would say much the same,” Lucy replied with a sigh.  “My mother died when I was very young, leaving my father and I alone, and I was mostly raised by our servants before I met my first celestial spirit, Capricorn.  After that, he sort of took over my training and everything.  As to my father, once my mom died, he started to get this idea in his head of using me as a pawn to enlarge the family business.  Once Capricorn came along, he served as a sort of wall between us, although, that didn’t stop my father from trying to control me, or even put a price on my head.”  Needless to say, given all the trouble that had come from that with Phantom Lord, Lucy had yet to forgive her father for that bit of stupidity.
	Edo-Lucy whistled in surprise.  “My old man wasn’t that bad.  Oh, he was just as controlling, and had very distinct views of how I should act, what I should do with my life, and so forth, but I suppose my mom also kind of shielded me from a lot of his attempts to control me.  My mom didn’t die until I was in my preteens, and she sort of helped me to rebel.  My mom was a pirate you see, they married in order to weld her pirate fleet into the trade the Ashley Trading Company’s security division.  So she just helped me act like she did when she was younger, take no bull ship, and always put yourself in charge if you can.  Which of course made me utterly unmarriable in the circles that my father wanted me to marry into.  What did you do?”
“Oh I ran away from home,” Lucy replied with a shrug.  “By that point, I had three golden key spirits, and had been training to look after myself and to fight both with my celestial spirits and on my own for years.  It wasn’t exactly a hardship at that point, not in terms of my own abilities anyway.  It was still hard to leave my father behind though, to realize there would never be any reconciliation between us.”
From there the conversation segued into less interesting topics.  Carla, who turned away from the girls to move over to Seilah and Wendy.  Astonishingly to Carla, who still harbored her own misgivings about the devil woman, she was reading quietly to Wendy, letting Wendy rest against her breasts, looking for all the world as if she was quite happy with the arrangement.
Seeing the cat woman look at her, Seilah grumbled a little.  “She asked for it, and when she laid out on to my waist like this, I couldn’t say no.”  I think I might be going soft, and I’m not certain how I think feel about it, Seilah thought.  On the one hand I should be appalled, but on the other hand, Wendy does smell nice and seeing her smile is also fun.
And, another portion of her thought mine said if things don’t work out between me and Ranma, knowing what Wendy will look like in the future, perhaps I should stake my claim now.  As an immortal devil, Seilah had no problem with such a concept.  And she had thought that the older Wendy while not nearly as interesting to talk to as the younger, was rather attractive.  Although even with that, I am still thinking of stealing her and alternate Cana away.
Carla nodded in reluctant understanding.  “Wendy is very hard to say no to, even I have to admit that.  I’ll leave you to it I think.  In fact I-” she broke off, looking around as she realized someone was missing, her eyes going almost comically wide.  “Where is Happy?  Where did that idiot tomcat run off to?”
	“I saw him heading that way,” Wendy said, pointing towards the front of the train, where their cart met up with another one, then several dozen more before getting to the passenger compartments.  In the other direction simply several dozen more cargo containers.  “Of no!  Why did he run off!” Carla moaned.
	“Because he is easily bored?” Lucy replied seriously.  “Do you want us to help you find him?”
	“No, I will find him Carla growled.  And he’s gotten into trouble or been seen by anyone, I’m going to give that tomcat more than just a piece of my mind!”
	It took Carla about 10 minutes to catch up with Happy, by which time he had traversed five more cargo containers between them and the front of the train.  And just as she came upon him, he leaped down from a crate, into a central walking area, just as the door on the far side of the cargo container, letting in a lot of guards.
With no time to waste, Carla barreled into Happy, slapping a hand over his mouth, while wrapping her other arm around his throat in a choke that she had learned from Ranma, and raced on, while he flailed around, dumping them both between two crates, hidden in the shadows.  Once she had him down, she whispered angrily “If you don’t want me to hurt you, I suggest you shut up!  We can’t be seen you idiot!”
	“Did you see something just then,” whispered one of the guards to the other.  “Some kind of white streak?”
	“I don’t know, but who cares?  It’s not like were transporting anything valuable or anything, just bulk goods for the Royal city.  Unless someone wanted to go through one hell of a party, or had a hankering for a lot of cheap metal and iron, we’re good,” the other guard replied, his voice sounding far older than the first one.  “You’ll come to learn in time that enthusiasm is all well and good, but we’re not getting paid to poke at shadows, were paid to look menacing and not do much else.”
“We should still look into it,” the first guard said grumpily.  “This is my first job!  And I don’t want to mess it up.”
While the older man muttered something about not wanting to waste time, the first guard trooped in the direction the white streak had first come from, then moved over to where it had ended.  He didn’t find anything however, thanks to the two Exceed being able to scurry away between crates into small spaces where no human could possibly have fit.
“See, just a waste of time.  Now come on kid, let’s get back to the passenger compartments.  There’s always some drunken idiot who started the party early that we need to threaten into staying quiet.  No one’s ever going to steal the stuff on these trains, none of it is important enough,” the second patrolmen said authoritatively, turning and moving back the way they had come.
Once the two guards were gone, Carla pushed Happy out of their hiding place growling angrily at him.  “What are you up to you stupid blue-furred idiot!  Are you trying to get us caught?”
“I wasn’t doing anything,” Happy replied, pouting at the white-haired human cat girl.  Halfway to the town where they had snuck onto the train Carla had transformed into her human form and had only reverted into her real body when they entered the train.  But then she had transformed back the moment the train started moving.  Happy didn’t like the fact she seemed to enjoy being in that form so much, and he didn’t particularly like the way she had just manhandled him.  “I was bored so I went exploring.”
“When you know that were trying to sneak into enemy territory?  I know you’re bored, but that’s no excuse to almost give the game away entirely!” Carla nearly shouted, then sighed.  “Now come on, let’s get back to the others.”
As they walked, Happy asked something that had been on his mind since they had gotten to this world and Carla had first spoken of her few memories from within the egg.  So, um, d, do you think really really we were sent into Earth Land to, um, somehow do something bad to the Dragon Slayers?”
“I do not know.  As I said, I remember flashes that indicate some kind of mission,” Carla replied.  “It would depend utterly on what kind of government the Exceed have, or perhaps what kind of people they are.  But if they expected us to do something violent to the Dragon Slayers, they had a very overinflated opinion of an Exceed’s combat abilities in relations to a Dragon Slayer’s.  Even Wendy, the youngest of the Dragon Slayers, could have beaten us both with relative ease when I first met her.”  And even now, too, though I at least have become far tougher than I was then.
“But what if it wasn’t anything like that?” Happy asked frowning shaking his head.  “What if they had another reason entirely, one we don’t even know about.”
“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Carla replied shaking her head.  “I don’t want to make any assumptions before we have more data.  But if you prepare for the worst case, anything better is a relief.”
Happy nodded, then looked at her askance asking the other question that had been bugging him.  “Why are you still like that?  You’re the one that said we should use our Exceed bodies to sneak around, and you nearly got stuck between those two crates a moment ago because you’re too large.”
“Because I love my human form!” Carla said, practically beaming at him.  “It’s taller, stronger, with better hands, there’s a greater variety of dresses available for someone my size, and I’ve been told by a few people, that I’m actually quite the looker like this,” she said with a laugh, and a wicked grin.  “Not that I would ever act on that, but it might be nice eventually.”
“Wait, what?!” Happy said in shock, “Do you mean to say, that is, would you stay like that all the time?  Are you, are you interested in human men?!”
“Not many of them, I have very high standards, and I certainly don’t go for just anyone,” Carla replied.  “But perhaps someday, if I meet the right human, and I’ve gotten to the point where I can stay like this form all the time… perhaps.”  It certainly would beat all heck out of the pickings among the Exceed I’ve met so far.
“What!?” Happy shouted, looking as if his entire worldview had been crushed.  “You would stay like that all the time?”
“If I could.  I’m getting better at it too,” Carla said promptly.  “Every time I transform, I’m staying in this form for a little longer.”
Happy sighed, thinking the implications of this through.  That meant, that either he would have to try to convince Carla of the fact that their Exceed forms were so much better than human form, which he thought should be self-evident.  We’re quieter, faster, could fly and eat all the fish we want without gaining a pound!  But if I can’t do that, then maybe I need to figure out how to transform myself.  Happy pictured himself transformed, into a body like a male version of Carla’s, and shuddered.  Maybe, maybe I’ll look different though.

OOOOOOO

Shagotte frowned, staring out over the distance from the topmost tower of her castle, crossing her arms over her chest as she thought, while behind her two maids held up a large parasol over her head and their own.  While she had somewhat recovered after most of a day and a night of just resting her eyes, not talking or seeing anyone, she still had a rather large headache, and an irritable attitude, both of which were exacerbated by the sunlight.
Nonetheless, she and her advisors, or watchers as the case may be, had been getting a few reports from the Royal City.  The Exceed always had a few patrols around the city, high up over the large city and hidden under illusion spells that made them appear like clouds.  And the picture they were painting was not very good.  The king had somehow procured a new source of magic, a gigantic one.  This fed Shagotte’s worries about the king of the human realm over which Extalia hovered, Edolas.
King Faust thought himself very clever, and to a certain extent he was, but Shagotte had long concentrated her ability to see the future on him and knew he was in some way connected to the disaster that had been among her first visions.  In other words, he was a clear and present threat to her people.  “We will have to be prepared for violent moves on the king’s part.  The humans are always so mad to get their hands on magic, now that the bare trickle they had access to has become a glut, who knows how they might react.”
“Even with their legions, they would be a scant threat to Extalia.  Besides, King Faust is superstitious in the extreme.  Your Majesty’s visions of the future have allowed us to feed that paranoia up to this point while aiding him in many ways against enemies both foreign and domestic.  I believe that he lacks the willpower to turn on us now,” scoffed one of her advisors.
“I am also concerned with that one patrol that has not returned, the one which Captain Nichiya led out to the northwest.  Captain Nichiya is one of our best fighters, and to have him and his patrol be late like this, perhaps we were right to be concerned about people coming over from Earth Land,” worried Advisor 2.
Despite her head no longer threatening to split down the middle, the queen had decided not to try to remember their names.  It wasn’t as if they were separate entities after all.
“Agreed, but I doubt we need to worry more about whatever happened to Nichiya than we do about Faust.  I want the Royal City under overwatch by at least two companies of our guard from now on until we know exactly how Faust is distributing his newfound magical wealth.  Hunting down and brutally murdering the rat bas…” the queen paused and controlled herself.  “Hunting down the individual from Earth Land whose presence has made my visions so impossible to use cannot be our priority any longer.  As much as it would give me personal satisfaction to have that being executed in as painful a manner as possible, we need to be aware of any threat to our species.  So along with an enhanced overwatch I want…”

OOOOOOO

Elsewhere, another Exceed was also dealing with dark thoughts, though his were much more immediate than the queen’s.  Panther Lily had not returned to the capital city yet, wanting to follow up on trying to track the Fairy Tail guild, only to find something he would never have thought he would ever see.  “What… in the world… is this…”
Below him, four legionnaires carried between them a makeshift gurney, on which lay the mangled and thankfully unconscious form of Knightwalker.  “We, we found her hidden in the forest General, just, just tied up to a tree and, and left there, hidden but, it was like they only marginally cared if she was found.”
Knightwalker had been quite obviously beaten to within an inch of her life, and, as Panther Lily flew around her, he realized with a sort of sick horror - and a small spark of relief - that someone had crippled Knightwalker’s hands very deliberately.  Horror at the idea of someone so strong is being so reduced.  Relief as even as a fellow general and even something of a friendly acquaintance, Erza had scared him sometimes with her cruelty and ruthless manner, her sheer enjoyment in killing.
But that was beside the point, merely the start of the horror as his men reported on finding the sight of the battle between Knightwalker, her battalion, and whoever had done this to her.  Someone had practically wiped Erza and her troops out and walked away, either taking their own dead and wounded away or just not taking any losses in the first place.  Either implication wasn’t good.
But Panther Lily had something else to concern himself with right now.  With a gasp of astonishment, he pulled his legion up and away from the ones carrying Knightwalker.  “Split the command up!  Half of you will take Knightwalker first to the nearest town with a doctor, stay there until she is fit to travel.  The rest of you with me, we need to get to the base I sent that imposter to, now!”

OOOOOOO

Alas, for Faust and his court Panther Lily was making the mistake of thinking small.  In his haste to correct his personal mistake, Panther Lily neglected to think that whoever had impersonated Knightwalker might have bigger plans than just invading a single small outpost.  This gave Ranma and the girls a few more hours to play with when they reached the capital, which they did about three hours after leaving the band of Exceed behind.
The royal city was a sprawling complex of various architectural styles, from the air easily looking about three times larger than any city Ranma had seen in Earth Land, maybe more.  It had several different walls built inside it in circles, and from the top it looked almost like the movie version of Minas Tirith, which Ranma had seen once, complete with a central castle that looked like a single, huge tower.  One wall looked Asian to Ranma’s eyes, the outer wall European, and the last, the wall separating the spire-like castle from the rest of the city, looked almost Roman.
And flying above the city were several dozen flying rocks of various sizes, the sizes growing the higher they went into the air.  When questioned about them, Wendy 2.0 said, “They had been there for centuries, remnants, it was said of something the Exceed had done once.  Now, no one knew the reality, but common belief was that they were kept up there by Exceed magic, a sign that they still had that magic when the rest of the world was losing it.  This caused some resentment of course, but more awe and fear.”
	Also above the city were several squadrons of Legions flying patrol.  More than one came close then veered off, its rider waving their lances in salute.  Ranma, back in his Knightwalker persona – now with extra anger from two very different sources– simply snarled and waved them off, heading down to land, ignoring the fact a few more legions had been about to launch from the same small inner courtyard, forcing their riders to aboard their flights and get out of her and Cana’s way.
	Before the legion even stopped moving, ‘Erza’ was off her mount and grabbing at Juvia, pulling her free of her bindings on the legion and sending her stumbling to her knees.  “Move Delerand!”  Delerand was the last name of Edo-Juvia, according to Edo-Wendy.  And of course, Cana, as a guard, could not call Juvia by her first name.
	Several other guards saw the prisoners being pushed by one of their fellows and Knightwalker, and rushed forward but halted at a glare from the redhead.  “You,” she growled, pointing at one of them.  “I was told by Panther Lily that the king was planning a parade.  When is it, and do I have time to speak to him before it begins?”
	“U, uhm yes, milady!” the guardsman replied, swiftly coming to attention.  “Um, the parade is set for this afternoon, so you should have time to meet with his majesty.  Um do you want me to send a runner requesting such a meeting?  He, um, the king and lord Sugarboy did say you were to meet with them in the cabinet hall as soon as you got back?”
	Ranma paused, very obviously looking up at the sun and estimating the time before nodding.  “Yes, that makes sense, I don’t need a shower but I would rather like a rest.”  Turning, she addressed Cana in her guardswoman guise.  “Officer Alberona, you are in charge of getting these two down to the cells.  I want them behind bars soon as possible and guarded until we are ready to ask them some very pointed questions.  They are not to be harmed until we are ready for them, can’t let these two bitches build up their courage from small beatings after all.  Once that is done, you may consider yourself at leave.”
	“Yes, General Knightwalker!” Cana replied, actually throwing a decent salute Ranma’s way.  She instantly gathered a few of the soldiers around her and between them, they escorted Juvia and Edo-Wendy away from the landing area and deep into the castle, with one of the palace guard leading the way.
	The castle itself was just as large for its type as the city, with long corridors, covered balconies, and wide stairwells connecting the various levels.  Ten minutes walking hadn’t caused the group of guards and prisoners to start going down yet.  As they passed through one long, wide corridor, the group passed a young-seeming girl maybe three or four years younger than Cana and the others of her age group, built like a sprinter wearing an odd outfit that looked like a mix between a jester’s and someone who liked to jog.  She looked at them for a while then shuddered and moved away.
	Now either that’s because she knows what’s in store for us, or their propaganda against Fairy Tail, as the last magic guild, is really good.  I wonder which it is? Cana thought idly as she pushed and prodded Juvia and Edo-Wendy along with the other guards.
	Five floors later, they stopped going downward and walked out into what was obviously a prison.  A few cells later, Cana was chaining up the two girls, one to either side of the cell.  “Heh, I doubt either of you are ever going to see the light of day again, but hey, at least hanging here you’re not being tortured right?”
	“Hah!  No, that’ll happen when General Knightwalker comes to take you away personally.  Wait for it, she’s got a distinctive gate to her you know.  Just keep listening, wondering which distant footfall will signal the coming pain!” said one of the palace guard, laughing along with his fellows at his course, evil joke.
	Cana laughed with them, but used their merriment to slip the key to the girl’s chains in Edo-Wendy’s cleavage, replacing it on the chain with her own key to her apartment in Fairy Hills.  The blue-haired woman’s eyebrow began to twitch furiously at that, and she scowled, at Cana, who winked back at her.  “Well, no one’s going to search there you know?”
	“What about perverts?” Edo-Wendy growled.  “You know, like you!?”
	With another wink, Cana turned away and moved out of the cell.  “So, how many guards are there and how many women among them?  General Knightwalker was serious about not letting them fall down the stairs or what have you.  But she’ll also want as many of us on duty as we can get despite the parade.”
	This caused many of the guards around her to look away, since that kind of thing was not only known to happen to female prisoners.  Indeed, many of the guards saw it as a perk of being on duty in the prison at all.  But with another, female guardswoman right there, that wasn’t going to happen this time.  Her dropping Knightwalker’s name, another woman, who had ordered they not be molested, made certain no one was going to bother them.
	Cana saw their crestfallen faces and she smirked, deliberately misinterpreting it.  “Come on guys, don’t be like that.  How about this: if any of you can out drink me, we can have our own little roleplay of ‘naughty prisoner and the noble guard’.”
	That cheered the guards right up, and two of the youngest raced off to raid the palace kitchens for some booze.  After all, it wasn’t as if the prisoners were going anywhere.

OOOOOOO

Elsewhere in the castle, ‘Knightwalker’ had been led by the young woman Lily to a small, but very well appointed council room.  There was a single central table with two long sides and one short one leading to a tall throne-like chair, although the chair itself was a little too simple to be called a real throne.  In it sat an older man, with a long flowing robe of light purple lined with white fur.  Even here among his closest advisors he wore a large crown, which said something about his personality to Ranma’s eyes.  Under that he had long, lank hair to match his beard, coal black eyes deep-set in his craggy face.
To one side of the king sat the other two generals, or so Ranma supposed as she was lead to a chair next to one of them.  He was a middle-aged man who had a pompadour hairstyle and smirking, arrogant face with a cleft chin.  That, and the way he wore pink plate armor from the waist up but also a pair of black briefs below made Ranma break out into laughter despite being undercover at the moment.  Across from her sat a much younger boy, one with a face that was designed to look almost playful, but which was serious at the moment, with black and white hair.  He nodded at her but didn’t seem to be any more friendly towards ‘Knightwalker’ than her other tablemate.
Both of them bore weapons even here, and the one she sat next to looked at her in surprise as she sat down.  “Ohoho, are you feeling mellow today for some reason dear Erza?  Or did you drop off Ten Commandments to be repowered already?”
“Please, Sugarboy.  You know how she is with that spear of hers.  No, she probably left it lodged point first in some lawbreaker and then forgot about it in the excitement of chasing down his or her fellows,” quipped the other man.
“Your Majesty,” Ranma began, bowing from the waist as a man would, thinking that would be in keeping with Knightwalker’s personality and ignoring the one who spoke up.  “I apologize for my absence from the Royal City, but you did charge me with the hunt for those Fairy fools who still defy your laws.  However, as I was doing so, I ran into unknown opposition.”
	Even as she spoke, Ranma was analyzing what she could of Sugarboy as he was sitting there, remembering he was the one that had supposedly killed Laxus in this world.  Huh, he honestly doesn’t look like much to me…  No way would he be able to fight Laxus or me.  But… well that leaves the whole rock paper scissors thing.  That his combat style and more likely his weapon, completely countered Edo-Laxus’s own.  That could be it, but I still have to wonder.
	“So, you’re saying a group of three of these Dragon Slayers used magic you had never seen before and were able to hold off your assault on Fairy Tail until they could teleport the guild away?” the King said slowly, but his eyes were flashing with anger.  A lot of anger, way more than a leader just being told about a setback on dealing with a minor problem should have caused.
	In the next instant, the king slammed a fist down on the table.  “Where did they come from!?” he roared.  “Why didn’t you capture them!?  A dead magic user is worthless to me, Knightwalker!”
	“I couldn’t fight to capture them your majesty, I’m sorry, but they were simply too strong for that.  The three of them fought me to a standstill and cost me my Ten Commandments, with two of them living to escape into the woods!  If that doesn’t tell you how strong they are, nothing else will,” Ranma replied tartly, folding her arms and almost but not quite glaring back at the king, still thinking that was in character for the woman.
	The king paused, then slowly nodded.  “Yes, that makes sense I suppose.  But if they were so strong and were using magic too…” he trailed off then looked at each of them seriously.  “Your men are after them?”
“Yes, Your majesty.  And they were badly wounded.  I captured two of the accompanying Fairy Tail members as well.  They can be forced to tell us where they came from.”
	“Good… in that case, Fairy Tail might well cease being a concern, even with these new ‘Dragon Slayers’, no matter where they came from,” The King grumbled.  “I want that mystery solved as soon as possible.”
	“I want a new weapon before I rejoin the hunt,” Ranma said bluntly to the king’s proclamation, keeping in character while also trying to fish for information.  “Do you think the latest anima will enable that?  And how large is it?  I was told we were holding a parade because of its acquisition, and you sound confident my liege but…”
	“Hah!” the king’s attitude changed yet again to one of magnanimous humor.  “My dear, this anima was the largest we’ve been able to create by far!  Byro’s ability to now aim the anima cannon to large-scale concentrations of magical potential served us very well indeed.  It will be able to power the nation for years if we are careful.”
	“Indeed, the new anima is amazing and the parade is designed to emphasize that,” the dual-colored man said.  “It will truly be a grand one, giving hope to everyone in the nation that their need for magic will soon be met.”
	“And if we are not careful or are attacked by one of the other nations?” Ranma asked, having learned of the existence of other nations from his discussions with Wendy 2.0.
	“Hah, none of them would dare to attack us, and if so, we would still have a new source of magic close to hand.”  The king smiled grimly as ‘Erza’ cocked her head to one side in confusion.  “The Exceed my dear.  The anima cannon can be used on targets within this dimension as well as they could Earth Land, indeed, we have come up with an entire plan to bring those things down to Earth.  We call it Code EDT.”
	He waited, but to his confusion, ‘Erza’ didn’t reply and he leaned forward over the table to stare at her.  “What, not going to protest such a move, General Knightwalker?  You and Panther Lily are friends are you not?  He surely would object to the totality of my vision, if he but knew it.”
His eyes widened, and almost became bloodshot as he went on in an ever-rising tone.  “When it becomes time, the Exceed will be punished for their hubris!  No more shall they lord over humanity, flying above us without seeing how we struggle beneath them, rubbing their ability to use magic in our collective faces!  No more shall their queen look down upon me, no more shall those weak flying cats dare to believe they are humanity’s equal!”
	He slowed down, and looked at his generals, meeting the eyes of each one as he almost glared at them.  Sugarboy just smiled and nodded, while the other man gulped, but met his king’s gaze and bowed his head in submission.  That left Erza, and the king’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her calm, cold face.  “Well?  I ask again, Knightwalker, do you have any objections?”
	“…No, your majesty.  I might have before the events of today, but I do not any longer, despite my being somewhat friendly towards Panther Lily.  But I think after what happened on the way back to the Royal City I cannot help but admit that the Exceed have become a clear and present danger to Edolas,” ‘Erza’ replied.
	Might as well muddle the waters further, Ranma thought.  If I can get the king jumping at shadows even more than he already is, we might have an easier time of finding this Byro guy and making him change our friends back.
	With that in mind, Ranma explained how she, ‘Officer Alberona’ and their prisoners had been attacked on the way back to the Royal City by a group of Exceed, who demanded she hand her prisoners over.  “Something about wanting to capture the Dragon Slayers for their own reasons and needing more information about them.  That was about all I could get out of them before negotiations broke down,” she finished dryly, eliciting a laugh from both her fellow generals.
	The king’s response did not meet Ranma’s expectations though.  Instead of roaring and raging, he simply gripped the armrests of his chair then breathed out deeply several times.  “Very well.  We will need to hasten preparations for Code EDT then, and be prepared for further treachery from that quarter.”
	I will need to make certain that work on the transfiguration cannons is finished.  And… I think I will also prepare the Dorma Anim, the king thought angrily.  Byro wasn’t the only scientist working on things for the king, nor the anima cannon the only project he had going on.
	The transfiguration Cannon was designed to be a type of gun, which could capture magically infused beings in the same field generated by the anima cannon transforming the target into an anima, the size matching the magical power the creature contained.  They would be perfect for Legion riders to use against the Exceed.  It was simply an extension of Byro’s design, miniaturized.
	The Dorma Anim was another matter entirely.  It was an ancient weapon his grandfather had discovered buried underneath the ruins of the former capital of Edo-land, an empire that had spanned the whole Peninsula and deep into the continent.  It was a giant creation that could crush whole armies, made to resemble a creature out of myth: the dragon, which had never actually existed in this dimension.  Like the two kings before him Faust had shifted magical energy into it in small lots, barely enough for a single town let alone a city’s needs.  But it had slowly added up over the years, and Faust knew he could finish powering it from the current anima without too much bother, although that wasn’t the only means that he had at his disposal to do so.
	With that thought he stood up abruptly, forcing the three generals to scramble to their feet.  “Prepare for the parade.  It will be the greatest triumph in centuries and I want you, my generals, to look the part.  Let the Exceed question wait for now.  We will deal with them after we have reassured our citizens that magic continues to be in the hands of their king.”
	After the king left, the three generals looked at one another and then went their own ways.  It was obvious to Ranma, as she walked off, that the three generals were not friends, barely even colleagues if that.  I wonder if that’s a deliberate move on the king’s part or just because of their personalities?
	As for the king… he’s got a kind of charisma I guess, sort of makes me think of a horrific mix of Makarov and Toma mixed into one then stretched into a normal sized body.  That, and he’s about as nuts as a bag o’ almonds.  God those mood swings were horrifying!  And when was the last time he bathed, he smelled of madness too for magic’s sake!
	Moving through the castle rather aimlessly for a time, Ranma was wondering how to find his way to Edo-Erza’s quarters here in the palace when he noticed something moving through the shadows of a covered walkway two floors down on the other side of a courtyard from where she was walking.  What the heck…
	Moving to a narrow alcove where no one could observe her, Ranma pulled the Quiet Thief technique around herself and leaped out the window, landing in the courtyard and moving towards where she had seen the shadow, sniffing a few times, then scowling.  What the hell is he doing here?!  How in the hell did he even get here anyway!?
	Still with the Umi-Sen-Ken around her, Ranma followed the scent deeper into the castle then out and around to one of its small office-like outbuildings.  They were practically deserted, no one in sight and a lot of dust building up in the corners of the small, thin corridors.  On the second floor of the seemingly abandoned building she found the man she was hunting about to scale back down the outside of the castle’s outer wall.
But before the caped and hood man could complete this task, Ranma was on him, grabbing him around one arm and pulling him back.  The man tried to keep his feet, but Ranma was behind him, locking a hold around his neck and one shoulder, slamming the man’s blue-haired head back against the wall behind them several times, lightly, not enough to hurt just enough to make certain the man understood he was at her mercy.
When his struggles stopped, Ranma snarled into his ear.  “You have precisely five minutes to convince me you aren’t on the mad king’s side Jellal before I pop your fucking head off your shoulders.  So start talking!”

OOOOOOO

Gajeel smiled thinly to himself as he walked out of the clothing store into the back alley behind it and then turned right, before turning a left several minutes later into a smaller back alley.  There he found the clothing he was told he’d find, and with a last look around him, began to pull it over his current clothing, shaking his head and chuckling at the cool guy’s plans.
Thanks to his alternate, Gajeel had been able to get into the Royal City with an ease that was astonishing.  He’d first snuck in by imitating a service worker, someone who moved around the city to help repair rooftops and suchlike.  There was always a demand for such menial workers, and no one had looked twice at him.
“It’s the kind of cover that only works well for one person,” Edo-Gajeel had explained, “but it is also one that can be reused without any effort on anyone’s part.  After that, you have three people you need to contact.  One of them will get the word back out of the city and to Fairy Tail and me that you are in place when you hand him a purple card, which will be sent on to us.  There’s nothing on it, the card is the message.  If Fairy Tail wants to try and make a ruckus, that will be enough to tell them they’ll have someone on the inside, and how they could be snuck into the city in turn by the color of the card, a different color for a different route.  But I wouldn’t hold your breath on that.”
Gajeel grunted understanding, having heard all about the trials that this version of Fairy Tail had faced, and how many people they had lost.  A Fairy Tail without Makarov or Laxus to lead it and the others without making trouble in one form or another hardly seemed like Fairy Tail at all but he didn’t say that aloud.  And who knew, maybe they would surprise him.
“The next person you’ll need to meet will be my information broker within the city.  Don’t ask him anything, just walk into his bar and tell him you’re there to make a delivery for Mr. Redknows.  He’ll ask you to spell it, and you will need to spell it by REDKNOWS, like that.”
“GEHEHEHE,” Gajeel laughed.  “Like, the nose knows?”
“Exactly,” his alternate laughing in turn in the same manner.  Then he became serious.  “The information packet he gives you will be in shorthand.  I’ll give you the cypher now, memorize and erase it before you head into the city.  With that information, you will know how many guards are on duty at the palace, what the plans are the King is planning for the parade and hopefully the route the parade is supposed to follow within the city.  What you do with that information will be up to you.  I would suggest something flashy.  Those kinds of things make the best headlines.”
“And the third person?”
“The third person will give you a set of clothing that will allow you to move around the city freely, as well as a set of the latest Royal City permits, identification cards and some money.  With that kit, you’ll be able to move in the city, free as a bird.”
With his new clothing on, Gajeel moved out from the small alleyways of what he would term the middle-class area of the city, out into one of the city’s main thoroughfares, looking down at his notes, then around.  He oriented himself with a map he bought at a nearby store, although he made certain not to be seen looking at the map often, as he thought that a local person wouldn’t need to do so to make his way around.
Seems like an interesting life, creating a spy network like that.  Just to get information in and out of as one city, he’s got such an elaborate setup, he chuckled to himself.  That makes him a pretty cool guy I suppose, but that stands to reason.
From that thoroughfare, Gajeel had made his way deeper into the city as he thought about how meticulous in planning his alternate had been when he created this information underground railroad.  Soon he started to notice the buildings around him were bigger, richer, he paused at a corner to think.
I better scope out the area, wind my way around the parade route randomly, I don’t want to give the game away if someone’s on the lookout for someone such as me.  And then, when I find the perfect spot to ambush, I’ll go into hiding and figure out exactly how to do it.  Even I can’t fight an entire army without magic after all.  Although it might be fun to try.  His chuckles at that thought made several people look that way and he shook himself before calming down and moving on quickly.

OOOOOOO

	“Who, who are you?  You’re not Knightwalker, she would have no way of knowing that name," the blue-haired man choked out, his hands tapping a staccato on the redhead’s arm where it went around his neck.  “Gaaah, and you won’t get any answers by choking me to death!”
	Ranma cursed, then slowly eased her choke-hold on the man, pulling back away from him.  “I’m Ranma, the man who fought you in Magnolia.  This form is a… a magical disguise that makes me only look like Knightwalker right now.”
Rubbing at his sore throat and shoulder, the blue-haired man looked at Ranma in confusion and some distinct wariness.  “What the heck are you doing here…and… posing as Knightwalker, what happened to the original then?”
Ranma thumped a hard index finger into the blue-haired man’s chest, causing him to step back two steps and bump into the wall he’d just been held against, rubbing at his chest now as the redhead glared at him.
“She’s not here right now, and is in no shape to pick up a spoon, let alone anything else.  But I’m asking the questions here, not you!  You tell me what the hell you are doing here?  What the hell is your connection to this realm, how did you get through the anima tunnel or whatever it’s called?  And make it believable!  Part of me thinks you were doing some kind of scouting for those damn attacks.”  In fact, if Ranma hadn’t seen the man actually sneaking around, making certain he wasn’t seen by anyone in the palace, she would already have acted on that thought violently.
For a moment the blue-haired man struggled with himself, and one hand reached for some kind of pouch at his waist, before Ranma held up a finger in front of his face wagging it, very deliberately stopping it right in front of his eyes in succession.  “I wouldn’t,” she warned.  “I am not in a forgiving mood right now, so don’t make any sudden moves.”
The blue-haired man slowly nodded, raising his hands away from the pouch.  “First of all, you have to understand that I am not the Jellal you know.  I went by the name Mystogan in Earth Land, so let us use that for now to avoid confusion.”
“Fine, but I already know that,” Ranma said interrupting him rudely.  “It’s obvious that you’re this world’s version of Jellal, just like Anna’s the alternate version of Lisanna.  Get on with your explanation, time’s a’ wasting and my fists are itching.”
“Very well.  What you might not know, is that how alike an alternate individual is from one world to another varies wildly.  In that other world, my alternate was born a young nobody.  Here, I was born the prince of the realm.  I had been exiled from the capital with my mother when she spoke out against the Anima concept, but what people don’t know is that we were also attacked by enemies of the state after we were exiled enemies from this world’s version of Caelum.  They wanted to capture us to force my father to come to peaceful terms with their nation.  The talks on that point fell through, and my mother was murdered, and myself left for dead.”
“I was saved however,” Mystogan went on, moving over to stare out the open doorway in either direction, before coming back.  Continuing to speak in a low tone.  “I was saved by an Exceed, but his people were not willing to take me in, and they exiled him for taking me in, so he went to work for my father as a general, while I was kept in exile for my own good.  During my convalescence, I found out about the Anima project, and I realized, that it was wrong.  It was wrong for us to steal magic like that, to take from others to prey upon the innocent like that.  With that, I decided to travel to Earth Land, to do what I could to foil my father’s madness.”
“And you thought you alone could have done enough to stop this, some kind of one man crusade?” Ranma snorted shaking her head, sending her red hair cascading in a way that caught Mystogan’s attention for a brief moment, before he looked away.  “That is Fucking bullshit.”
The contempt in Ranma’s tone caused Mystogan to look back at her in shock, his eyes widened blinking.  Before he stammered, “I, I was doing what I thought was right!”
“No you weren’t, or at least you weren’t doing just that.  If you were, if you wanted to really stop that anima thing from happening and that was your main goal, you would have involved more people,” she snorted again.  “Even the most idiotic moron could tell ya a single person couldn’t cover enough area to really stop the anima from happening, not unless you had knowledge of where it would be, and you didn’t, did you?”
Mystogan scowled back at her, but at the glare from those currently brown eyes – thanks to a pair of colored contacts - he was compelled to answer.  “I was able to figure out a pattern to the attacks a few times, get ahead of them block it, and so forth, but then the pattern would change, and I would start all over again.  And then of course, they began to actually be able to target the cannon, although that actually made my job easier, since they targeted at large concentrations of magic.  And the largest concentration of magic in Fiore, the country I was in at the time, was Magnolia, with the capital city, and the Magic Council tied for a very distant second.”
Ranma blinked at that, frowning in thought.  “We’re going to come back to that little tidbit later,” she said after a second.  While interesting, that mystery wasn’t really important right now.  “But you just made my point for me.  Alone you would not have been able to do enough to stop the anima from happening!  No, you were trying to assuage your own guilt by going it alone.  ‘Oh woe is me, only I can do this, I must atone for my father’s mistakes’.  Emo bullshit.”
At each word, Mystogan flinched looking away, until he was almost showing his back to Ranma, speaking to the open window again.  “What do you know!?  You don’t have to live with the guilt of what your father is doing out of his own greed and desire for power!”
“Nope, my old man specialized in small time crimes, child abuse and making my life a living hell by forcing me to take responsibility for his actions in his own quest for a comfortable life.  But no child is to blame for their parent’s faults, you can only do what you can from now on,” Ranma sighed shaking her head.  “Whatever, fine, say I believe that you’re on the side of the angels, and honestly, I kind of do now.”
No self-respecting villain would be able to keep up the emo act so long.  On the other hand, wasn’t he young when he thought up this idea?  That might explain it, although how the hell he grew up and still believed that he alone was making a difference to the anima issue I don’t know.
Setting that aside, Ranma asked, “So, what are you doing here?”
Mystogan turned back to the redhead, sighing, “I was trying to figure out a way to reverse the anima process, sneaking down occasionally to Dr. Byro’s labs, to steal his notes.  Unfortunately, it hasn’t been very helpful just yet.  But, if push came to shove I was willing to, to consider moving directly against the king.”
“Really?” Ranma asked sardonically, crossing her arms under her chest and looking at him thoughtfully.  “You’d kill your own old man?”
“I wouldn’t have to,” Mystogan said hurriedly, shaking his head.  “You see, I am still the Prince!  My father hasn’t remarried, so there is no one else to take over, and even if I was in exile before my disappearance, so long as I can prove that I am the Prince, and a simple blood test will do that if my tattoos – which were given to me by my mother -don’t, I would take over if anything happened to the king.  So I could simply kidnap him, hide him away somewhere.  And with that, I could not only order the scientist to come up with a way to reverse the anima process, I could end the policy entirely, stop this one-sided war we’ve been waging on the innocent people of Earth Land!”
“Now again I call bullshit,” Ranma retorted shaking her head.  When Mystogan scowled at her, and was about to fire back that he had the willpower to do this, she held up a hand, counting off two points on her fingers, “I’m not questioning your willpower, or your willingness to do this I’m questioning both your ability, and whether or not you actually believe that shit you’re selling.  Are you telling me that you would put the welfare and well-being of people from another dimension over your own nation?  It would make you a piss poor prince.  One who would probably be deposed very quickly.”
“I realize the Army needs the magic and might be unhappy with my policy of cutting down on the magic but then…” Mystogan began before Ranma cut him off again.
“How long have you been in this world for?” she asked.
When Mystogan reluctantly replied that he’d only been back in this world for a day, and never been able to get back on his own before this, Ranma nodded.  “That explains it then.  Look, I’ve been talking to a few of the locals here for the better part of a day and a half, and while they’re all Fairy Tail members, they’ve still given me a decent idea of how much this world depends on magic, and how bad it has become since the magic in this world to decreased to a point that humans can’t use it.  Did you know that at least 12 towns and villages became unlivable in the past year in Edolas and that in most other countries it’s even worse?”
“Wendy 2.0 told me about that, she said they’d tried to help a few of the villages survive, but without magic to till their fields, the soil was just too hard for them to work with the manpower they had.  In another, the swamps simply overcame the magic keeping them at bay, slowly consuming the town.”
“Wendy 2.0?” Mystogan asked, somewhat amused by the name even as he listened intently to what Ranma was saying.
“My name for the alternate of my little sister,” Ranma said with a shrug.  “She looks like an older version of Wendy by about 14 years, and two times the weight, with most of it…” Ranma cut herself off, blushing slightly.  “Right never mind that.”
“No go on,” Mystogan said now with a grin, crossing his arms as he stared at the redhead in front of him.  “I’m interested now.”
Ranma gave him the finger, before moving back to the original topic without another word on that issue.  “The fact is your nation isn’t set up to not use magic.  The people need it, in particular in transportation and on the industrial side of things.  The trains, the cars, a lot of businesses all depend on magic, it isn’t just for the rich and the Army, although it’s become thus since it’s gotten scarcer.  Magic is a major part of the society.  Try to remove it and you’d deal with a shit ton of social problems, and enemies.”
Mystogan frowned at that, and Ranma nodded knowing that he was taking it in.  Then she moved in for the kill.  “Besides, what about other countries?  Would you be able to face them without magic and if so how?”
Ranma felt she could probably help there, it wouldn’t be the first time he/she had described revolver style or equivalent guns to someone after all.  But she didn’t know anything about industrialization, what fueled it outside of perhaps waterpower: waterwheels, steam engines and that kind of thing.  But even there, he only knew about them in the vaguest terms, the equivalent of using water to power a mill, rather than using coal to power a locomotive.  He could describe the process, but not enough to help someone build a steam or coal engine.
“You think I would need to wean them off magic slowly,” Mystogan said thoughtfully.  But to do that I would still need an external source of magic.”  He looked at Ranma sharply, “Why are you telling all this?  You should be trying to talk me into helping you for your friends, not try to talk me out of moving against the king.”
Mystogan was right.  Ranma wasn’t simply trying to talk Mystogan out of just kidnapping the King like that for his own good, or the fact that such a move would probably not even work and would get in the way of her own plans although she did think that.
“Do you know how to reverse the anima process?” Ranma asked bluntly.
Mystogan slowly shook his head, surprised at the change of topic.  “As you’ve just pointed out, there’s only so much I could even know after being back here for only a day, and I haven’t found anything about reversing the process among the notes I’ve stolen from the doctor.”
“Then stealing away the King and hiding him somewhere wouldn’t do me any favors.  So instead, you leave that part to me.  You help my friends when it comes time to kidnap this doctor guy, the one who came up with the anima.  If anyone knows how to reverse the process it’ll be him,” Ranma practically ordered.
“Fine, I understand that, but you didn’t answer my previous question.  Why were you trying to talk me out of this?”
“Because I don’t want to have to come back here and do all this shit again, when someone’s removed you from power and restarted the anima bullshit,” Ranma said darkly.  “If I have to come back to this dimension and deal with another power-mad bastard attempting to take my friends and turn them into magical batteries, I’m going to be most irritated.  You wouldn’t like me when I’m irritated.”  Although with my period right around the corner ya might see it anyway.
Mystogan nodded slowly, trying to hide a shudder.  The fact the woman in front of him had been strong enough without access to her magic to defeat Knightwalker – or at least that was what she had implied - was terrifying, so he was more than willing to go along with her plans at the moment, even though he wasn’t certain he agreed with all her points.  “That makes sense I suppose.  Very well, you have a deal.”

OOOOOOO

Juvia and Edo-Wendy looked up, as there came the sound of a single pair of approaching feet.  The looked at one another, then Juvia shook her head.  “Juvia estimates it’s too early,” she whispered, “the parade should not have begun yet.”
With that in mind, Edo-Wendy did not reach down into her cleavage for the key, which she reflected would be embarrassing as hell when she had to do it, after all, she’d have to literally motorboat herself to get it out.  I’m going to get you back for this Cana, she thought, not for the first time since she had been locked up against the wall.  You will pay for making me humiliate myself like this!
Soon enough Ranma stood in front of the jailhouse, still in his Erza Knightwalker disguise.  The redhead smiled thinly at them, her hands laced behind her back, as she stared at them coldly.  “You will be relieved to note, that my desire to interrogate you directly after my arrival has been overruled.  It has been decided to wait until after the parade to do so.  However, I wouldn’t want you to think that you are getting all your own way.  I have been informed that the King’s own personal torture is going to take part in our little discussions.  You might have heard of him before, a certain blue haired gentleman, known to cover his face but also to have a certain tattoo upon it.  It is most distinctive.”
The two girls looked at one another, then back to Ranma, who twitched her head towards the end of the corridor, where there were no doubt guards within hearing range even though she did speak in low tones.  “I will leave you to his tender mercies when the time comes.”
Without another word, she turned and stalked away, leaving Edo-Wendy and Juvia to stare at one another.  “I wonder what that was about?” Edo-Wendy asked.
“Juvia doesn’t know, although the description he gave…” she frowned thinking.  “Perhaps we have found an un-looked for ally?”  Edo-Wendy stared at her waiting for further explanation, but Juvia shook her head and refused to be drawn on it further with without knowing if there were any guards nearby.  The two of them settled down again to wait it out, wondering what all was going on, and how this complicated matters, or perhaps could help their mission.

OOOOOOO

Ranma sat astride a legion at the head of a dozen others, as they marched down one of the Royal City’s largest thoroughfares, amidst the cheering and shouting crowd of all walks of society.  Young, old, rich or poor, all of the people of the city had flooded out onto the streets to cheer the king and his new source of magic.  All of the people were throwing flowers in the air, or small bottles of incense that burst in midair to create clouds of some kind of alchemical solution in purple, which was the color of royalty here in Edolas.  It all combined to deaden Ranma’s sense of smell to next to nothing and it was all she could do to keep from sneezing every time one of those purple clouds got too close to her.
It would’ve been a major patriotic moment, even Ranma might’ve been moved by it if she didn’t know that this whole amazing output of national enthusiasm was being bought on the lives and magic of his friends in Fairy Tail.  When she thought of them, of Bisca, Laxus, Elfman, Mirajane, Gray and most particularly Erza being trapped in that Crystal, having their magic and lives drained to power the magic of this nation, it made Ranma’s blood boil.
Yet even through her rising anger and the shouts of the people all around her Ranma was taking in the lay of the land, and it was almost immediately apparent to the Water Dragon Slayer that the thoughts she had formed, while talking to Wendy 2.0 about how life was in this dimension, had been correct.
As large as the city was, as well thought out maintained and clean as it was there was still hundreds of tiny clues that all was not well with the world.  The industrial sectors, giant ironworks and two small blacksmiths Ranma noticed along their route were shut down.  Here and there were signs of shops being closed due to no magic being available to work the food preparation, or the cloth making or a number of other things.  Scattered throughout the crowd were groups of people all dressed the same or with the same logo somewhere on their person, evincing a guild or union of some kind.  They were shouting and cheering themselves hoarse, their eyes never leaving the giant anima crystal behind the King, which was riding on a giant float right behind the King at the front of the parade, with the three generals behind it.
Every time the guards put on displays of magic, using their newly repowered weapons to create water in the air, fire or lightning, the crowds cheering redoubled.  But always there were these pockets of people just staring at the anima, as if their very lives depended upon what they could get out of it.  It was incredibly disturbing, and yet, Ranma’s thought he could understand their desperation.  It was like watching drowning men offered a lifeline, or perhaps starving people being offered a chance to work for their food again, which was possibly just shy of the mark.  I suppose back in my old dimension you’d get the same response if you… well maybe removed electricity.
This went on for a bare hour, as the parade wound its way through the city, ending up in a massive thoroughfare.  It looked almost like something Ranma had seen once in a picture of Russia or perhaps France during the rapier and musket era: a huge courtyard in front of the palace, with one side of the thoroughfare being blocked off from the palace by a wide white painted wall, and equally large golden gates, with six roads leading into it, all of them lined with smaller mansions of the rich and wealthy.  Yet even here, it wasn’t just the rich and wealthy that were lining the streets, shouting “glory to the king,” and flinging small flowers into the air.  A lot of the people from the rest of the city had followed the parade here and were gleefully shouting their throats raw along with the rich and noble.
In the center of that square, was set up a dais, to which the Kings palanquin was born, and then set down on top of.  The giant anima was set down as well behind him, as the guards fanned out to create rows and the three generals sat down in chairs provided them on a smaller stage to one side of the Kings.  They were joined there by a few of his other advisers and four noblemen from important families.
One or two of them looked at the redhead, but as Knightwalker glared at them, they looked away quickly, causing her other two generals to chuckle at her.  “So strict all the time,” Sugarboy said, shaking his head.  “You’ve never been able to play the system my dear.”
Thinking about what his Erza would say to someone like this guy calling her my dear, Ranma’s response to this was easy enough to figure out.  “Sugarboy, what did I tell you I would do to you the last time you called me that?” she said, cracking her knuckles explosively as she stared at her fellow general.
He paled dramatically, holding up his hands and peace, before all of their attention was grabbed by the King.  He had just stood up, cracking his staff down on the floor of the stage, staring out around him as the people slowly became quiet staring at him and the giant anima behind him.
“It was in my grandfather’s time when we, the people of this world, slowly started to realize that the magic was disappearing.  My father was the first king to start a conservation program, for which he was vilified not only by the Kings and queens of other nations, but by the people of this very land.  Yet we have persevered.  While other nations took several years to get to the same destination we started conserving immediately, coming up with better ways to use the magic we had, always looking for ways to enhance the longevity of the lacrima that is the lifeblood of any nation.”
Of course this process was not without conflict.  We were forced to deal with internal threats, ranging from the so-called wizard guilds, which had long monopolized non-industrial magic for so long, using their greater abilities to create magical items and manipulate lacrima to create a market for themselves.  Then came foreign enemies attempting to conquer us in that same time frame and where were the guilds?  When called upon to defend this nation, it was not the guilds who turned the tide, but the Royal Army!”
Ranma’s eyes narrowed.  She hadn’t heard of that.  But judging by the crowd’s reaction that had really happened or the king and his court were very good at propaganda.  Still, it fits.  If the guilds here didn’t specialize in combat like Fairy Tail back at home does, or even like Lamia Scale, and the guilds of Pergrande, most of them would’ve been practically useless in a war.  But the people would have looked to them for magical aid and they wouldn’t have been able to meet it.  The King sure as hell wasn’t right to create a pogrom against them, but if that was the case, it’s a little more believable that he got so much public support for it.
“But we survived!  Edolas is still here, and we are strong!  We won that war, and we have survived the slow dissipation of magic, until now!  Until we have discovered this, a new source of magic!  Through my auspices through our sweat and tears, we have discovered the means through which we bring magic back to life.  Through my auspices, through my will, I give you the anima!” he shouted, gesturing towards the giant crystal.
He waited as the crowd cheered, cheered themselves hoarse, shouting, almost screaming in delight.  Then as it began to fade, he turned back to them, one hand still raised to point at the anima.  And now my people, my good citizens of the Royal city, you will be the first to benefit from this, to benefit from magic returning to the land!  Because before your very eyes, we will start to convert this anima into lacrima to distribute to our most worthy vassals and to those industries which most require it.”
A roll of guards moved out from the gates of the castle as they were opened, creating a lane through the crowd, which again were cheering themselves hoarse, as other guards pushed a large contraption of some kind with hoses pipes and other stuff, towards the anima as the King continued to shout.  “Witness the largess of your king, witness his power, and remember, it is King Faust who brings you magic!”
Through the last few few seconds of speech Ranma’s eyes had widened as she realized what was going about to happen, and what it could mean for the people trapped within the anima.  There are people in there, people who could die, whose life could be simply sapped away from them if I let this happen!  
She looked around, staring out over the crowd, then to the king, the generals, the guards and everything else.  Well, this wasn’t exactly the moment I would’ve chosen, but if I’m going to raise some hell, I suppose I couldn’t think of any better moment.  And I’ve always wanted to see what it felt like to be public enemy number one, if for however short a time it will last.
With that, Ranma hopped to her feet, and then leaped forward, crossing the distance between where she and the other generals have been sitting to write behind the King.  Even as he turned to sensing someone behind him, Sugarboy and the other general reacted faster than Ranma would’ve thought they could, Ranma landed, and her hand flashed out, grabbing the King by the back of the neck, just around the spine.  “That’s far enough!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.  “If that device comes one foot closer to the anima, I’m going to snap his neck like a twig!  And that goes double for the two of you!  Take one step towards me and the King dies.”
“Knightwalker, what are you doing?!” Hughes shouted, while the king tried to turn his head in Ranma’s grip to glare at her.
“The names not Knightwalker,” Ranma replied with a laugh.  “I told you about the Dragon Slayers oh King, I just didn’t tell you that instead of beating them, Knightwalker was the one who lost.  “My name’s Ranma, and I’m not going to let you kill my friends when they’re in that thing!”

OOOOOOO

At the same time that the parade was going on, the train carrying Natsu and the others were hiding in was arriving.  Once more, all of them were hidden among the smaller crates in the cargo containers, with the two Exceed outside, waiting for the loading crew to be done with them, which they did quite quickly, before rushing off, angrily muttering to one another.  “We should have gotten overtime for that!  All the good spots will be taken by now.”
“Shut up!  At least we have access to the roof here, that’ll give us one of the best views you could ask for.  Unless of course we waste time with you jawing here!”
“I wonder what that was about,” Carla murmured, as she and Happy pushed out from where they had been hiding, with the female Exceed quickly transforming back into her human form, sighing with relief and patting down her long, platinum blonde hair.  That was one aspect that she hadn’t mentioned to Happy earlier that day, which she rather enjoyed about having a human body: her hair.
She led the way over, first to where Wendy and Seilah were hiding, opening their shared crate once more and letting the two of them out, while Happy had hurriedly moved over to Natsu’s, tapping on the top of it calling out, “Natsu, we’re here.”
The instant those words left his partner’s mouth, Natsu burst out of the wooden crate, his fists smashing up through the top of it and shattering it as he stood up, shouting, “I’m alive!”
Everyone around him flinched, and Wendy whimpered as the shout hit her ears, since she had just hopped out of her own crate to the floor right beside the other Dragon Slayer with Seilah right behind her.  But his fellows were not the only ones who heard Natsu’s shout, several guards moving through the unloading area heard him, and soon their own shouts rose to answer it, moving in their direction.
“What the hell was that!?”
“It came from over there!  Is someone trying to smuggle themselves in?”
“You would have to be a dumbass to get all this way and then shout, but whatever, I suppose we have to check on it anyway,” drawled a third voice.  Despite its contempt for the very idea the owner of that voice was coming towards them, sounding closer with each word.
“I agree with that last human, you are a fool Natsu,” Seilah said coldly, moving ahead of him pushing him back with one hand before she strode forward, hiding where the smaller pathway they were on ran into a larger one leading away through the various cargo containers.  She waited until the noises of the approaching humans were on her, then stepped out, staring all around her as she intoned, “Macro: Knock Yourselves Out.”
She did this three more times before all of the guards who had heard Natsu’s shout were dealt with.  Wendy had leaped up onto the cargo containers, staring around her and directing Seilah towards the guards with silent gesture, while making sure that they got them all using both her eyes and her sense of hearing, even though her ears were still ringing from Natsu’s shout.  How does he not make himself to deaf shouting like that?  After the fourth group was dealt with, she moved over to where Seilah was now standing and gave the demon woman a nod.  “That was the last group.”
“Aww man,” Natsu whined, moving out from where he had been forced to hide by the two Lucy’s and Carla.  “I wanted to get involved with that.  Why do you to have to have all the fun?”
“Have you forgotten they were trying to sneak in, not blast our way in?” Lucy asked, shaking her head.  “I thought you understood this was a ninja type mission, you were all raring to go about it before.”
“Ooh yeah, um oops?” Natsu said sheepishly, scratching at his hair as Wendy and Seilah joined them.  “Still, after a few hours on a train, is it my fault that I really want to punch something right now?”
“It would’ve been your fault if we were caught, and unable to continue our mission to try to sneak into the palace, to figure out a way to transform your friends back from the anima!” Seilah intoned staring at him coldly.  While she did not care for much of the guild, she had become friendly with Erza well enough and did not want their rivalry to be so abruptly interrupted.  Then she snapped, “Macro: Be Silent Until I Allow You To Speak.”
Lucy Ashley winced, as Natsu immediately tried to shout, but nothing came out, his mouth flopping open several times before he closed glaring at Seilah.  “Okay, that was a little cruel, although I suppose of it keeps him quiet so that we can sneak around, then it makes some sense.”
“It’s fitting,” Wendy said, pulling at one of her ears and glaring up at the taller Dragon Slayer as she remembered her earlier pain.  “Honestly Natsu, are you the Fire Dragon Slayer, or the Shouting Dragon Slayer?”  Normally she wouldn’t have condoned such a thing, but Natsu’s shout had honestly hurt and she wanted to get Erza, Bisca, Levy and all her other new friends freed, as well as find her Onii-chan.  She really honestly wasn’t too worried about Ranma’s well-being, he just wasn’t with them right now and she admitted to being a little worried about going into a possible fight without him around.
With Natsu silenced and fuming about it at the back of the group, Seilah took the lead, moving through the large warehouse connected to the train station, exiting out a side entrance and into an alley that was marked with numerous cigarette butts, several chairs and other things, indicating it was where people could go on their brakes.  As they did, all of them pulled up their hoods to hide their faces, before moving out into the city proper.
At first the city seems to be empty, although they could hear the sounds of cheering and roaring crowds in the distance.  But as they moved towards the distant tower of the castle, they started to run into more people, who were all pushing their way in the same direction.  “Come on, we have to hurry up, or will miss the King’s presentation of the anima!” shouted one mother to her young child, who was quite overweight and unable to keep up with the rest of a group of other people who looked vaguely related to one another.
The mages exchanged glances with one another, then looked over at Lucy Ashley, who winced, but nodded her head, and gestured the rest of them to follow her through a serious of twisting alleyways that took them at an oblique angle away from the palace at first, then back towards it, almost as if they were trying to circle it but not quite.  Even so, they could still hear the cheering of the crowd, saw people occasionally rushing towards what must be the front of the castle, and then screams started.  At first, the screams were a distant thing, but it quickly passed through, as word-of-mouth began to carry the tail.
“Erza Knightwalker just took the King hostage!” shouted one person up on a rooftop as they began to see the castle’ outer wall ahead of them.
They all stopped in confusion at that, staring up at the man, and Lucy Ashley took it upon herself to shout up at him, joining several other people who had done much the same.  “What do you mean, she’s one of the generals isn’t she?  Why would Knightwalker take the King hostage, did he refuse her access to the magic or something?”
“I don’t know, but she’s saying something to him, and all of the rest of the army and the generals are all staring at her, a lot of them are waving weapons at her and trying to threaten her, but she’s got the King by the back of his neck!  It could be a coup or something?” shouted another man from on high, trying not just to answer Lucy Ashley, but also everyone else within hearing range.
Natsu began to vibrate in place, grinning wildly and Wendy too smiled even as Carla shook her head.  “Of course, why doesn’t it surprise me that Ranma would take such a direct kind of action?”
Edo-Lucy looked over at Lucy, then gestured around towards where the sounds of shouting were still coming.  They were now accompanied by the sound of combat, as someone apparently tried to get Ranma to release the King.  “He’s still alive!  Wow, I would never have predicted that.”
“Ranma-nii is very good at imitating people.  Further if this Erza Knightwalker looks like our Erza, then he could easily imitate her since he did the same thing months ago.  And after that, yes, he’d go for the biggest fish around, the King in this case.  Wendy said authoritatively.  “Let’s go, I think that we don’t have to worry about sneaking into the palace anymore, not if we can help Ranma take the King.”
Natsu nodded happily, then grabbed at Seilah’s arm as she made to follow Wendy as the little girl leaped up into the air, grabbing onto the side of the building and scaling it like it was a jungle gym.  He pointed at his mouth, almost glaring at her, and Seilah ide.  “Very well.  Macro: You May Speak Once More.”
With that, the entire group, even Lucy and Edo-Lucy raced in the direction of the crowd, with Lucy pulling out her keys, and preparing to fight, the whip she had gotten from her time in the celestial spirit realm in one hand, her keys flaring out one between each finger as she prepared herself to conjure more than one at a time.  But ahead of them all was Wendy, leaping from rooftop to rooftop like a true master of the aerial style of Anything Goes, her hair streaming behind her as she grinned brightly, weaving between people and other obstacles easily, as she moved towards where her Onii-chan was causing trouble in the way only he could.

OOOOOOO

As the parade had moved into full swing, Cana chuckled, stretching her shoulders and neck above her head, looking around at the barracks room full of drunken soldiers, all of them unconscious and drooling where they lay.  “Sorry boys, but you lose.  Better luck next time.”
Whistling cheerfully, she drained the last of her ale and set it down, before pulling off the helmet that had been part of her guard uniform, then moved over to the keys, pulling them off the rack and leaving quickly, before moving down the corridor.  She found Wendy and Juvia had freed themselves and were waiting for her by the entrance to the cell.  She smirked at them and opened the door, saluting as she did.  “One easy escape for two not exactly prisoners accomplished.  Now, let’s go find this Dr. Byro.”
Three girls quickly gathered up what weapons they could from the unconscious guards in the barracks, which was a plethora of daggers, swords, and even a few halberds, all of them with small magical properties, sharper edges, flame attacks, and lightning assaults being the majority, with two of them being water blades, which created a cutting edge of water around them.  Those were some of the daggers that Edo-Wendy quickly grabbed, smiling brightly at them and cooing excitedly over the enchantments.
The other two simply grabbed whatever weapon they could, not exactly being choosy.  But it was when they left the prison complex, behind that they started to run into trouble.  Juvia looked over at Cana expectantly, and she looked to Edo-Wendy, who looked back at him blankly.  “What?”
“What do you mean what?  Where do we go from here?” Cana said, gesturing all around them down the corridor in either direction, then up indicating the rest of the large spire-like castle.  “You can’t expect us to simply search randomly around this place, we would be at it for weeks.”
“How the heck am I supposed to know where to go!?” Edo-Wendy shot back irritably.  “I might have spotted this Dr. Byro when I was working at a governmental retreat to spy on him and a few other scientists but that’s a long cry from knowing my way around the Royal Castle itself!”
“So you mean we snuck in here, made this entire plan to get captured and then get free, and everything is going so well, but now that it’s come to it we don’t know where to go,” Cana drawled, sounding almost amused, but her glare was anything but.
Edo-Wendy shrugged.  “Honestly, I never even expected us to get this far.  I suppose we could just grab a random servant or maid, then pump them for information.”
“You won’t have to do that,” said a male voice from nearby.
All three of them turned, raising their weapons as Juvia took the lead, one hand slowly forming into a watery fist.  In her other hand, the blue-haired water mage held out a short sword, which sparkled with electricity.
A man stepped out of the shadows of a nearby doorway, bowing his head lightly to them all.  He wore a long tattered black cape, over a somewhat tall looking frame, with gray leggings and gray and black wrappings around his arms and hands.  In his hand he held a large crooked staff, and he had four more such on his back.  On his head, he wore both a bit bandanna covering his hair, and the mass covering the bottom of his face.
Yet despite not being able to see the face beneath that, Juvia knew him.  “You…  So, Ranma told the truth!?  You are our ally now?  Juvia finds that hard to believe after you were there when the anima attack hit Magnolia…  But if Ranma has given you his trust, then Juvia will do so for now.”
“Who’s he?” Cana and Edo-Wendy asked as one, before glancing at one another and saying “Jinx!  Oh, now don’t you start that!”
	While Juvia facepalmed, Mystogan smiled, but he didn’t look away from the water mage’s judging gaze.  “My name is Mystogan ladies and Juvia, while you have every right to be leery of me, I promise I had nothing to do with the anima.  In fact, I was trying to stop it.  I already convinced your friend Ranma, but I’m afraid that convincing you would probably take too long.  I’m here to help you find Dr. Byro and force him to help us reverse the anima process.”
“Oh, and what gender was Ranma originally?  Juvia also wishes to know how that conversation occurred,” Juvia shot back.
“He, that is she, well at the time, Ranma said he was a man.  As to how that conversation occurred, Ranma saw me sneaking around the castle, then crept up on me and got me into a headlock, before battering my head against the wall to make it very clear, that she, that is he, whatever, was in the driver’s seat of this conversation,” Mystogan said dryly.  “That was almost but not quite the most humiliating moment I’ve gone through recently.”
Juvia nodded, rising up from her crouch and sliding her lightning sword back into its scabbard, removing her thumb from the activating Crystal in its pommel.  “So, where do we go from here?”
Sighing in relief, Mystogan took up his staff, and gestured the others to follow him, moving away down the corridor towards their destination.  He informed them where the servants stairwell was located, which they could use to head into the castle, to the area where the anima cannon was kept.  Doctor Byro’s living quarters, laboratory and practically everything else associated with him was in that same area.
As they went, Cana leaned over towards Juvia whispering seriously, “So, that’s the guy who you and Ranma saw skulking around in Magnolia?  You sure we can trust him?”
“Ranma seems to think so.  Juvia will give him the benefit of the doubt for now… and keep a secret or two handy just in case,” Juvia replied.
Despite their reluctance to trust him fully, the three girls followed Mystogan without complaint, since he at least seems to know where he was going.  They looked around warily all the same and were prepared when they ran into a group of guardsmen patrolling about seven floors up from where they began. The guards turned the corner and saw them, raising their blades and shouting intruders, but could barely get that word out before two women had streaked past the startled Mystogan, with Cana hurling her sharpened playing cards ahead of her, while grabbing up a staff from over one shoulder, going to one knee and firing out a fireball into the incoming guards.
In contrast Edo-Wendy and Juvia closed with the guards quickly, with Edo-Wendy using the water coated daggers to slice into the guards, sending them flying backwards in a welter of blood while Juvia used her cudgel indiscriminately, using her free hand to block or absorb the few blows that came her way so startled were the guards.  Within seconds the last was down, falling to an axe kick from Juvia that smashed into the side of his head where he was trying to rise from being knocked onto his side, laying him out.  They turned to Mystogan, and gestured him on.  “Come on, we have to move before that shout brings more of them,” Juvia said.
Shaking his head, Mystogan led them on.  They cut backwards, then twisted around into a service hallway, then up a flight of stairs that was so thin they had to go single file, but which brought them out two floors above where they had run into those guards.  There they came out into a wider hallway, and were forced once more to use the more public stairwell.
Here it was Mystogan’s turn to prove his worth.  He pulled out one of the other wands from his back.  “I am quite glad I was able to take some time to grab a few more of my staffs from where I hid them.  Illusion Magic: All Encompassing Serenity,” he intoned, stamping the end of the staff, a thing of crystal and copper rather than wood, on the floor.
A wave of yellow and white magic enveloped them all in a bubble, which then went opaque, covering them in a sphere of energy.  When it dissipated, the three ladies looked down to see their bodies covered by what looked like a thin shine, like a veneer or the outer edge of a bubble.
“With this we won’t be seen or heard, but we need to hurry.  I have absolutely no idea how long this spell will last and…” Mystogan broke off, staring at the crystal in the center of the wand, which was a slightly different white than the others.  “I, hmm… maybe two charges?  I’ve never tried to cover other people with this spell before, and obviously the wand can’t be charged in Edolas.”
Wordlessly Cana and Juvia turned, racing off to the distant stairway leading up to the next floor.  Wendy and Mystogan hurried after them.
That spell lasted them three floors, but thankfully there they could once more take a servant’s stairwell up.  Once more this allowed them to go a few levels before cutting off, forcing them back out into the open.  “Each separate area of the palace has its own servants, and there’s a certain hierarchy involved.  If you work in one set of floors you don’t go higher, and you lord it over those below.”
“Good to know people are the same everywhere,” Cana said to Mystogan’s explanation, realizing that without him they would not only have been lost but way too far away from the lab to get there through the guards between them and their target.  I guess Ranma was right to trust him then.  “But how many charges of that staff do you have left?”
“The only way to find out is to use it until it gives out,” Mystogan replied philosophically.
It turned out that the Illusion Magic staff lasted only one more charge for all four of them.  Illusion magic was incredibly energy-intensive, and the more you spread it around, the faster it failed.  After that, they had to go slowly, with Cana, still dressed as a guard, in the lead to warn of dangers, with Mystogan directing them forward, mainly to the servant’s entrances.
“How do you know your way around so well?” Cana asked while they hid in what was obviously a noble’s bedroom, as they waited for a patrol to go past.  They’d had to fight two more patrols, but they’d been able to do so without an alarm being raised thanks to Mystogan, but they couldn’t rely on that if there were any alternative.
“While I arrived back here at around the same time you all did, but I arrived practically on top of the Royal City.  I’ve been casing the castle ever since, stopping only to have a few meals here or there.  Thankfully, only a few of the servants recognized me after so long and I bribed them to not say anything about my movements.  Heh, I actually convinced most of them.  My father had banished me because he couldn’t bear to look at my face as it reminded him of his dead wife.  On top of that, I convinced most of them I was actually sneaking around here to have a tryst with Knightwalker of all people.  Servants eat up romantic drivel like that.”
All three girls paused, and then looked at Mystogan quizzically.  “Did you tell that to Ranma?” Juvia asked.
“No and believe me I am more than glad I didn’t,” Mystogan said with a chuckle, waving them on.  “Come on, we need to get moving.  But from now on, we can’t use violence to force our way through.”
They had gone up perhaps forty stories when they started to hear the distant rumble of explosions, and Juvia winced.  “Juvia thinks that Ranma has launched her attacks with Ranma’s typical subtlety.”
“Don’t knock it, this might make things easier for us,” Cana quipped.
She was sort of proven correct a moment later as a group of guards raced down the corridor ahead of them.  Even with the sound of their passage warning them though, they were in a long hallway at the time with no rooms around them.  It was either race back to the stairwell and try not to get caught in the floor below or have Mystogan use his magic.
With barely a second to spare Mystogan raced ahead of the three women, another staff in his hand.  This one was made of wood like most staffs, and had a strange, but compelling swirling pattern in blue carved all along its length.  He waved it in a specific pattern above his head, then gestured ahead of him and caught the guards coming toward them in a wide blue sphere as he intoned, “Hypnosis Magic: Fog Of The Mind.”  He waited a second then intoned, “Ignore our presence and move on.”
In a daze, the guards did so and later would not remember crossing that floor at all from one stairwell to another.  Unfortunately, this drained another of Mystogan’s staffs.
But that was the last hurdle before they reached the level with the labs and their target on it.  The four of them came out of a service corridor, then made their way to the central hallway leading into the science area without any issue, but there they once more stopped as they heard the patter of feet coming up behind them.  “Damn it, should I just take them out?” Cana muttered, gesturing at her disguise.
“No, this close to the laboratory, we can’t risk anything that warns Dr. Byro something’s wrong.  He’s one of few who have free access to all the magic they want, I don’t think we want to make that fight any harder than it already will be,” Mystogan said, wincing.  He only had three staffs left, and one of those cast an omnidirectional sleep spell.  Useful, but only when he didn’t have allies to worry about.
Looking around, Juvia grabbed Mystogan by the shoulder and twisting around, pulling him into a doorway, and shutting it behind them as Wendy and Cana piled in with them.  It was very crowded inside the broom closet, and Mystogan blushed as all three girls pressed into him.  Cana however made him flinch as she whispered, “Don’t get any ideas about wandering hands Mr., none of us would appreciate it, and all of us would find different yet so painful ways to make you aware of our displeasure.”
Very carefully Mystogan moved his hands, so that the palms were pressed into his own chest, then lift them up past his face and into the air.  “Is that safe enough?” he asked semi-seriously.
Edo-Wendy smiled, nodding at him.  “A gentleman is always appreciated.”
“So is silence,” Juvia said, shaking her head as she leaned against the doorway putting her ear against it, listening to what was going on outside.  Since when did Juvia become the voice of reason she thought to herself shaking her head slightly.
[bookmark: _Hlk17477947]Outside, the pitter-patter of feet at the doorway, and a young feminine voice shouted out Dr. Byro, Dr. Byro!  Come quick!  Someone is attempting to well we don’t know what she’s attempting, but she’s taken the King hostage, and she’s shouting at us to bring you to her.
There was a moment of silence, and the door then creaked open loudly, as an aged voice said, “What?”
The four of them listened as the girl tried to explain how Ranma in his Knightwalker disguise had taken the King hostage and was now demanding that the anima process be reversed on his friends.  She did so in near hysteric terms, but she seemed able to get the bare facts across.
The doctor listened intently, then shook his head.  “Madness!  What is Knightwalker doing!  Is this because she was told about code EDT?”
“Um, what?” the female voice asked.
“Nothing, you didn’t hear that name from me Lily.  But surely Sugarboy and Hughes should be able to handle the madness of one of their own?  Why are you bothering me about this?”
“Oh, um… well, I guess they could at that.”  The girl’s voice was so sheepish that Juvia and Edo-Wendy grinned at one another from where they were pressed against one another and Mystogan.  “Er, I just thought you should be told.”
“Hmmf, well I suppose I should go along and make certain those idiots don’t somehow muck it up,” Byro muttered.  “Very well, let me gather my potions…”
“Potions?” Cana whispered.  Being the tallest woman there, she was standing behind Mystogan, pressed into his back.  She could see the flush of his ears, which was a lot of fun but she had more things that are important on her mind.  “Do you know what that’s about?”
“No idea.  I, well, while I’m a native to this world, I’ve not been back in this world for longer than you have.  There’s a lot I still don’t know.  Still, we should be able to ambush them as they come through the corridor here.”
“Not as easily as you might think considering getting out of this closet is going to be irritating, but fine, let’s do this already,” the lush replied.
Moments later they heard the sound of the girl racing past them, shouting about how she’s going ahead of the “Slow-poke Dr. Byro!”
“Erg, one of these days Coco, heh, we’ll see how fast you are tied to a bed,” the doctor muttered, his voice barely reaching the group in the broom closest but causing every face therein to harden.
“Right, on three, and after that comment girls don’t worry about hitting below the belt,” Juvia said, being the one closest to the door.  “One, two, three!”
With that she slammed her shoulder back into the doorway, causing it to slam open, before Juvia rushed out, instantly targeting the short, elderly man with the pockmarked face who had been hobbling down the corridor.  Behind her came the other four, with Mystogan taking the first shot of the fight, raising his large staff and pointing it at Byro, as he intoned, “Air Staff: Magic Bubble!”  This spell would enclose the target in a globe of air that would then be filled with sleeping gas.  Putting his enemies to sleep was one of Mystogan’s favorite tactics.
The old man however proved both very quick to react and rather spry for someone so ancient looking.  He instantly pulled out a vial of something and popped the cork the liquid within being flung out as he waved it with a shout of, “Storm Liquid!”  A tiny flare of magic occurred as he said that in the rim of the bottle and the liquid shifted into dozens of short lived, small-scale cyclones, which caught both Juvia and Edo-Wendy.  The two of them were tossed into the surrounding walls and away down the corridor with twin cries of shock and pain.
He then ducked under Mystogan’s own air-based attack.  Launching another vial from his belt, cackling, “I don’t know who you are, but my flame liquid will burn you terrorists to ash all the same!”
Cana ducked as the liquid ignited, causing several dozen fireballs to appear and flash out in different directions, rolling forward under a few that would have hit her.  Mystogan twisted around, using his staff to capture several of the fireballs that would have hit him in magical bubbles, dissipating them quickly.  Cana quickly stabbed upwards with her purloined sword and as a spell built on its tip she shouted, “how about fighting fire with fire asshole!”
From the point of her sword, a fireball flew out to smash into Byro who had imbibed something from his belt a bare second before.  He cried out in pain and was sent across the corridor to slam into the outer wall, but he rolled with it, looking little worse for wear.  “Hah, Immunity potion!  It allows me to ignore all magic based attacks for a given time.”
“Then perhaps we need to just bitch-slap your ass the old fashioned way,” Cana growled, closing the distance.  Byro attempted to grab at another vial on his belt, but she was on him faster than he expected.  A punch to the face shattered his jaw and sent him flying several feet sideways.  He rolled as he landed, but it was obvious he was hurting.
“Air Staff: Magic Bubble!” Mystogan intoned, cursing inside his head, while another part of his brain was surprised by the sheer physical strength that Cana had just shown, and wondered as Ranma had shown him before, how she was so strong.
Despite that, the rest of his mind was on his own circumstances, which were not very good.  While his Air Magic staff had a lot of charges remaining, it was unfortunately the only staff he had any longer.  He’d used his one other Air Magic staff to save himself when he appeared in midair in this world, as well as another Illusion type staff to cover his approach to the Royal City.  Ranma had shattered one and disarmed him of three more during their short fight before the anima had struck Fiore.  And then of course he’d been forced to use several more in their trek through the royal citadel.
This left Mystogan with two staffs beyond his Air Staff.  One was the Omnidirectional Sleep spell staff.  Then there was the Gravity Pentagram staff, which allowed him to create runes, which would increase the gravity around them, how much corresponding to the magic the staff invested into each rune.  But that one was only useful if he had time to set up, and was, once more, not exactly friendly to his allies.  Unless I can get a Rune on him… that would work.
Thought becoming action, Mystogan raced behind the dozen large bubbles which he had shot toward Byro.  But even as he did they were dodged by the old man after he had quickly grabbed up another vial from his belt.  “Speedy potion!” the old man shouted as he started to bounce around the corridor heading towards where Juvia and Edo-Wendy had been flung by his earlier attack.  “You’ll never catch me now, and I will return with soldiers enough to bury you all!  You will never survive this effrontery on the dignity of his Majesty or me!”
Even as Cana and Mystogan raced after him, Byro’s prediction was correct, with his new potion he was leaving them behind.  And he might well have gotten away, if not for the fact that despite being hurled down the corridor, Juvia and Edo-Wendy were both still very much alive.  “Drip, drip, water magic special attack, desperate puddle,” Juvia intoned, her hand having shifted into her water form, wincing in pain as the water of her hand shifted into a puddle along the corridor’s floor.  She was able to do this on top of shifting portions of her body into water form, but it felt as if she was scraping bits of her skin off, the feeling would go away once she reformed her hand into its normal solid form, but right now, the pain was pretty terrible.
Behind her, Edo-Wendy crouched, her twin daggers out in either direction, the lacrima inside their pommel’s glowing as she began to max out the energy within.  She nodded at Juvia, who nodded back, staring down the corridor at the incoming old man.
He saw them to, and cackled, putting on even more speed as he started to race from the floor onto the wall and then even the ceiling.  “As if you could stop me with a mere puddle!  Gravity means nothing to me when I am traveling at this speed!”
“That’s what we wanted!” Edo-Wendy shouted, leaping into the air as hard and fast as her legs could push her.  That wasn’t very much, only about three feet into the air, but it was enough to put her at the half way up the corridor side, and she twisted around, thrusting her daggers out to either side of her as she did so in broad strokes, sending the magic of the daggers, which had heretofore been simply covered with fast flowing water, out in waves from them.  This created two water attacks, which flashed forward from her towards the incoming Byro with all the speed and vicious cutting power that the water around the dagger would have had normally.
Byro cursed, and then flipped himself down onto the ground, racing forward underneath the water attack, coming into contact with the water puddle that he now thought was simply a ruse to make him be in the air for that other attack, unable to Dodge.  “But they still underestimate the power of my potions, I was fast enough to evade it.”  That was the last thought he had before he spotted the other blue haired girl stab a sword down into the floor, and into the puddle that had built up on the floor.
“Electric Shock!” Juvia shouted, even as she wondered why she and other mages always felt the need to come up with names for these kinds of attacks, even if they were using weapons rather than their own magical powers.  Juvia wonders if perhaps it is simply ego on our part, or something inherent in magic itself, which forces the words upon us.
Even as she thought that, Juvia had turned away, as the built up energy in her sword cascaded into the water of her puddle, and from that into the body of Byro.  His forward momentum kept him moving through the puddle, being electrocuted every time his feet touched screaming all the while.
The now charred and spasming form of the doctor skidded along past the puddle to slam into the far wall, and Juvia pushed herself to her feet, quickly moving over to him, putting the blade of her sword at his throat just in case he still had some fight in him.  Even without magic, the swords edge was perfectly serviceable.
Edo-Wendy moved to kneel beside the older man, touching his throat, and opening his eyelids.  “He’s just unconscious,” she said with a sigh of relief.  “I was worried for a minute there we might’ve overdone it.”
“Personally, I’m glad he was concentrating on just getting away from us, rather than trying to fight us,” Mystogan said coming up behind them with Cana.  “Can you imagine what kind of damage he could have done with those vials of his if he did?”
“Juvia would rather not thank you, rather Juvia would just like to divest him of them, they could come in handy later.  And for certain, they are better in our hands than his,” Juvia replied tartly, as she began to undo the belt buckle that held the majority of the vials that Byro had yet to use in this fight.  Each vial seems to be a one-shot weapon, but that didn’t mean they were any less dangerous.  She held up one of them, staring at the top of it, noting that it had a symbol of a fireball on it, before moving onto the next one, which had some kind of tentacled creature upon it.
Shuddering at that, she stood back up, and gestured Mystogan forward, “Your turn.”  He looked at her quizzically, and she looked at back at him in honest confusion.  “He still needs to be searched, after all.  And you don’t expect young ladies like us to do such a thing to an elderly man like him do you?”
Sighing, Mystogan obeyed, searching the old man thoroughly and finding several more vials, small ampoules of various liquids, and an emergency magical talisman of some kind, which he pocketed quickly.  “Right I’m done.  Now let’s move on to the anima device itself.”
Cana nodded, then very deliberately took some of the fabric they were using to tie Byro up, stuffing it into his mouth and hefting him over her shoulder, as if she was lifting one of her beloved kegs of ale.  “Which way from here?”
Mystogan turned and led the way back down the corridor towards the double doors that Byro had initially come out from.  On the other side, they found the anima room, with all three girls shaking their heads and saying aloud “good grief, so tacky!”
“Perhaps, but it was made to look grand and overwhelming, Mystogan said shaking his head.  I don’t agree with it, but it was.”
The double doors had brought them into the room, and several scientists and guards had turned in the direction as the door opened.  The guards raced forward shouting “intruders alarm,” but the three women, after Cana set down Byro anyway, raced forward to meet them.
Edo-Wendy was now using backup sword instead of her preferred daggers or tonfas, and Juvia was still using the sword she’d had, minus its magic.  But Cana both still had more of her throwing cards, and her own magical staff, which sent small fireballs towards several of the guards, while Mystogan did the same, the two of them keeping back from the other two, launching their attacks over their heads.  Mystogan was also making certain that any guards that moved towards any kind of panel or anything that could possibly be an alarm system was taken out quickly.
Soon enough, most of the guards were down, along with the few scientists who had attempted to join them, and many who had simply tried to escape through the double doors, being caught in the action.  With Edo-Wendy now grabbing up a glaive, instead of a sword to guard the door, the other three moved deeper into the anima room, knocking out and capturing everyone within as efficiently as possible.
Once that was done, Mystogan moved over to help Edo-Wendy barricade the door, as the other two went around, tying the prisoners up, before moving them into the central area, which had held the crystal as it had formed during the original anima process, far away from any controls or anything else they could use to cause mischief.  Once the area was perfectly secure, Cana grabbed up Byro, and walked with him up the flight of stairs overlooking the central pit dumping him there on top of the dais.  “Right” she said, looking down at the others, before kneeling down next to the old man preparing to slap him awake.  “Let’s wake this guy up, and get some answers.”

OOOOOOO

Turning this way and that, Ranma hefted the king into the air shaking him as if he was a sack of wheat as he stared at the other two generals, Hughes and Sugarboy.  As he did, he noticed several more companies of palace guard racing out to join their fellows, while several troopers had flown away on their legions in every direction.  But there’s nothing I can do about that now, just have to play the hand I was dealt.
“None of that now, you would want to anything to happen to your king here would you?”  She then turned in the opposite directions shouting down at the people who are still pushing the device that would transform the anima Crystal into usable lacrima.  “And what did I say about moving that thing an inch closer?  Do you honestly think I won’t snap his neck!?”
“If you snap his Majesty’s neck, you lose your hostage,” Hughes said calmly, even as he moved away from Sugarboy, leaping off of the dias they were sitting on, and moving in one direction as Sugarboy did the same in the other, his sword in hand like Hughes was holding his wand.  “Soon after that, you’ll lose your life to, you can’t escape us here.  You’re holding the King is your only playing card, the only thing you can do to stop us from taking you down!”
For his part Sugarboy was frowning, feeling something a little too much like fear going through him.  While he had made his name fighting Laxus, who had been reckoned strong at the time, Sugarboy knew for a fact that Erza Knightwalker was stronger than he was.  While he was more durable that she was, Erza’s ability to use the Ten Commandments so adroitly made her far more adaptable in combat than Sugarboy, and she was many times faster than he was too.  She was also vicious, brutal and unrelenting.  To hear this imposter speak so boldly about having overcome her was disturbing.
Even worse was her possession of the king, of course.  With the king as a hostage, neither Sugarboy nor Hughes would be able to use any of their more destructive abilities directly on this Ranma woman.  Unless, unless I can get my sword into the dais beneath them, then my Rosa Espada’s properties will mess with her footing just enough perhaps for Hughes to close, get the king out of there, and then we can double-team him while the rest of the Army moves in.  I don’t care how strong she is, there is no chance she would be able to fight all of these men, Hughes and myself at the same time!
“And what will you lot do without a king?” Ranma quipped, shaking her head and shaking the King in her hands too.  “What do you think about that, Faustie, would you be willing to exchange your life for mine?  Or will you do what any self-serving monarch would do and order your troops back?”
In the traitors hands, Faust was trembling in both anger and fear at the moment.  It had been many, many years since he had dealt with a physical threat to his life like this and even longer since he had felt so helpless, so fragile.  The way Erza was simply holding him in the air like this, as if he weighed nothing, and was twisting him around this way and that was disturbing in the extreme.  Mixed in with that fear and growing heat was anger.  A lot of anger at this betrayal.  He had heard Erza claims that she wasn’t Erza, but the words hadn’t registered in Faust’s head, which had boiled over instantly as she had picked him up, a furious rage building within him at this betrayal.
Yet even so, he knew that his primary loyalty had to be to his own life, so he had no real choice.  “Everyone stands down!” he ordered.  “So long as she holds me captive we will have to hear this madwoman out.  So long as I am alive, there exists the opportunity to free me, and my person must be kept sacrosanct for the good of the kingdom.”
Rolling his eyes at the king’s attempt to puff himself up, Ranma glared down at Sugarboy, then Hughes before he twisted around to stare at the group of people pushing forward around the machinery.  “You heard him.  Back off.”
The group the pushing the machinery forward began to pull it away, and Ranma breathed an internal sigh of relief.  “Right, now that that’s taken care of, we can get to my list of demands.”  When the king made to speak, Ranma shook him like a rag doll.  “None of that, wait until I tell you my demands before you start mouthing off.  First of all, I want my friends in that anima released!  You lot captured the entire Fairy Tail guild in there, and I want them out!”
The King and every other official their blinked, then the Sugarboy said, “If that is what you are after, you are in for a disappointment my dear.  The animafication process is irreversible.  We couldn’t reverse it even if we wanted to.”
“I don’t believe you,” Ranma said bluntly, shaking the king again.  “Do I have to remind you again who’s the one that has a hostage here?  That’s my demand, my price for your king’s life and freedom.  I want my friends out of there alive and unharmed, and all of us returned to Earth Land.”  Ranma was tempted to demand a promise that they no longer use the anima cannon, but given his discussion with Jellal earlier that day, he knew that was an impossibility.  This whole society needed magic and would have to keep using it until something better came along.
The king began to cackle madly in his grip, shaking his head even as the people in the crowd began to look at one another, wondering about what the redhead had just said.  Did the Kings anima really come from somehow transforming the life of mages into magical power?  Many of them were uncertain how to think about that, while very few were just horrified at the very idea.
Then the king stopped laughing and started to taunt.  “Are you insane!?  Why in the world would I order Byro or anyone else to think of a way to reverse the anima process!  That is the last thing we would want.  The instant they become lacrima, they become my property!  They become my power!  And we would never allow it to escape our grip!  If that is what you have come here for, then your mission was doomed from the start!”
Snarling angrily, Ranma turned the king around in her grip, to glare at him face-to-face.  The power of that glare should have caused the king to fall silent in fear, but he was too far gone in his madness at the moment to feel such any longer.  “In vain, I tell you!  You have done this in vain!  You will die for this effrontery on my person, and your friends will die, and in so doing fuel the lifeblood of my nation and my power!  HAHAHAHAHAHAGH!!”
Ranma slapped him hard across the face with her free hand and shouted at him, “Well if this Byro created the anima weapon in the first place, he should be able to figure out some way to reverse it.  Until he does, you are my prisoner and….”
At that point he was interrupted by Sugarboy hurling himself forward, pulling out a sword that had a very detailed rose as its protective guard.  “Rosa Espada, Liquification!” he shouted, as he stabbed his sword into the side of the wooden stage beneath Ranma’s feet.
The wood of the stage instantly began to take on the properties of a liquid, bending and twisting this way and that under the weight of the king and Ranma.  A normal person would have been completely upended, possibly even engulfed in the wood, but Ranma was a master of anything goes, and kept her footing for a brief moment before pushing off of the shifting wood underneath her into the air.  She landed nearby, twisting the King around to once more use as a shield against Hughes, who had attempted to close, her grip on the back of the King’s neck tightening.
The young seeming general pulled to a stop with a scowl on his normally calm, almost smug, features, whacking his wand into his offhand as he stared at Ranma in anger.  “Amazing!  She’s truly amazing in how mobile she is, but this is most definitely a problem.”
Sugarboy twisted around the transformed stage as it melted into a wooden puddle on the floor of the courtyard, as the people began to shout and scream now, pushing their way out and away from the disturbance in ever-increasing numbers.  He pulled out a second sword, this one more of a short stabbing dagger than a sword really, but it’s design matched his sword entirely too well, and he held it in the classic sword and dagger grip, the sword pressed out and away from the body, the dagger held in a defensive position crosswise as he stared at the redhead.
“Don’t worry Hughes,” he said calmly.  “We’re in a stalemate for now, but time is on our side not hers.  Wait for an opening, she’ll be sure to give us one soon.”
Ranma would have retorted to that somehow but whatever she might have said was lost as she sensed something above her, coming down through the air towards her.  She leaped away, then twisted around to face Hughes and whatever had just slammed into where she had just been standing, only to see Panther Lily crouched there, his massive blade having just slammed into the ground where Ranma had previously been standing.
At the same time, Hughes took his chance lashing out and forward with his wand, sending a blast of energy into Ranma’s forearm.  “Control Magic: Magic String!”  For just a moment, there appeared a large band of tape between him and his target and Hughes shouted, “Release the King!”
Unlike the other generals, Hughes was solely a defensive general.  He controlled several floors of the castle, which he had turned into a giant amusement park, within which he could control everything, from the rides to the attractions, including the mascot characters of the amusement park.  It seemed quite a silly waste of energy, but it was also a very decent and deceptive defense, hiding its fangs beneath that very silliness, and had also been fantastic to both showcase magic, and bring in revenue for the King from various rich nobles, who paid for the privilege.
But away from his place of power, Hughes had to rely on Control Magic, a magic that was of very limited utility away from his domicile in terms of direct damage considering that it could be overcome by individuals who had a strong enough will.  And the Control Magic’s medium, thick bands of tape were visible in the air, letting them be dodged.  Despite that, he had created an entire combat style around momentarily taking control of his enemies, as well as the environment around him, which he did now, whipping his hand away from Ranma and down into the ground as the king was released.  “Control Magic: Escape Golem!”  From underneath the King, the cobblestones of the courtyard reformed into a small conveyance that looks like a roller coaster cart almost.  “Get the king away from here!”
Cursing, Ranma lunged after the king, but found her way barred by Sugarboy, who thrust forward with his sword, then whirled around into another attack with his sword before thrusting out with his dagger, all of which Ranma dodged.  The man was fast and skilled too, but alone he would not be much of an issue for Ranma.  But even as he was fighting him, the rest of the Army now charged in, including Panther Lily with a giant sword as tall as he was and as broad as his upper arm.  Hughes was now using his magic liberally on the ground, shouting “Control Magic: Attack Golem!”
One of those golems appeared directly underneath Ranma, forcing her to leap away, but Panther Lily charged her in midair, forcing Ranma to flip over him to dodge the blow from his sword.  She hit out as she passed, sending Panther Lily down into the ground, but then Sugarboy was on him, rising up from having somehow used his sword to first make the ground act like water, then splashing it up towards Ranma in a wave, which carried him up with it.  Ranma still dodged his initial attack, but then the dagger in Sugarboy’s other hand clipped the side of her bare leg.  It didn’t penetrate, but even so, it made the redhead’s entire leg suddenly lock up, so that what should have been a push off of the shifting ground underneath them was completely nullified, causing him to fall backwards.
“You are mine now!” Sugarboy shouted, thrusting down with his sword.
But Ranma dodged, lashing out with a kick from his still locked up leg, slamming Sugarboy backwards.  As she did so, Ranma felt her leg finally beginning to respond again, and then rolled away and up into the air, grabbing at a nearby rooftop and flipping herself up onto it, peering around and trying to spot the King.
Then Panther Lily was in her face, forcing Ranma away again.  “You’re not getting away imposter!”
“You’re really annoying you know that!” Ranma shouted back, now taking the blow on one hand, returning a punch into Panther Lily’s chest that hurled the giant Exceed away with a cry of pain to slam into and through a building on the opposite side of the large courtyard.  Even as she did, Panther Lily’s Buster Sword had released an explosion into Ranma’s other arm, sending her backwards too, wincing in pain.  That had actually gotten through his durability slightly, she wrung out his hand in some amazement that it had.
Twelve legions dove on the redhead them, and Ranma was busy for a few seconds just dodging around.  Even as she did so Ranma was trying to figure out where the King had gone, but not seeing him anymore.  “Dammit!”
“I regret to inform you, that your ability to control events here has now faded utterly.”  With that Sugarboy lunged forward from barely a foot behind the woman, only to watch in amazement as his target was still able to dodge.  But this time, his dagger came up in an arc, aiming towards Ranma’s back.  Even so she still dodged it, the blade nicking her leather bustier instead of the skin he had been aiming for.
The result of this was something that neither of them nor any of the other combatants could’ve foreseen.  The dagger that Sugarboy used was called ‘Rosa Segunda’, and its properties was such that it could temporarily harden anything that would normally be soft, such as the human body, its muscles and legs, or cloth, which would then shatter as the target moved.  After all, fabric wasn’t exactly strong and if hardened would act as if it had been dipped in liquid nitrogen and eventually shatter.
In this case, it had only touched the rubber strap that was one aspect of the three things holding Ranma’s bust, causing it to break under the strain.  With it gone, the other two went quickly, and the makeshift corset that Juvia had created to hide Ranma’s bust burst, one of the buttons flying out and nearly taking a man behind her in the eye as he frantically dodged.
For a moment combat halted as all the men around Ranma stared, and she frantically pulled out her last emergency shirt from her weapon space, pulling it over her head and down, which did nothing to hide the size of her chest even as it did hide the details.
Hughes just had to know.  “Amazing!  Um, so so would Erza have a chest like that underneath hers?”
“Nope,” Ranma said shaking her head as she finished pulling down her shirt.  “And believe me, trying to make my chest look like Knightwalker’s was tough as hell!”
“Amazing again, but that’s so harsh for her!”  Then the stasis was broken, and battle resumed.
Almost immediately Ranma, realizing that the King was now out of her reach, began to lose her temper and with that, her self-control.  Ranma always held back, it was a mental block from his training as a martial artist before coming to Fiore he had never gotten over.  But now, with the king gone and his ongoing concern for his trapped friends, some of her self-control slipped.  I’m not going to kill them all or anything, but these goose-stepping assholes are gonna feel it in the morning!
The first to realize this was a young soldier, whose name was Clive.  He had been basically bullied into joining the army by his mates and up to now he had actually not regretted the decision as he joined in with several others thrusting his sword toward the interloper.  It was only when he realized that he was airborne and flying up and away from the city that he realized that something was wrong, so quickly had Ranma grabbed his sword and flung it, and Clive, into the air.  As he began to fall, he thought, That’s it, if I survive this, I’m never giving in to peer pressure again!  When he noticed more than a dozen other troopers in the air around him, that thought solidified, then was replaced by another thought, which was seemingly universal judging from the shouts of his fellows.  “MOMMYY!!!”
	Ranma glared around her at the suddenly extremely frightened soldiers.  Then she disappeared, and was in among them, smashing people into the air, hurling them left and right, then stomping down hard.  She didn’t bother using ki blasts or anything except once, pure strength and speed would do for these idiots.
	“Keep your distance,” Hughes shouted, sounding a little panicked now as Ranma revealed how much she had been holding back.  “Try to slow her down and then bombarDDD!” he yelped as Ranma was in his face, smashing a blow into his chest that sent Hughes through a building.  He groaned in agony, a few ribs broken, but all the generals were more durable than most humans would be, and he pushed himself to his wobbly knees, shouting out orders even as he stayed well away from the melee now.
Ranma roared, grabbing two soldiers and smashed their heads together so hard she heard a crunching sound, and scowled, shaking her head and calming down slightly.  That didn’t mean she stopped tossing soldiers around though.  Instead she started to aim them when she did, and soon nearly every window around the courtyard had at least two soldiers draping them.  Those men though were actually lucky in comparison to the one hit by shrapnel as she exploded the ground underneath them, crushed limbs with her grip, or simply stomped them into mud, only using ki attacks every now and then as she concentrated on breaking the army’s spirit just as much as not killing them all.
Yet to her dismay more troops arrived from the castle, and, with both generals now staying the hell away from her, they started to get organized.  The most expendable fighters, those with magical weapons that didn’t have many charges left, charged him, trying to pin Ranma down.  At the same time the others launched attacks at Ranma, area effect spells that didn’t care who was in the area.  Several times in the next few minutes Ranma found herself in the position of protecting the soldiers around him, racing into magical attacks before they could explode/expand.
And even that was not enough to break the morale of the soldiers.  For awhile Ranma was right, most of these soldiers were simply following orders and were somewhat blameless for their king’s actions, they were fanatically loyal to their country, and Ranma was an invader.
With that in mind, Ranma began to move into a spiral.  A proper Hiryuu Shouten Ha would take them all and toss them everywhere around, and if I widen the spiral enough they might even survive the experience.
At that point, Natsu, Wendy and the others arrived piling into the fight from one side.  “Ranma-nii!” Wendy shouted, as she bounded from head to head towards Ranma, waving her hand frantically whenever she had it chance when she wasn’t punching out at someone.
Watching Wendy move towards her, Ranma felt a surge of pride as a teacher, nodding her head and canceling her spiral through the battlefield as she grinned.  “Damn, what a magnificent master of the aerial style she’ll make when she’s older!  Don’t you think so?” she asked, as she looked down into the face of the soldier she had been using as amount, flipping off of his head and kicking out at two others while dodging a blow from Sugarboy the same time rolling through the air and lashing out with a kick that caught Sugarboy in the side of his thigh, upending him to the ground, where he was nearly trampled by his fellow soldiers, messing up his pompadour and his pretty pink armor.
“Oh yeah!  This is what I’m talking about, finally enemies I can punch!” Natsu shouted as he barreled into the troopers between him and the giant anima.  The mages had waited until they were in a position to attack that group in particular, although once they launched their attack Wendy had promptly ignored their plans, moving towards Ranma through the crowd of soldiers.
Seilah too was nowhere to be seen at the moment, having moved to intercept another two battalions worth of troopers coming in over the northern sector of the city on their legions, the first of many such troops to respond to the threat to the king.
“Macro: Knock Yourselves Out,” Seilah intoned as she flew ahead of a large company of flying troopers on their legions.  Both man and animal obeyed, and fell to the ground far below in droves.
But on the ground marching towards the city at a double were other companies, and Seilah swooped down on them, one after another.  “Macro: Knock Yourselves Out,” worked its curse once more and more men fell unconscious by their own hands.
“Spread out!” shouted a voice barely discernable in the distance.  “Her powers have to have some limits!  See if you can cover your ears or something!”  At that command, more troopers she could see marching in small companies began to break up further.
“Tsk,” Seilah tsked, scowling.  “Why couldn’t our side of this conflict have a monopoly on intelligence?”  With that, she swooped down on another group of soldiers watching as her Macro curse only worked on half of them.
Looking closer, she could see that the survivors had plugged up the sides of their helmets with loam.  “Oh well, there’s always the old fashioned way,” she mused as she grabbed at one such helmet and crumpled it, and the head beneath, in her hand.  Still, stopping these reinforcements effectively took Seilah out of the main fight for now.
Panther Lily saw this as he pushed himself out of the store he had most recently been smashed through, grunting and rubbing at his chest armor, which had been dented by the imposters kick, which had sent him flying that time.  Damn, I think that time she broke a rib.
Nursing his wound Panther Lily looked around, deciding where to throw his weight in in order to turn the tide of the battle, and was about to rush forward to engage the newcomers, when a laugh interrupted him.  “GEHEHEH, let the Fire Dragon Slayer spend his energy taking out the small fry.  I prefer to hunt big game and you look to be the biggest game out here.”
Turning towards the sound of the voice Panther Lily in saw a man dressed in black with a wicked grin on his face to go with metal studs embedded into his face, a face that looked vaguely familiar to him, as if he had seen the likeness of it before but not quite.  “So how about it cat, are you going to play, or run away like a little pussy?”
With a roar, Panther Lily pulled his Buster Sword out from the rubble next to him and twirled it around, lashing out in a blow that should have bisected the other man.  Instead, that worthy turned, and punched out with a full body punch, slamming his fist into the incoming sword.  While without magic there was a limit to how durable the Iron Dragon Slayer could make himself, his body was naturally even more durable than Natsu’s against attacks, although not up to Ranma’s now.  He grimaced as pain coursed through his knuckles, down into his wrist and arm even as the Buster Sword caused an explosion, hurling him sideways.  But at the same time, the impact had caused a crack to appear in the Buster Sword.
Gajeel rolled with the explosion, coming up coughing but grinning wildly, his hands out to either side before he slammed his fists together in front of his chest with another laugh.  “GEHEHEH, I wonder how many shots you’re overcompensating sword can take before it breaks.  And then how many times you can take a hit before you break too.”
Panther Lily roared a challenge, racing forward with his Buster Sword held high.  “And I wonder how many explosions you can take before I put you in the ground!”
Soon enough the two of them were trading blows, with Panther Lily first using the Buster Sword before it, as Gajeel had predicted, shattered.  That left the two of them punching one another hammer and tongs, neither one of them moving in the position they had taken across from one another, neither trying to dodge, just hammering into one another.  Soon, Panther Lily’s laugh rose to join Gajeel’s.  This was the way battles should be, strength versus strength and both of them lost themselves in the contest even as the rest of the battlefield began to shift dramatically.
Getting close to her sister, Ranma bounced off of another soldier’s head with enough force to send him flying off the rooftop they were currently fighting on, then wrapped Wendy in a hug, feeling her arms go around her shoulders while Ranma kissed Wendy on the cheek lightly.  “Having fun, Imouto?” she asked before flinging her around and into the face of three guardsmen.
She kicked and lashed out with her fists, knocking all three of them flying, before landing on the head of a fourth, thumping a blow down into his head to send him to his knees before leaping away as another man dove at her previous position with a lance outstretched, slamming bodily into the man.  “I don’t think so!  This is much more your kind of fun than mine Onii-chan.  Although I will admit that jumping around like this is always fun, as are their expressions when they can’t hit you.”
“I know right!  We’ll make a master of Anything Goes out of you yet,” Ranma said with a laugh, even as she dodged a blow from Sugarboy.  Of all of the enemies nearby, he was the only one with nearly enough speed and technique to be even slightly a threat, and he was used to fighting in a crowd like this, using his soldiers to cover these hit and run attacks.
Ranma though simply dodged him while causing chaos as she could, all her earlier ire cooled now that Wendy was there.  With his little sister around, Ranma was no longer willing to even be as brutal as he had been before let alone more so, and was thus basically making time, hoping that Juvia and her team came through with Byro now while Ranma and her allies bogged down the vast majority of the army in any position to respond to anything currently in the Royal City.  Ranma also feared that if he killed or neutralized Sugarboy – he couldn’t even find Hughes at the moment – the army would retreat entirely into the castle, catching Juvia and the others before Ranma could wipe out enough of them.
Wendy didn’t know everything that was going on in Ranma’s head or in this battle, and pointed over to the giant crystal, which had not been moved since the battle began.  Natsu and the two Lucy’s were doing an excellent job of disrupting any attempts to get near it, with Lucy doing the most damage thanks to her Celestial Spirits, and, Ranma was interested to note, a very good tactical sense, using two or even three of them at a time along with her own abilities to completely flummox the forces attempting to regain control of the anima.  She was also shouting at Natsu all the time, ordering him about how and when to use the two staffs that Anna had given him when they had first arrived in this weird world.
“Ranma-nii, what about that?  Did you discover how to transform our friends back?” Wendy asked.
“I wish I could say I did imouto,” Ranma said, ducking under another blow from Sugarboy by bending her body backwards at an angle that would’ve broken the spine of most non-martial artists, flipping herself onto her hands for a moment and then kicking out like a mule, hurling Sugarboy away through the air with a cry of pain.  She was then forced to roll to the side as someone tried to bring down a magical axe on his head, but the redhead kicked up off of the ground again, landing on the man’s out thrust hands, and then punched the larger than average man in the face, flipping away into another group of soldiers.
As she landed among them, Ranma continued her conversation with Wendy, not even raising her voice, knowing that she would be able to make her words out even over the tumult of the battle.  “I was able to take the King hostage, which while the timing wasn’t exactly right, was part of my plan going forward.  But he said there wasn’t any way to reverse the process.  In fact, he got all maniacal about it, as if the very idea was unthinkable.  Weird that, but he is insane.”
Ranma said that last word almost blithely, but she was dead serious.  Faust was crazy, a mix between the kind of madman that would go ‘mad you call me, but I will show you all’ while laughing maniacally, and a Bond villain like that guy with the underwater fortress in her opinion.  “Still, I hope that Byro, the scientist who apparently came up with the anima cannon will be able to reverse the process.  All we’re doing right now is buying time for him to be captured and then forced to do that very thing by Juvia, Cana and your alter.”
“Just so long as were not fighting for the fun of it,” Wendy replied mock sternly.  “If we were doing that, I’d probably just leave you here.”
“Someone’s a little snippy today,” Ranma quipped back.
“Don’t act like you wouldn’t like that,” Wendy returned, giggling even as she dodged under and through a series of lancers attempting to blast at her with vari-colored fire magic.  “More importantly, did anything happen between you and my alternate?  She didn’t keep on flirting with you did she?” the little girl asked worriedly.
“Well, she kind of did, but don’t worry, I didn’t, you know respond or anything, even when she did it in the bath, urgh, um you didn’t hear that!” Ranma said, clapping a hand over her mouth while she rolled through the air, dodging through several lightning and fire attacks, and then using the impetus of a wind attack to change her direction.  This didn’t mean that she stopped blushing, both from her near mistake there and the memory of Wendy 2.0’s body when she bared it all in the bathhouse.
“Ewww!!!” Wendy squealed, looking as if she was sick while dancing through a group of soldiers staying away from that one dagger and sword user that her Onii-chan seemed to be taunting.  “Ranma-nii that is so gross!”
“God dammit will you stop having a freaking conversation like you’re sitting around at home!” shouted more than one of the soldiers.  “We’re trying to kill you here!”
“Then maybe you should do a better job of it,” Ranma laughed back.  “Honestly, where is this nation getting soldiers today.  Half of you couldn’t hit the broadside of a barn, and don’t get me started on your tactics!”
Elsewhere in the fight, Lucy Ashley looked over as she heard a massed roar of wrath and anger rising from the large group of soldiers around Ranma and Wendy whistling appreciatively.  “It has to be some kind of art form, how well he can piss people off I mean, right?”
“I think so,” Natsu said with a grunt, punching out one soldier, then kneeing another one hard in the gut, even as he grabbed the man sword out of his unresisting hand, and overpowered the magic within it tremendously as he flung his hand out, lashing out with the fire of it into another group of soldiers causing them to scream and fall backwards into their fellows.  “At least, I think he’s said that it’s an actual martial arts technique: to get his opponents mad and make them attack in a rage, making mistakes.  It even worked on me once or twice.”
“More like every time,” Lucy replied for him, directing Capricorn forward from where she was standing at the back of the large float, which had been carrying the Anima Crystal throughout the parade.  On the other side of the float from Natsu next to where Lucy Ashley was standing, Taurus smashed his way through soldier after soldier, using the wheel of one of the other floats as a shield against any magical attacks coming his way, with Lucy Ashley directing him towards them when she spotted them.  The Edo version of his mistress was good at doing that, and was also extremely good with the staff she held, which sent out small to large jolts of electricity upon impact, a more energy-efficient variant of the lightning type weaponry that many of the soldiers carried.
Beside Lucy herself up on the cart, Sagittarius moved around the Crystal, taking shots at any soldier or group of soldiers that looked as if they were trying to work together, but with the two generals being involved in the fight around the other two Dragon Slayers, and Ranma doing all he could to negate their abilities with magic, it was a question of which would give out first, the Army’s ability to hurl bodies at the defenders, or Lucy out of magic to power her celestial spirits.  Empowering three of her celestial spirits at the time was hard, but she could keep it up for at least two hours before she started to feel exhaustion, so long as none of them took a lot of damage and force her to send them home.
Or at least, that was what she thought.  But after being smashed off of the roof, where Ranma and Wendy had begun to literally make fun of all of the troopers’ attempts to corral them, Hughes had taken a step back and viewed the battle as a whole from his position in an alleyway before deciding where he wanted to get involved again.  This had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he was nursing a broken rib from that one strike, and was honestly fearful of getting within hand-to-hand range of the redheaded imposter again, no sir.
Now he slowly moved through the crowd of soldiers, staying hidden until he was close enough to target the group around the anima with his magic.  Then he slapped his wand down in three places, on the ground of the courtyard, then connected the three with a swishing flick of his wand as he shouted, “Control Magic: Giant Golem!”
The ground underneath them began to tremble violently, as a large golem appeared, growing out of the ground even as Hughes directed it.  One punch caught Lucy Ashley, hurling her to one side, before that hand was chopped into by an enraged Taurus shouting, “How dare you, even if she isn’t my mistress, Lucy’s boobs are sacred!”
He was so busy raging, that several of the guards were actually able to tag him with their own magical attacks, doing enough damage to force him back to the Celestial Realm with a long drawn out cry of “MOOoo!~”
The rest of the golem finished rising up between Natsu and the Anima Crystal, cutting him off from it as soldiers raced in from the other side.  One of them got into the driver’s position on the float holding the crystal and began to back it away, heading back towards the castle.
The sudden movement caused Lucy to nearly be shaken off the thing.  A second later she was holding on for dear life, with Sagittarius right behind side her, his hooves actually having no help whatsoever in attempting to hold on, despite the fact that they were able to use a bow with relative ease.  Both of them were helpless, unable to stop the soldiers from getting away with the Anima Crystal, while Ranma and Wendy were well on the other side of the courtyard.
“Oh no you don’t,” Natsu roared, grabbing up another sword from a fallen soldier and turning around, overpowering it with the force of his desire to use it as he raged, “Fire Dragons Artificial Flame Sword!”
The magical sword had been at about two thirds of its stored power, but now it burned all of that power out in one huge attack.  A fireball the size of the golem smashing into it, shattering the stone and going onwards to impact the float and a portion of the Crystal.  The float skidded dumping the crystal out on that side and flinging Lucy and Sagittarius out next to it even as the portion hit by Natsu’s attack began to glow.
Pushing herself out of the rubble, Lucy shouted out “Natsu you idiot, watch that kind of thing, you could have fried me and Sagittarius you…” her tirade halted, as she came face to face with a glowing portion of the Anima Crystal and backed away rapidly.  Grabbing at Sagittarius she pulled the spirit of along with her shouting out is it supposed to glow like that!
Even Hughes, who had been staring at the destroyed golem, which had been the largest creature he could create with his control magic, blinked, staring at the segment of the Anima Crystal that had been hit by Natsu’s attack.  “That doesn’t look like the way the Crystal is when it’s transformed into lacrima,” he mused, frowning thoughtfully.  I wonder what the heck is going on there.”
Even Ranma, Sugarboy and Wendy stopped fighting for a few moments, the two Dragon Slayers perched on a Legion’s back and the head of one of the troopers respectively as they turned in the direction of the anima.  But whatever any of them had thought was going to occur did not match the reality, as the glowing portion of the crystal slowly sloughed off of the rest to plop onto the ground still glowing while it separated into two mounds, one only about a seventh of the size of the other.  Once that was done, the two mounds began to shrink.
Ranma was the first to realize something was going on, as those globs started to form into human shapes, and he grinned wildly.  “Oh hell, it can’t have been that simple can it!?”
By this point even Panther Lily and Gajeel had stopped fighting.  Gajeel was holding onto one arm of Panther Lily, while Panther Lily was sitting on top of the Dragon Slayer, that arm raised to try to pommel him, while also pushing down the Iron Dragon Slayer’s arm with his other hand.  Both of them had turned in the direction of the two glowing globs now, and both of their eyes were wide, even Panther Lily, an Exceed never having seen anything like this before.  “What is happening?!”
Everyone got their answer as the globs finished congealing, having shrunk now into two human shapes.  Then there was a sound like a bell almost, along with the shattering of a glass container, and both blobs disappeared in blinding flashes of light.  As people all across the square and even beyond rubbed at their eyes, trying to dissipate the flashes that had caused, they were greeted not by the sight of two piles of glass or shattered crystal or whatever they might’ve expected.
Instead, there stood two members of Fairy Tail the Earth Land version.  And it was not just any two people, it was Erza Belserion and Gray Fullbuster.
Both of them looked confused for a moment, staring around them, very obviously wondering how the hell they had gotten there.  But both of them were also very experienced mages, and extremely combat oriented ones too.  Seeing their friends attacking and being attacked in turn, by what looks like a giant army, they both very visibly decided that any questions could wait until after they had joined the fight.
Erza roared out “Requip: Heaven’s Wheel!”  There was another far smaller blinding flash this time, as her night things werr quickly replaced by her Heaven’s Wheel armor, including the twelve blades that floated around her, which she directed in every direction as she shouted “Dance my blades. Circle Swords!”  Each sword attacked of its own volition almost, as she strode towards Ranma, determined to get some answers from him, smashing aside any individual that dared get in her way.
“I don’t know what’s going on here, but if you pick the fight with Lucy and that flame brain over there, you pick the fight with Fairy Tail!  And I’m not going to let that pass!  Ice-Make: Triple Barreled Cannon!”  Slamming the fist of his flesh hand into his artificial hand, Gray frowned a little at how unresponsive his artificial hand was.  But he could still feel the magic build, and as he pulled his fist away, there appeared around it three interconnected cannons, as if his artificial arm had been replaced by the large weapon.  Gray grinned, clapping his other hand onto the back of the guns where the barrels merged twisting around and sending out blasts of ice like so many grenades into the surrounding soldiers.
Laughing wildly as a weight that she hadn’t consciously felt was there disappeared from her shoulders at the sight of Erza striding towards her through the battlefield, Ranma leapt high and shouted out, “Natsu, grab up every weapon you can, drain those suckers and boil that freaking crystal!  Get our friends out of there!  The rest of you protect him!”
He turned to Wendy and nodding in the direction of the Crystal.  “Come on Wendy, let’s move.”
The two of them moved towards Erza, who had instantly begun to fall back towards the crystal, divining both Ranma’s purpose and what he was saying at the same time, her eyes flashing in anger, as she now started to attack the troopers in earnest, understanding some of what had occurred here if not the how.  The two Dragon Slayers met up with her, and Erza actually blushed slightly as she found Ranma’s arms around her in mid battle, the shorter redhead leaning up to kiss her just under the ear, before she flipped around Erza, and continued on her way grinning back at her.
That had been so totally inappropriate in public that it wasn’t even funny, let alone the fact it was the first time Ranma had initiated a kiss with her in public regardless of his current body.  “Ranma what is going on!?”
“A lot, a lot of stuff I can’t tell you about right now, we’re busy.  But, long story short, all of Fairy Tail was changed into magical power in the form of that crystal over there, these idiots work for a king who is trying to change it into lacrima so it could be used to power their society, and we just figured out that magic, or at least fire magic possibly imbued with some of Natsu’s own energy, was able to reverse the process and release you and Gray.”
“You’re going to have to unpack that for me later but I suppose the cliff notes version does indeed tell me all I need to know!”  With that, Erza turned away, and began to attack the crowd of enemies around them even more viciously, while another battalion, which Seilah hadn’t been able to intercept, arrived throwing its own troops down into the battlefield.
A moment later Ranma landed next to Lucy, helping her up from where she had fallen from a nearby attack from someone who had hurled a lightning bolt from of weapon.  “There’s a guy named Sugarboy around here, watch out for him, he’s able to somehow change hard stuff to soft, and something that’s soft to hard.  Gray, with your ice powers, I think that means you’re able to match him even better than I am.  Erza, I think you’d probably be best served to stay away from him.  There is another one named Hughes, he uses some kind of control magic, which is able to change and then control both the ground and people, although people can throw off his control after a few seconds.  He’s a sneaky asshole too, who seems to be a bit of a brain.  Be aware of them.  Natsu, just keep flaming!”
“Oh yeah!” Natsu shouted as he grabbed a sword from someone else, one that he had noticed was another flame weapon.
He turned in the direction of the Anima Crystal, and both Hughes and Sugarboy, who had been startled to see someone who could only be the alter of Erza Knightwalker – and one who had initially shown a body that was far better than their own version-, shouted as one.  “Stop him!”
OOOOOOO
In the excitement of Natsu’s accidental discovery, Ranma had completely forgotten the fact the king had escaped.  He had been driven into the castle’s outer grounds by Hughes wheeled creation.  Once there, he had ignored everything around him and rushed off not to the main spire of his palace, but to a secret small subway station set into the side of the castle’s gardens, which were themselves set to one side of the large main spire.  He ignored everyone else’s attempts to get his attention as he raced on, mumbling under his breath “how dare she, how dare she!  That Erza, or whoever she was, she will pay, they will all pay!  Her and the Exceed, it is time to sweep the board clean, wipe out the Exceed yes, wipe out those who would look down upon humanity, upon me.  I’ll crush that Dragon Slayer!  They will all know true fear when they see the Dorma Anim.”
The subway tunnel had been created to connect the palace secretly with the equally secret military installation where Faust’s father had moved the Dorma Anim creation.  Now it took Faust there within minutes of his entering the small subway tram.  He exited out on the other side, to the face of four guardsmen, who quickly came to attention, but he ignored them rushing on into a large open, which, while not having any of the majesty of the anima room, was even larger.
At its center was the Dorma Anim.  It looked for all the world like a sleeping dragon out of ancient fairy tales, with two wings, four clawed feet, and a long, sinuous neck.  The wings were currently curled around the rest of the body like a protective egg, but its head was still visible, poking out from between them.
A scientist was there, a tall saturnine looking man, with a long thin face, and a mustache that curled up and around several times on either side of his head, looking like twin question marks.  “My gracious Majesty, what in the world is going on?  We have lost all contact with Byro, and the anima room, further, I thought we were supposed to take an installment of energy from the latest anima, today, as we did yesterday.  It has not arrived.”
“We face a threat Dr. Shorner, one that is already taken our most powerful general, and which is even now fighting our Army, and, from what I saw laughing about it.  We must counter this threat with an even greater power!  An overwhelming power, one under my control, we will never be betrayed again!  The mad King shouted, before gaining control of himself and going on in a calmer tone.  Are you still connected to the palace?”
That connection was supposed to take a small amount of power at certain intervals to add to the energy already within the ancient weapon.  But it could be overpowered, with the Kings blood to activate the override, all of the magical energies within the castle and indeed throughout the capital city could be drained away thanks to the large magical array that had been installed underneath it by his father.  He had faced severe internal chaos thanks to his policy of conserving magic, but his son had never removed that array, so it was still there, still able to siphon magic throughout the capital city.  It would even siphon power from the anima Crystal where it was sitting in the courtyard, although not as much and certainly not as efficiently as the actual magical siphon device could.
Dr. Shorner paused, staring at the King in shock, before nodding his head very firmly.  “I understand your Majesty, but I will need a bit of your blood to activate that array.  After that,” he paused then shrugged, “after that your Majesty, I honestly have no idea how long it will take the Dorma Anim to become fully charged, or even charged enough to move under its own power.”
“That is fine, we are safe here, and regardless of how little that imposter seems to think of our Army and Knightwalker’s fellow generals, I think we can trust them to at least slow her down.”
Dr. Shorner led the king over to a large blood red lacrima set into an elaborate array of runes on the ground in front of the Dorma Anim’s head.  There the king sliced into his palm with a small dagger without hesitation, setting his bloody palm into the stone and activating the array.  The blood Crystal glowed, then pulsed along with Faust’s heart.  He found himself unable to pull it away for several minutes until the pulses began to settle down, each pulse sending bursts of light down into the runes, then around the room.
Those pulses slowly started to disappear, to be replaced by golden light filtering in from 14 distinct points around the room’s circumference.  Slowly filling in the runic array back the other way towards the Dorma Anim resides at the center of the room.  The king watched in fascination, as did the scientists and other workers around, as that magical power started to bleed into the ancient weapon, and the lights around the city started to go out, starting from the exterior.
OOOOOOO
Several guards looked at their weapons quizzically as the crystals on their pommel’s went from gold, blue or red to a dull gray, then up at the lights over the gateway into the Royal city as that to went out.  These men had stayed on duty here, despite the fact that practically every other guard in the city, including all of those who had not been on duty to help keep the civilians from getting underfoot during the parade, had rushed towards the courtyard when Ranma had taken the King captive.  They were not in other words individuals gifted with either intelligence or ambition, but even they could notice something weird was going on.  What the heck?
Another guard was also looking at his weapon, but hearing something in the distance, looked up, quickly shouted, “Incoming!”  Just as a giant four-wheeled truck zoomed over the horizon, followed by several dozen more.  After that was a small dune buggy, racing towards the outer gate of the Royal City with no visible thought of stopping when it reached them.
This was proven correct an instant later as Natsu Dragion slammed his car through the front gate of the Royal city and into the streets beyond, racing through the area that the Dorma Anim was currently draining, noticing his car was slowing down as he did, but able to outpace the effect without actually noticing it was there.  A few of the other trucks that contained the rest of the alternate version of Fairy Tail did slow down dramatically in that area, and more than one of them looked at their weapons quizzically as the lacrima on them started to drain, without even being used in combat, but the speed of all of their conveyances was such that they were past the initial area of draining before it began to truly affect them.

OOOOOOO

Shagotte stared at the guard in front of her, a feeling of fear rising within her at the odd news he bore.  Now would be a very good time to have my powers of vision back, she thought with some anger at the human whose very presence had caused her ability to see the future to become so broken and disjointed.  “You say you can see the magic flow now?”
“Yes your highness,” rumbled the large guard.
While not the size of Panther Lily, the families who contributed to her special Castle Guard had developed a sort of half-human transformation, making them larger and far more powerful looking than most Exceed.  They weren’t any faster of course, and they actually lost a bit of their ability to fly for extended periods, but they still retained the traditional Exceed ability to use, and even to see magic being used.
“My patrol and I were flying over the Edolas Royal City as you had ordered, and we saw it.  There is an old runic construct at work throughout the city, draining the magic from within and directing that magic to a point nearby.  And your majesty, that is… that is a lot of magic,” the royal guardsman went on in more detail, his deep voice ending on a worried note with the last few words.  “I, I think it’s even more magic than which we Exceed could use as a whole race.”
“Is it more than which we used to create the floating island spell?” Advisor 2 asked quickly before Shagotte could get a word out.
He was speaking of the spell Shagotte’s great, great grandfather had devised to separate Extalia from Edolas centuries ago.  The spell had taken the magical power of every living Exceed, and had killed dozens of the elderly through the strain, including her great, great grandfather.  Yet their sacrifice had created the floating islands of rock that were the home of her people now via a permanent spell that renewed itself constantly without the need for an internal magic source.  It was the greatest, most powerful example the Exceed had ever accomplished.
But now the royal guard nodded.  “Sir Mejeer I don’t know, but judging from what I was told… perhaps.  I can only say that the amount of power frightens me.”
Oh, that’s his name.  Right.  Shagotte put that thought to the side for a moment to concentrate on the here and now.  “And if it frightens a royal guard, we would be fools to ignore it.”
She closed her eyes, meditating for a few seconds, waving to silence anyone among her court who tried to speak for a few minutes, then she reopened her eyes and said firmly, “I think that regardless of our policy of neutrality, we need to pick a side in this conflict.  These attackers, these Earth Land mages and their local allies are an unknown factor, but they have not, to my knowledge started any conflict with us.  Further, judging from a report of another one of our scouts, they have two of our lost children with them.  That speaks well of their character.”
Shagotte paused as one of her secondary advisors snorted, looking as if he wanted to spit.  The scout who had observed the two Exceed among the attacking group of mages had also told them that one of those Exceed seemed to have perfected the same human-form that Panther Lily had prior to his exile.  That marked her out as a heretic to too many Exceed.
Looking around at her advisors, Shagotte let her face harden, as she held their gazes one after another, willing her point across.  Even without her visions, Shagotte still could get an impression of the future, and the future if Faust won was very, very dark to look at.  “While on the other hand, we have long feared Faust’s ambition and madness.  This magic that Guardsman Crishka has told us about,” hah, see, brain, I can remember names, “it has to be something Faust or his father put in place.  And the sheer power of it marks it out as a danger to everyone around him who has angered the mad king.  That includes us Exceed, as he has always resented our magic.  Whatever we can do, we must do to offset this threat.”
The four older Exceed which made up her court- including her two advisors whose names Shagotte really needed to try to remember at some point, looked at one another.  “Your majesty, I have to disagree.  The Edolas King is surely more concerned with the threat to his capital and to the anima that is the center of his power than to attack us here.  Further, if this thing he is attempting with the magic works, he will be in an even stronger position.  We cannot act against him.  Instead, we could help him, remove the emergency that is causing him to go to such lengths.”
“NO!” shouted another advisor.  “We should do nothing against either.  Prepare our guards for action yes, perhaps move in if a large force of humans moves in our direction.  But we should not act precipitously.”
The argument went back and forth for a time, but not one of her court was in favor of Shagotte’s proposal.  She tried to speak up to convince them, but with her mind still dealing with the remnants of her migraine, and with her advisors normal attitude of ignoring her words as those of a sentimental young woman rather than a monarch, she could not convince them.  Eventually it was decided they would do nothing, but watch and prepare for trouble.  It was the ‘most sensible’ plan, which Shagotte translated to the one with the least danger.  That didn’t mean she agreed with it though.
“Very well my advisors, we will, as always, bow to your wishes.  Indeed, we do so, so often we have to wonder which among us is the ruler?” Shagotte nearly snarled, her teeth grinding together.  The courtiers all flinched away from her sudden anger and she stood up from her throne, sweeping down the dais, or as much as she could sweep given the huge overdone dress she had to wear as her royal regalia.  She moved through the courtroom to the doors leading to her chamber, where she stopped, looking over her shoulder.  “And when, not if, counselors, but when this comes back to bite our race on the rear, we will all know precisely who to blame for it.”

OOOOOOO

The battle in the city had spiraled out of the courtyard where it had begun.  The initial arrival of the troopers from the castle had been augmented by several more battalions of legions from the south and north of the city.  Seilah could only be in one place at a time, and her Macro curse did indeed have a limit of how far it could spread.  This had eventually forced Seilah to retreat becoming somewhat overwhelmed by the number of flying enemies trying to get past her, forcing Seilah backwards into the city.
She blinked when she saw Erza Belserion there and furthermore using magic, then saw Gray to one side, battling someone else one on one, pushing him away from the rest of the fighters.  The man he was fighting had a rather chiseled chin, to go with exceedingly pretty features, a sword with the image of rose on its guard, and a dagger with the image of another rose in a similar position on it.  The two of them were going at it with the stranger using his sword to defend himself against the ice magic of Gray, while trying to close in, using his dagger offensively.  Seilah saw the opponent his dagger flashing out to somehow slice into Gray’s arm, causing it to stiffen, spasming into a straight line.  But Gray twisted away and used his free hand to create an ice lion, which lunged at the man, being turned into a liquid that flowed around his enemy at the last moment.
If she had been more cognizant of Gray Fullbuster’s Ice-Make magic, she would have been surprised to see him able to use the type of magic used by his rival Lyon, which was another branch of Ice Make magic, but which concentrated on one hand to create short term animal constructs with brute force application of magic rather than more solid mechanical ones with less magic.  As it was, she didn’t and decided to ignore that ongoing battle in favor of both gaining altitude to take in the whole battlefield and to find Ranma.
From there she spotted another group barreling through the city to the maelstrom of combat.  While hundreds of civilians were trying to get away, this group was forcing their way into the battlefield, using trucks and a few other magical vehicles as mobile strong points.  As she watched, the alternate versions of the Fairy Tail members began to spill out from each of these constructs, slamming into a group of soldiers that had been racing through the city to help against Ranma and the others.
She swooped low, and could hear Jet and Droy shouting out about how they were the strongest in Fairy Tail as they attacked with magical mace and boot, then saw Edo-Natsu drive his off-road dune buggy through a few of the enemy troopers, twisting and turning his car this way and that through the streets of the city in such a way that he smashed into several other clusters of troopers but missed an equal number of civilians.  In this manner, they were nearly halfway through the city at this point, and gaining momentum as they broke through the section of the city where the civilians had begun to retreat to and away from the groups of guards that had been on duty near the outer walls before attempting to come to the aid of the King.
She raised an eyebrow micrometrically somewhat impressed by his skill, before turning her attention on a few of the others observing quietly for a moment.  Because of that, she was the first to realize there was something odd going on.  She saw the lights start to flicker off behind the group from Fairy Tail then saw the phenomenon spread deeper into the city towards the central area where the battle was still growing.  Though she didn’t feel anything, she saw the weapons on both sides of the conflict below starts to fade.  It was as if the magic within them all was being sucked away, and she frowned, then twisted around and headed back towards the courtyard.
Ranma was still there, directing Natsu to use any weapon with a fire enchantment on it that he could find to attack the anima.  They had attempted to use other types of weapons, but only Natsu’s use of fire weapons seemed to do anything.  Ranma had not found any weapons with water enchantments on them, and there didn’t seem to be any air-type weapons.  And no, lightning was not the same thing, Wendy had tried one such and nothing had happened.  Further, Lucy and the others had attempted the same thing, only to see no reaction.  For some reason, Natsu was able to empower the fire magic weapons with his ‘color’ so to speak, and it was that color that allowed the magic to destroy the anima spell.
By this point, several more members of the original Fairy Tail had just been free, but it was slow going.  It took a full charge from a fire-enchanted weapon wielded by the Fire Dragon Slayer to do anything.  Other types didn’t seem to work in his hand, and Ranma wondered if Natsu was somehow still imbuing the fire from the weapon with a bit of his own Dragon Slayer magic somehow, or if not his magic, then a bit of his being somehow into the magical fire.
Regardless, it took a full charge form the weapons of their enemies in order to free some of the Fairy Tail mages, and it seemed to be random who popped out.  The first to be freed after Gray and Erza had been seven mages whose names Ranma hadn’t bothered to learn yet, weaker mages that were little better than Lucy Ashley in a fight.
After that had come Evergreen.  Like Erza and Gray, she hadn’t needed to be told any of the specifics in order to realize what was going on.  She had instantly taken to the air where she had begun to use her Fairy Glitter magic to creating a no-go zone in the air around the anima.  She hadn’t begun to use her secondary magic, Gorgon’s Eyes, though.  When Ranma had gotten close enough to ask why, she confessed to feeling extremely weak magically.  She was unwilling to chance using it on the sheer number of people around them but had promised to try if pressed.
The next mages to pop out of the anima were Max and Macao, and both of them were next to useless, their magic drained almost enough to put them in comas.  The next after that was Bisca and Alzack, equally drained, but thanks to Guns Magic not needing much in the way of energy.  They were still fighting hard, teaming up with Sagittarius to provide long-range cover.  Bisca had even provided an extra gun for Macao, who proved to be an okay shot with her pistol.
Still, them being drained like that was a bad precedent, and while Erza was now out and once more among the living, Ranma and practically everyone but Natsu, Gray and Gajeel were worried about the moment where they’d find the body of a friend appearing rather than a living Fairy Tail mage, no matter how badly weakened.
Worse, their efforts to free their friends had caused a reaction among their enemies.  While Sugarboy was now fully involved in a private duel with Gray – instigated by Ranma so he could keep his attention on the battle as a whole – and Panther Lily was occupied with the surprise arrival of Gajeel, Hughes was still around.  He had fallen back, and was basically hiding now, moving from one hiding place to another but relaying orders to the troops, the sheer number of which was starting to get through Ranma’s allies.  He had noticed what they were doing and had ordered any trooper who used a fire-enchanted weapon to fall back, away from the Anima.  And with the number of other scents and the enemies all around them, even Ranma couldn’t figure out where he was.
“Damn it Natsu, don’t just grab up a random fire weapon and use it, it needs to have a full charge!  If you’re going to do that, wait until you have at least four or five fire weapons, then use them all at once!” Ranma roared, as Natsu used a fire-enchanted dagger only to have nothing happen to the anima.
“Fine, then that’s what I’ll do!” Natsu shouted back, before turning in a random direction as he saw a few troopers pulling back through the rest of their fellows.  “You!  Hahaha, I see you running off!  Your weapons are mine!” he laughed manically, rushing after them and smashing through more than an even dozen other troopers.  They still slowed him down enough for more of their fellows to fall back further and soon, Natsu was surrounded his friends unable to get to him, but still fighting strong.
From where she was using her aerial style to move over the battlefield with an ease even a legion wouldn’t be able to match, Ranma saw this and had just made his way over to her fellow Dragon Slayer when Seilah arrived.  “Macro: Everyone On The Side Of The King Should Freeze In Place!”
While her magic couldn’t carry beyond the reach of her voice, and with these troopers not warned about her powers, they were unable to combat against her curse.  This easily turned the tide of battle around Ranma and Natsu, who instantly burst out of the cordon around him, charging forward with a loud cackle to slam into the group of troopers he’d been chasing.  He grabbed up seven fire-enchanted weapons from their still frozen, and now unconscious, bodies, racing off with them in his arms back to the anima as Bisca and the others
Ranma however found herself too preoccupied to notice all this as Seilah moved into her personal space, pressing her chest against the redhead’s.  Before Ranma could do more than squawk at this violation of her personal space, Seilah had leaned in kissing her.  It was brief, but very deep, as she had instantly thrust her tongue into Ranma’s throat, and their tongues dueled for a moment.  Then she pulled back and smiled licking her lips as Ranma gaped at her.  “Mmm cherry, lovely.”
“Erk,” Ranma mumbled, stumbling back as most people around them gaped, even the enemy soldiers staring.
Lucy shook her head somewhat shocked at the display, as well as wondering where the hell the demon girl had come from.  “What the heck?  So… Ranma’s involved with Erza, possibly Jenny, and now Seilah too?  Is he a playboy?”
“Heh, shouldn’t that be playgirl, now?” Lucy Ashley shot back, wiping at a trail of blood on her face from a cut just above her eye.
From nearby Bisca sighed internally, seeing this as confirmation that she had been right to leave Ranma.  While Seilah had somewhat grown on her, she wouldn’t have been willing to split time with Ranma with her and Erza both.  And seeing the two women kiss had made it very clear she would have had to get used to that idea or fend Seilah’s interest in Ranma off.  It’s kind of obvious Ranma doesn’t have it in him to ward her off himself… huh, does he just not know how to say no to that kind of thing?  From women anyway?  Weird.
Luckily for everyone involved, Erza’s reaction to this would remain unknown just yet.  She had just spotted someone matching the description of the last general, the one called Hughes, who Ranma had mentioned to her entering a building with several other soldiers.  She had instantly gone after them and missed the kiss entirely.
Actually, Ranma was mildly freaked out at the moment.  Seilah’s interest in him right now, after she’d spent some of her time over the last day or so thinking about girls and relationships, was the last thing she wanted to deal with.
Beyond that… “This is sooo not the time Seilah!” she hissed, gesturing around her as the stasis Seilah’s action had started ended, and the battle resumed.  With that she punched out, shattering the blade of a glaive trailing lightning around its edge.  Then she leaped into the air landing on the shoulder of another guardsman, smashing his helmet so hard it crumpled like tinfoil along with the head beneath before she leaped away.
Soon he was once more embroiled in the battle, even as Seilah trailed him, smacking aside two guards and taking to the air to hover over the redhead, smiling appreciatively as she watched Ranma leap and bounce around below her, momentarily forgetting the problem she had seen coming.  She always preferred Ranma in his female form.  Oh, she knew she somewhat liked Ranma’s male body, but she was far more used to being sexually attracted to a woman, thanks to her ‘relationship’ such as it had been, with Kyoka.
Then out of the corner of her eye, she saw the first of the Edo-Fairies arriving, and that made her remember the odd phenomenon she had seen but moments before.  “We have a problem,” she said, ignoring for a moment both the fact she had kissed Ranma just now, and her reaction to it.
“Um it sure doesn’t look like it from here,” Ranma quipped, stopping on the head of a dismounted Legion rider to stare at the oncoming guild.  She saw this world’s Bisca and Alzack stumble as they saw themselves, while Anna and Lisanna raced ahead, shouting for Natsu.  Behind them Edo-Elfman and Edo-Mirajane chased after the younger twins, with the rest of the guild, even Natsu Dragion, spreading out and attacking the back of the army all around Ranma and her allies.  “Now if only we could find that Hughes asshole, this fight’d be in the bag.”
In retrospect, Ranma knew she really should have known better.  She seriously, seriously should have known better.
Elsewhere in the battle, Bisca listened intently as Lucy explained a bit more about the world they were currently in.  “So you’re saying that this is some kind of alternate dimension, and there are different versions of us here?  They honestly don’t look all that difference to me?”
Chancing a glance sideways to Alzack, Lucy shrugged a little.  “Well, how different they are seems to vary wildly, I mean for me and Lucy Ashley over there, it’s more a difference in how we rebelled, and how that rebellion changed our personalities anything else.  Whereas, well Wendy and her alternate seem to be the biggest difference so far.  Although may be Natsu and his alternate is a close second, considering, well you know how he is with moving vehicles?  That is his alternate over there in the dune buggy thing.”
Bisca looked in that direction, and saw someone who did indeed look like Natsu at the wheels of at moving vehicle!  One he was using to smash into various groups of soldiers, avoiding hitting his own people with an adroit nest that she could barely believe possible in a four-wheeled vehicle in the crowd.  Although the crowd was beginning to thin, as finally the troopers began to simply start running away.  “Yeah,” she muttered, “I can see that.”
“Your two alternates, well I don’t know much, but it looks as if as shy and slow to start as your relationship with Alzack was, here it was the exact opposite, they are seriously lovey-dovey,” Lucy smiled shrugging her shoulders.  “It’s a little much honestly, from what I was able to see in terms of PDA anyway.”
That caused the green haired girl to flush, but also to smile.  If her alternate could be happy with Alzack, that was a good sign for her.
Both women though looked to the side from their personal conversation as Natsu finally arrived at the Anima Crystal.  It took him a few seconds to figure out how to hold all the weapons he had grinned gathered, but he finally stuck the hilts of two swords in his mouth, held a staff in one hand, and somehow, neither girl was certain now, held the two hilts of the other two swords he taken in his other hand.  With a manic gleam in his eyes, he held the heck his hands up to either side of his body, then as he pushed his will into the weapons, roared something, although what it was completely unintelligible thanks to the heretofore mentioned to sword hilts in his mouth.
Later, he would tell everyone he had shouted, “Fire Dragon Slayers Ultimate Assisted Attack: Overpowered Five Claws.”  At the time, it sounded more like “Fssre Drgsn Slyrs Ulghmat Assshhted Tack, Orggrpred Frve Cla!”
Regardless, the effect was profound.  The five fire weapons magic combined into one, a massive conflagration of fire that greatly resembled Natsu’s usual fire Dragon’s roar only perhaps a bit larger than normal if only a bit.  The fire washed over the Crystal in a wave, larger than any he had previously been able to put out, and a far larger than average chunk of the Crystal sloughed off and plopped to the stone of the courtyard.
Even as the battle continued, more people looked in that direction, all save Ranma and Seilah, who was attempting to tell Ranma about the effect that she had witnessed earlier.  Slowly, as they watched that giant piece of the crystal started to reform not into many different mages, or even just to mages, no, it congealed into one human -shaped form, which shattered with the bright flare and shattering glass sound that everyone had begun to get used to when this occurred.
When the light faded, Gildarts stood there, heaving his shoulders back and shaking his head angrily, staring all around him, as he cracked his knuckles one after another.  His sheer presence was such that dozens of nearby soldiers wailed, staring up at the large man in shock and fear, while Natsu dropped his weapons and whooped for joy.  “I don’t know what’s going on here, the middle-aged man intoned, taking in the scene for a moment, and ignoring the fact that most of the people from Fairy Tail seems to have dressed for some kind of costume party rather than in their normal clothing.  But if you decide to attack the children of Fairy Tail, you better believe that you’re going to have trouble with me!”
With that, he waved a hand, and several dozen troopers, as well as the buildings directly behind them disappeared, transformed into so many thousand cube shapes, which he hurled into the air with another gesture from his hand.  Then he was striding forward’s, tapping out at groups, transforming them as he strode towards Natsu shouting, “What’s the situation Natsu!”
But it wasn’t Natsu who answered.
If they had had time to notice it among the chaos of the battle, all of the Earth Land mages would have been surprised to see that alternate Cana had come with the rest of the Fairy Tail guild.  After all, she was easily the least likely among them to be at all combative.  But just because she wasn’t combative didn’t mean she couldn’t actually fight.  Her parasol had enlarged into a giant hammer, which although it was still somewhat lightweight, smashed different groups of side as she forged her way towards Lucy, and Lucy Ashley, with Edo-Gray and Edo-Juvia behind her.
While the rest of the Guild had simply stared in shock and rising joy, she had dropped her parasol, tears coming to her eyes as she saw Gildarts.  Then as his magic it activated, she had shaken herself awake, and now was bounding forward, no longer fighting the soldiers around her, simply dodging through them, as fast as her dress could let her go as she raised her tear streaked face to the sky.  “Father!  Father!”
Gildarts heard this, and stopped his trek towards Natsu, turning to her in shock, his eyes widening.  “Father, what?”
Before he could really internalize what was going on, Edo-Cana had thumped into him, her arms around his chest as she sobbed wildly, all her normal decorum gone for the moment as she ignored everything around them to hug him to her as tightly as she could, so tightly that it would’ve heard of normal man’s ribs, or perhaps if they weren’t magically strength enhanced, snapped them to.  Even in this world, Cana was a lot stronger than she looked if not for the same reason as the Earth Land version.
Nearby Lucy Ashley was crying too, thrusting her fist into the air.  “Damn!  You all didn’t tell us your Gildarts was still alive!”
“Er, it never honestly came up,” Lucy replied, shaking her head and staring at Edo-Cana and Gildarts in shock.  “Are they really related!?”
“Yep, Cana is one of the few who were actually born into the Guild.  Gildarts and Cornelia were among the ones who founded the Guild, although she died in childbirth.  He acted like a father to most of us frankly, but of course he was closest with Cana his own daughter,” Lucy Ashley said.  She punched out hard, catching a running soldier in the back of the head and sending him sprawling, grabbing up his weapon and using it on another one, shocking him into a charred unconscious crisp.  “I used to get so jealous of their relationship too!  But even I think this is kind of damn sweet!”
Nearby, Ranma had also noticed Gildarts arrival and rejoiced, knowing that with his rival’s appearance, any chance of the locals winning had gone straight out the window.  Yet at the same time, he also noticed the effect Seilah had been telling him about arriving at the edge of the courtyard.  And he had also noticed how all of the mages, even the most powerful ones like Erza and Gildarts, were weaker than they should have been.  Then implied something, and Ranma knew that he couldn’t let that affect hit the Crystal.
Even as the weapons of the soldiers around him started to fail, Ranma raced through them, smashing them aside to reach Gildarts shouting, “I hate to interrupt Gildarts, but I need your help.”
Gildarts turned a bewildered look on Ranma, having only just realized whose daughter Cana had to be, pulling his arms away from her, and slowly pushing her away to look at Ranma trusting that the young Ranger had a good reason to interrupt them.  “What do you need?”
“We need to get that Crystal out of here, it contains the rest of your Guild, as well as anything and everyone else in Magnolia who had any kind of magic in them.  There’s some kind of draining affect going on, and if it hits that, it’ll drain the life right out of them, along with their magic!  We need to get it out of the city.”
Wendy appeared from the other end of the fight, having become embroiled in a match against a more organized group of soldiers all of whom had been using air and lightning magic.  That had been an attempt by Hughes to try to capture the young girl, who he saw as a weak link in the mages, but it hadn’t worked so well, thanks to Carla and happy.
The two of them had been separated from the group at the beginning of the fight, Carla having seen something in the sky that drew her attention, but they had come back in time to help Wendy out of her temporary jam.  Now she and the two Exceed arrived by Ranma and the others.  “And once it’s safely out of the city, you’ll need someone to go along with it to guard it,” she said.
Nodding, Gildarts asked no further questions, and he and Ranma moved over to the giant Crystal, getting on either side of it.  An instant later, they lifted it into the air grunting at the massive strain, the damn thing was heavy.
Nearby the draining affect started to hit the other mages.  Bisca and Alzack nearly collapsed, going to her knees, Erza, elsewhere in the fight also felt it.  Having just finished off the elusive Hughes after his attempt to capture Wendy she felt the magic in her armor begin to fade as her magical reserves were drained down to nearly nothing.  Gray gasped, collapsing almost, allowing Sugarboy to press the advantage, but Gray grabbed his sword with his normal hand, pushing all of his remaining magic into that hand even as the blades edge cut into his hand, overcoming the magic of Sugarboy’s sword at last, causing it to shatter.  The general barely had an instant to gape at his now ruined weapon, before Gray’s other hand came up, and with a grunt of effort, he transformed two of his fingers into a blade, stabbing it into the other man’s chest.
Even Gildarts felt it, nearly slumping, but pushing through with an effort of will as he roared, pushing out all his remaining magic as he lifted the crystal with Ranma.  It was heavy, even for the two of them, it weighed more than half a million tons, the crystal being so dense it weighed more per pound than any kind of normal substance could have.  It was almost like lifting several battleships combined, and both of them had to pour out magic and ki respectively to lift it, let alone move it.  Worse, even now Ranma wasn’t quite as strong in her female body in terms of raw physical strength as she was in her original body.  Ranma had to push out more than two thirds of her of ki to do it, but they still managed to lift it and then heaved it roaring into the sky, tossing it as far in one direction as they possibly could.
Instantly, Wendy, Seilah and the two Exceed raced after it, with Seilah carrying Wendy in her arms as the little girl shouted back “We’ll watch it for you, come and find us when you can!”
Gildarts instantly slumped onto his side, gasping as he stared up at where the Crystal is going, grinning over at Ranma lifting one hand to fist bump the redhead as she walked over to him.  “I think we did it, at least I didn’t see any change to the Crystal did you?”
Pushing her growing tiredness aside Ranma frowned, scratching at her neck, her hands automatically moving to redo her hair into her habitual pigtail now that she had time.  “I don’t know, but we can hope.”  She looked around, smiling grimly as she took in the devastation all around her.  Most of the soldiers had fled when the weapons began to fail, but there were still a dozen pockets or so of resistance, with soldiers and Fairy Tail guild members fighting it out even without magic, contests that seemed to be going more the soldiers’ way then she wanted to see.
But she saw Erza pushing her way through the rubble of one building, glaring all around her, and grabbing at the nearest soldier, headbutting him ferociously before tossing him away like a weed and then charging forward to engage another group in hand-to-hand, seemingly uncaring of the fact that she had transformed back into what she had been wearing when she had been caught in the anima weapon, a simple pair of red and white pajamas, the top of which was so tight it was very obvious she didn’t wear a bra underneath.
That sight made Ranma’s smile turn real and she nodded firmly.  “Well, while this was supposed to be a bit of a surgical strike…” she had to wait then as both Gildarts and everyone within hearing started to laugh raucously at that, before going on.  “It looks as if we sort of started a revolution here, so I think we need to expand on that.  Let’s start gathering prisoners, and then head into the castle over there, hopefully will find Juvia and her team pair with a prisoner who can help us release the rest of our friends.”
At that point, he was interrupted by a bright flare in the distance, barely visible through the skyline of the city, but it was bright, as bright as the sun coming up, but it wasn’t the sun, it was in the wrong direction for that and it was far too focused.  At the same time a thrum started to make itself known, coming through their boots as much is through the air, causing everyone within the city even those civilians who had tried to hide themselves away from the ongoing conflict, could feel.  As Ranma turned in that direction, the light coalesced, and started to pulse.
Instinctively Ranma knew what was happening and blessing his fortune that she hadn’t been tossing out ki attacks and thus still had enough to work with in this fight, Ranma slammed her fists together and began to gather her life force, racing in that direction.  “Get down!” he roared at the top of his lungs as his key began to flare in an answering corona of blue and white light.
Gildarts too knew what was happening, and grabbed at Edo-Cana, who had made her way over to him, and the two Lucy’s, turning to shield them with his body.  Seeing this reaction from the redhead and the powerful mage, everyone else took cover where they could, Fairy Tail mage, guild member and soldier alike, even the soldiers realizing what was happening, and wanting no part of it, wherever it was coming from.
Ranma scaled up the tallest building he could in the direction of the corona, a mansion of some kind, thin and tall to almost look like a square spire, a pale imitation of the Kings Castle.  He reached the top just in time, as whatever was behind this new threat finally released the energy it had gathered.  A beam of orange, yellow and red energies flared out from outside the city, smashing into and through the city in a straight line towards the courtyard where Ranma and his friends had gathered.
The attack was wide, about the size of a city block in width, as well as height, and Ranma grimaced, pushing even more power into her own hands, then thrust them forward together as she shouted, “Moko Ryu Hoko (fierce Dragon’s howl)!”  Not having enough time to think up a new name for this attack.  He simply poured out his life energy like it was sand in the hourglass, pumping out as much power as he could into his own attack, which swiftly coalesced into an equally large counterattack of blue and white energy, flashing out into the incoming attack.
Behind him, Natsu had followed the other Dragon Slayer, quickly joined by a Gajeel, whose fight with Panther Lily had been going on nearby, even the large Exceed, knowing that this was a danger to all of them and breaking off their personal fight to join the two mages and climbing up after Ranma.  They all stared, as the two attacks warred with one another, blue and white against red and orange, pushing this way, then that, with Ranma howling in fury as she continued to pump more of her energy into it, refusing to back down, refusing to give in, refusing to let that attack continue towards her friends.
Ki was, when you got right down to it, life energy.  Pure, manifest energy of life built up in the human body as the owner of that body pushed it past its normal, logical physical limits.  And while Ranma was tired, he was not anywhere near his own limits just yet.
And, unfortunately for Faust, the Dorma Anima was not at full power.  At it’s current power level it couldn’t overcome Ranma’s return assault and it’s attack cut off, allowing Ranma’s attack to barrel forward, slamming into it and causing it to tumble away from the city although doing no more damage than that.
Ranma could barely catch a glimpse of it through the glare of her own attack, but saw a giant silver scaled Dragon like thing, and cut off her attack, growling angrily.  “How much do you want to bet that thing is some kind of super-secret weapon of the King?” she asked no one in particular.
She was surprised to actually get a response, as three voices said as one, “No bet.”  She turned, nearly jumping in shock at seeing Natsu and the others there.
Panther Lily looked at her, then to the two Dragon Slayers, then out into the distance, where the silver thing was getting to its feet.  From this far away, it was difficult to make out any details but it was huge, standing at about 30 feet tall at the withers with a long, powerfully built body, gleaming in the sun like metal, red eyes, four legs, and a wide mouth filled with teeth.  All together it looked quite sinister, almost evil.  Panther Lily could barely suppress a shiver of atavistic fear at the sight.  But the three Dragon Slayers were simply glaring at it angrily, and Ranma snarled, “Tell Gildarts and the others to push into the castle, and keep capturing the soldiers and everything else.  I’ll handle that thing.”
“Oh hell no!” Natsu snarled back, cracking his neck explosively.  “You are not going to have this fight all to yourself Ranma!”
“Gehehe, while I hate to agree with the flame brain, he’s right.  That thing looks like a Dragon, and we are after all Dragon Slayers!  We have to be in on this.”
Ranma growled, but didn’t try to dissuade them further.  She knew that Natsu was almost as stubborn as she was, and figured that might well be a Dragon Slayer trait.  “Fine, but don’t expect me to guard your scaly asses!  If you find yourselves too week for this fight without magic, I expect you to retreat like sensible people, rather than force me to try to protect you.”
Natsu didn’t even bother replying to that, instead turning and racing towards the edge of the roof as leaping off to the next one towards the giant black creature.  “As if we’d let you!”
“Gehehe!” Gajeel laughed, racing after the fire Dragon Slayer.
Rolling her eyes and hoping this wasn’t going to go pear shaped as she feared, Ranma raced after them, quickly catching up to them then passing the two men.  She barely noticed Panther Lily gaping at them in astonishment, shaking his head at the sheer courage the three of them are showing in the face of that silver monstrosity.
The Dragon creature had reached the edge of the zone of the city it had destroyed in its attack, its claws clinking over the last untouched ground left in the attacks wake.  Inside it, Faust, ensconced in its chest, watched the sensors that were sending information to him from the Dragon’s senses, which were practically human in scope.  The power of the Dragon was intoxicating, and he laughed wildly as he marched through the ruins he had created.  “Yes, yes!  This, this is the ultimate expression of magic, destruction, power, power at my command.  I am King!  Look upon me and tremble!”
He saw Ranma and the two men coming towards him, and laughed, the Dorma Anim crouching and flinging its arms out slightly to either side, ready to receive them even as he powered up another attack in its mouth.  “And so the lambs come to the slaughter themselves!  Good, good, good, that will save me the time of hunting you down.  You, impostor will face the King’s displeasure for your effrontery on my person!  You will die, and then I will crush all my enemies with this Dorma Anim, all of them!  They will know my power!”
“Shut up, and fight!” Ranma roared, flaring out ki from her feet as if he she was trying to use the water Dragon’s Boosted Step attack racing forward like a cork popped out of a bottle in a corkscrew motion to heighten the impact as she slammed bodily into the Dorma Anim thing’s jaw.  The Dorma Anim things jaws clamped shut, the attack within dissipating harmlessly, even as the Dorma Anim thing staggered sideways.  Ranma grabbed onto a metallic scale ridge there, flipping himself upwards, to land on the snout, raising a fist and slamming it down with punishing force as the sound of multiple sound barriers bring broken one after another was heard, as Ranma pushed his body passed the normal Amaguriken speed.
The Dragon staggered, feeling its head being thrust down by the continued punches, but trying to fight back against it, its neck and back muscles straining, as it tried to shake Ranma loose.  Then Natsu and Gajeel were there, grabbing at the thing’s legs.  While they still didn’t have their magic as Ranma had pointed out, they did still have much of the strength that there Dragon Slayer magic gave and without even looking at one another they heaved as one.
This unfortunately didn’t do anything beyond making the Dorma Anim stumble.  The next instant Gajeel found himself kicked away like a football as Natsu roared in agony, plucked up from the air in one of the construct’s hands.
As the Dorma Anim had moved, Ranma had flipped himself often away from the Dorma Anim’s head as it tried to bite at him.  Now he landed on one shoulder, slamming his fists one after another in a continuous assault, the sound of multiple sound barriers breaking once more filling the air, as the shockwaves of his attack jerked the Dorma Anim to the side, making Faust lose interest in Natsu dropping him to the ground.  The fire Dragon slayer growled angrily, wincing as he’d felt the power behind that grip, and looking around as he tried to find some way to hurt it.
Then Ranma had to leap away, barely dodging the Dorma Anim’s tail, which whipped up and out like a scorpion stinger, following him for a moment in midair.  It caught him, but Ranma used the momentum of that attack to actually roll up and over it, lashing out with a ki blast at the last into the Dorma Anim’s knee as he passed over it.  This finally caused some real damage as several of the armor plates that were made to look like dragon scales dented under the attack, and the Dorma Anim staggered once more.
“GRAAAHhhh!” Natsu roared, charging forward as fast as he could go, holding a large pointed piece of iron from elsewhere, possibly a steeple.  He rammed it into the back of the knee of the construct, hoping to do some damage.
He didn’t.  The piece of iron first bent then shattered at the impact.  But the impact at least did something when paired with Ranma’s attacks, causing it to lose its footing.  The Dorma Anim staggered to one knee whereupon Natsu instantly leaped up, grabbing at one of the things arms, then pulled himself up further climbing the thing like it was the side of a building, intent on punching it in the face.
Coming back into the fight, Gajeel concentrated on fighting the other leg of the thing, actually biting into the side of it.  Despite not having his magic, he could still eat metal, something he had learned earlier in his fight with Panther Lily when he took a bite out of the Buster Sword.
Yet while he had been able to eat the Buster Sword, the Dorma Anim’s armor completely defeated his ability.  He hung on like grim death, but he just couldn’t get his teeth sunk into the metal below his lips.
“This affront to my dignity will not be born you animal!” Faust shouted, noticing this attack above the others for some reason.  With that thought, Faust twisted the controls of the Dragon, and hopped backwards, shaking his entire body and forcing Gajeel to let go.  While Gajeel was in midair Faust lashed out with a kick, which caught Gajeel as he backed away, knocking him away once more as if the Iron Dragon Slayer was a football rather than a human to slam into and through two buildings.
The Iron Dragon Slayer groaned, pushing himself off out of the rubble with some difficulty, staring up at the faces of a family who had taken refuge in her house when the battles began.  He nodded politely to them, saying, “Excuse me, just passing through” before pushing himself out of the rubble that had once been the side of their house, racing back towards the fight.  “Right, that didn’t work.”
Landing from his previous effort, Faust used the Dragon’s tail lashing out towards Natsu, who had crawled up to its chest and was now beating on it with both hands, the Dorma Anim’s arms occupied with blocking Ranma’s continued attacks.
The fire Dragon Slayer got his hands up, and actually caught the edge of the sharp sword-like edge of the tail, holding onto it as the tail whipped this way and that through the air.  The edge of it cut into his palms and the Fire Dragon roared again in pain but clamped down on it with his jaws.  Again, it didn’t to any damage, and even if he had his magic it’s doubtful that Natsu could have actually hurt the Dorma Anim.  But something about biting him seemed to set Faust off, and he snarled in wordless rage as the tail waved back and forth.
But this concentration on the two Dragon Slayers cost Faust, because it allowed Ranma to also target the same point he had hit before.  A blast of ki slammed into the same metal scales, which had been previously dented.  This attack overcame them in a small area, bursting into the interior of the mechanical creation, causing a bit of internal damage and warning lights to flare in Faust’s vision.  Still, nowhere near as much as Ranma had hoped.
Landing, Ranma concentrated, pushing his ki out into his hands to create the ki claws of the Neko-Ken.  He normally wouldn’t do this, since even though he was over his fear of cats thanks to Carla, he didn’t actually like the Neko-Ken techniques very much and had replaced most of them in his repertoire with water Dragon Slayer attacks anyway.  But it was clear that brute strength and even brute strength assisted with speed wouldn’t be able to crack the armor of this thing.  But it was susceptible to ki attacks, which forced Ranma to change his game plan.  So armed he charged forward, raking at the thing’s side with his claws, denting and sometimes even creating slashes there, causing further warning lights to appear in the cockpit.
“What are you doing, what are you doing?!  Stop that, I am the King, how dare you injure my magnificent Dorma Anim!  Do not think I will let you live after this!” Faust roared, finally flinging Natsu off of its tail, then whipping it around to bisect Ranma.
Or that had been the plan.  But Ranma merely grunted as the tail caught him in the side, blasting him off of his feet and away.  Rolling with it he landed on his feet, his hands outstretched to either side as he crouched, glaring up at the Dorma Anim as he charged forward’s.  The Dorma Anim crouched to receive him, his hands flashing out, and Ranma dodged around, the king trying to use all of its limbs and tail to try to tag Ranma once more, as he dodged, trying to close.
Each time he did, he would lash out and a new wound would open on the Dorma Anim.  None of them were telling in and of themselves and the Dorma Anim seemed almost to be able to heal slightly from much of the damage Ranma was causing, at least externally.
Before Ranma could change tactics again however, Faust did the same thing.  “You will all die!  Take this, Dragon Rider Exploding Missiles!”  Panels began to open around the back of the Dorma Anim and dozens of missiles fired out.  They were simple cylinders of metal, but they homed in on Gajeel, Natsu and Ranma, exploding on impact.  None of them were able to dodge all of the missiles that came at them in that moment.
Gajeel grunted in pain but rolled with each blow in turn, while Natsu was blasted off his feet feeling as if he was being burned for the first time in his life, his side and chest in particular taking a nasty burn, though his durability stopped it from being worse.  Ranma simply took the explosions, pushing through the fiery fireballs that they had caused to close once more on the Dorma Anim, leaping up into its face and getting a good claw attack into one of its eyes, blinding it as the eye itself exploded.
She was however caught in midair by a slash from one of its forearms, which slammed her aside to crash with punishing force into the rubble nearby.  Ranma however rolled with it, then slammed her hands together and blasted out a Moko Takabisha at the same already wounded knee he had previously targeted.  That knee gave out now entirely, its internal workings just vaporized by Ranma’s last attack.
“How are you doing this?  How!?  The Dorma Anim is supposed to be invincible, how are you hurting it?!”
“Ha!” bellowed Natsu shakily as he climbed up that wounded leg, and actually stuck his hand inside, reaching up to tear at further internals, doing as much damage as he could in the only way he could.  “We’re Dragon Slayers, and this Dorma Anim contraption is a pale copy of the real thing!”
“Gehehe, you challenged the wrong people today, oh King,” Gajeel snarked, as he raced through the rubble, getting underneath the Dragon, leaping up onto its chest, and pummeling it.
	Their time in the sun ended almost instantly however as the Dorma Anim shook them off, then leaped into the air.  While its lack of full batteries did not let the Dorma Anim transform into its Dragon Knight Mode, which was a more human, form, it still had access to all of its attacks and Faust activated a new one now.  “Dragon Rider’s Spreader Cannon!”
	Thousands of small attacks, about the size of a normal Moko Takabisha, lashed out from the dragon, slamming down into the three Dragon Slayers and the area around them.  Each of these attacks hit like a hammer that had been dropped from twelve stories up.  If they, like the earlier missiles, could home in on them, that might have been enough to win the fight right then and there, or at least knock Natsu and Gajeel out of it.
	As it was, even Natsu was able to push to his knees, however groggily.  But by this point both him and Gajeel were seriously in a lot of pain, covered with bruises and burns.  Ranma, on the other hand, simply lashed out with her own attack, another high-powered Moko Ryu Hoko, which slagged one of the Dorma Anim’s foot, causing it to stumble.  “How!?” Faust bellowed, while he watched the Dorma Anim begin to heal what damage it could.
	“Shut up and die!” Ranma roared, as she closed.  “If I have to kill you by inches that’s fine by me!”

OOOOOOO

Back in the courtyard, with Edo-Cana still clinging to his side, Gildarts had organized the Fairy Tail Guild and the Fairy Tail mages into groups to go around collecting prisoners, as well as retrieving bodies.  There weren’t many of those, since the Fairy Tail Guild and mages both shared the belief in not fighting to the death most of the time, and even in his earlier anger, Ranma hadn’t been going out of his way to kill any of the soldiers he hit, as always believing that soldiers like this were simply more victims than anything else.  It wasn’t their fault they were in his way, after all, most of them didn’t choose to be there unlike bandits or various other criminal scum.  Indeed, more soldiers had died by being trampled under their fellows than had died by enemy action.
As they were doing this, civilians began to come out from the houses and other buildings where they had hidden themselves, staring in shock as they saw their mighty vaunted Army in tatters, being rounded up and tied up by outlaw elements that most of them had never really believed was a threat.  But even as they were wondering how to respond to this, a few of them even wondering if they should attack these terrorists in turn, the damage that the Kings assault on the town had created began to make the rounds among them.
With it came the knowledge that it had indeed been the king who had done that, a few of them had even heard his speech when he and Ranma first squared off, and the King had instantly lost any loyalty the citizenry had felt towards him.  Such was the dangers of a megalomaniac, once your mania was known, you started to lose the support of the people.
They were still wondering what to do beyond helping their fellows out of the rubble, when Juvia and her group arrived from the castle, carrying their own prisoner.  Cana stopped and stared at her Edo-version hugging Gildarts side, her eyes wide.  “Oh no, really?!  Ugh, I’m soooo not ready for this!”
Not noticing her personal drama the others continued forward, with Mystogan in the lead.  He immediately leapt up onto a pile of rubber, pulling off his mask and beginning to shout out orders, not just to the Fairy Tail Guild, but also to the people around them.  Well what are you all waiting for, there are people trapped in that rubble, possibly injured!  Let’s get organized and get them out of there!”
“Who is that?” Lucy Ashley asked looking around, but no one nearby could answer her.  Only the older members of Fairy Tail thought that the young man beginning to shout orders at the populace looked familiar.
However, there were many more among the populace who recognized him, the blue hair, and the tribal tattoo that he had been given by his mother being very distinctive.  “It’s the Prince, the Prince is here!” shouted more than one voice, while others asked, “Where has he been all this time?”
Slamming his staff into the ground, Mystogan activated another spell on it, in order to allow his voice to carry as far as it possibly could.  “My people, I have been in self-imposed exile, unwilling to associate myself with my father’s madness.  Madness you ask, and I reply look over there!  He shouted pointing in the direction of the long corridor of glassed rubble that the Dorma Anim’s initial attack had caused.  Look around you, he went on gesturing towards Gildarts and the rest of the mages, who were looking on, then around at the soldiers, many of whom had begun to revive after having been knocked unconscious early on in the fighting.  “Look what his madness has wrought!  He used his position to create the anima device well enough, but to then use it to attack another dimension, to bring the attention of that dimensions defenders here on us!  That is madness, madness and warmongering of the worst sort!  And now this city has reaped that whirlwind, that insanity as my father has finally gone completely around the bend, ignoring the first rule of royalty, that we have a duty to our people!”
He gestured again towards the damage Faust had created.  “How many, how many of your fellow citizens lay dead underneath these shattered ruins, discarded, their lives snuffed out by the man who should have protected them?  How many would my father have sacrificed in his goals!?  Will you join with me now, will you join with me and help me pick up the pieces here, find our fellows within that rubble, and all around us, and then repair the damage done not just to this city but also to our nation as a whole?  I cannot do it alone, I need your help.  Please, my fellow citizens of this great nation, help me!”
There was no rousing response, no cheering, or shouts of affirmation.  The people were too shell-shocked, to torn and distraught by the events of the day to say nothing of the soldiers, who had just been defeated by a group less than a hundredth of their own number.  Yet even so, Mystogan did gather a following, as more and more citizens moved in his direction, men and women waiting to be told what to do, and even the nearest soldiers bowed their heads towards their Prince, one of them an officer saying, “Command us… My liege.”
When he heard that, Mystogan knew, that he had won.  Well, so long as Ranma and those other two with him are able to finish off that evil creation of my father’s anyway.  Yet despite that, still looking at the damage the Dragon had caused, for some reason Mystogan wasn’t worried about the outcome of that battle at all.
Gildarts looked from the young man to the crowd, then back again, as he spotted Erza staring at Mystogan, her arms folded, and a twitch beginning to show on her face.  He watched as she very visibly exerted her self-control and turned away, moving over to Lucy, and grabbing her shoulder leaning over to whisper into the shorter girls year furiously.  Whatever frantic response she was given seemed to appease the redhead, and she let go of the blonde girl’s shoulder, turning aside to stare once more at Mystogan, before turning away deliberately, moving over to join some of the citizens who were frantically excavating at a specific house.  Two of them are shouting the names of other people, and she wordlessly began to lend her strength to their efforts, followed by a few of the other Fairy Tail mages, who instinctively followed her example.
Breathing a sigh of relief at that, Gildarts turned to his alter’s daughter, then looked over to Cana, who was staring at the two of them in shock, and he attempted a wan a smile in her direction, then looked around him.  Well, you heard the man, let’s get back to work.  There will be time enough for explanations and…  Talks later.”
Cana hesitated, but nodded, and after making certain that the chains around Byro were tight enough, hung him up on a nearby collapsed lamppost, moving to help Virgo and Loke where they along with Lucy Ashley were excavating another area of the rubble, where Loke had heard someone moving around underneath.  Soon, practically everyone began to set to with a will, moving through the rubble, trying to find it anyone alive underneath, freeing some of the soldiers who espoused that they would follow the princes commands, adding their numbers to the growing rescue effort.
So busy were they that no one noticed Juvia moving towards the sounds of ongoing battle, a determined expression on her face.

OOOOOOO

Ranma was beginning to get frustrated.  With every attack she lashed out with, Ranma could feel her ki reserves decrease slightly.  Her efforts to toss the Anima Crystal away had really drained her, and then she had been forced to block that first, initial attack.  She was in no danger of running out, but she also wasn’t doing enough damage to the dragon thing with her Neko-Ken claws, forcing her to pour out heavier attacks like they were going out of style.  Yes, one of its legs was now useless, and it couldn’t really move from that spot now, and one of its eyes was gone.  The best attack she’d launched was to the thing’s back, destroying the missile launchers there.  But its main weapon was still operating, occasionally sending out attacks.  These came in the large blast and thousand-needle variety and both were proving dangerous.
It was still going strong despite those damages, and the hundreds of other slashes that Ranma’s Neko-Ken claws had created in its armor.  She simply couldn’t penetrate that armor enough to do any damage without standing still and that was a recipe for disaster.  And the one time she had tried to use Kijin Raishu Dan, to his astonishment the Demon-God Multiple Strike attack hadn’t done anything to the black armor of the dragon.  Was almost as if whoever had created it, had known about such attacks, which was startling in the extreme to think about, but Ranma couldn’t dwell on it right now.
And as he had feared, after the first splash type attack Ranma had been forced to protect the other two Dragon Slayers, who were now very much the worse for wear.  Gajeel was the first one to feel the battle’s pace, having been in a drawn out fight with Panther Lily earlier.  But Natsu was on his heels, having taken more damage in this fight than the other Dragon Slayer.  They were still moving around, still trying to useful, but really, they were getting in Ranma’s way than anything else.
A case in point occurred as Ranma was thinking about trying to get behind the Dorma Anim again, maybe launch there another attack into the ruined missile launchers and hope the damage started to penetrate into the rest of the thing.  But instead of doing that, he broke off his attack and leaped into the way of a slashing attack from the one of the Anima’s forearms taking the blow for Natsu, and being smashed over the fire Dragon Slayer’s head, to roll through the rubble, cursing under her breath.
Natsu in turn was able to get underneath that, but the other forearm’s claws came down smashing him flat underneath it, and actually allowing the Dorma Anim to twist around, bringing its tail up and around in an arc to catch Gajeel where he had been attempting to onto its back, as Ranma had been hoping do.
The Iron Dragon Slayer found himself smashed once more through the air, his chest aflame with pain as more ribs went and it was too much for him.  He was unconscious before he hit the ground, bouncing listlessly up and off it before rolling to a stop, half buried in the rubble, his body more a lump of blisters and burns than anything resembling a normal human body.
Instantly Faust took advantage of this lull in his enemy’s’ attacks, gathering magic once more into the Dorma Anim’s mouth and launching an attack at Ranma where the redhead had landed.  Ranma desperately gathered her own energy, and slammed out an attack faster than Faust could, catching the artificial dragon’s attack just as it left its own mouth.
Fuck, well since it’s come to this anyway! Ranma had avoided going strength to strength in terms of attacks before this, fearing the Dorma Anim could eventually overcome her if she was so free with her own energy, and not having seen enough of a return for such before this.  But now that she had caught the Dorma Anim’s Roar in its own mouth, Ranma pushed and pushed hard.  With a snarl on her lips, the redhead pumped more ki into her attack than she had before.
As the Dorma Anim was sent skidding backward from the impact of the two energy attacks Faust stared in shock as warning lights started to go off, warning of a massive overflow of magic in the main cannon, so much so that the thing was in danger of overheating.  Desperately Faust cut off his attack and dodged, but the damage was already done.  The Dorma Anim was able to twitch to one side just enough not to lose its head, but the explosion of ki still destroyed the main cannon and blew out half of the Dorma Anim’s mouth and that side of its head.  “NO!!”
The Dorma Anim staggered, and Faust desperately launched an energy attack from its tail.  “Dragon Rider Explosion!”  The tail left a purple wake behind it and the ground thus touched exploded carrying Natsu, who had been left behind as the Anim had been pushed backwards.  The Fire Dragon Slayer screamed, and, at last, it was too much for him.  He simply lay there, twitching and steaming as his body gave out.
Ranma however was unable to pay him much attention or press his advantage.  Overcoming the Dorma Anim’s magic had cost her, and she too staggered, barely staying on her feet.  Now I am really beginning to feel it, she thought to herself, shaking her head.  Still, I wonder if I…
“Ranma!” Juvia’s voice reached him, and she looked over broken out of her thoughts, appalled to see the water magic user there hurrying through the rubble towards Ranma as fast as she could go.
“Juvia what the hell are you doing here, girl!?” Ranma barked, lashing out with a new kind of attack she had just thought up, using ki to imitate the kind of drilling attack she had used occasionally, concentrating the same amount of power she’d just used in a far smaller circumference.
The attack punched through the Dorma Anim’s neck, but the artificial dragon had twisted to the side, so it took the Dorma Anim in the side of the neck rather than straight down the middle.  It still punched straight through though, and there was a gout of fire as something inside blew up, causing the outer metal to warp at that point.  The neck was no longer able to move as well as it had a moment ago, but the Dorma Anim’s main weapon was still working, and Faust fired back smashing Ranma full bore before he could get away.
To the king’s dismay he once more discovered the same thing that numerous soldiers and Erza Knightwalker had discovered: since Ranma’s training against his inner draconic self, while Ranma still preferred to not get hit, his/her durability was well beyond even that of even Gajeel, who had the most physical durability of any of the Dragon Slayers for some reason.  Ranma tanked it, roaring aloud as the energy beam plucked her off of the ground and hurled her backwards, but rolling as the attack cut out, coming to her feet without having taken much damage.  Her hair was singed, as was her shirt, and her skin looked like she had been in the sun for far too long, but that was all.
“What are you made of, imposter!?” Faust shouted, his voice sounding both tinny because of the damage done to the Dorma Anim’s loudspeakers by this point, and utterly frightened by this point.  This might have been the first time he had tagged Ranma with his main gun, but he had hit Ranma numerous times, mostly with his tail since even Ranma had trouble tracking it’s movements, but still the redhead had been hit numerous times, and every time had bounced back.  Now the redhead had cost him his primary weapon, and the Dorma Anim was so badly wounded he could barely move its head around at all,
Even if Faust hadn’t been able to, say, spit them on a claw or tail, every attack unable to break skin but even just translating to blunt trauma the other Dragon Slayers had all succumbed to his attacks.  True, the one with pink hair had somehow pushed through injuries that should have killed him many times over, but even so, he was down now.
But Ranma just kept getting up!  It was as if only the momentum of his attacks bothered the redhead, and that only a little.  Even with the Dorma Anim’s ability to repair it’s armor to a certain degree, Faust now knew that he was slowly losing this fight, and that would soon become inevitable Faust could figure out how to put Ranma down for the count.
“I told you my names Ranma, you freaking psycho!” Ranma roared back.  She was about to charge forward again, but Juvia stopped him.
The Water mage had quickly covered the intervening distance between Ranma’s former position and his new one as Ranma and Faust had traded barbs, and now stood somewhat hidden from Faust by a standing wall, the only wall of a large building the remained standing after the fight to this point.  But she had reached out and grabbed at Ranma’s arm as the other woman had made to move past her.  “Wait!”
“Juvia what…” Ranma paused then, leaping towards her and grabbing Juvia up in her arm, racing around the Dorma Anim, forcing the thing to try to twist around to face her.  With one arm and the neck no longer able to twist, this was next to impossible, and Ranma could hear Faust’s frantic cries as he tried to not let Ranma get behind him again.  “What is it?” she asked, looking down at Juvia.
She held up a hand in front of his face, and then as Ranma watched the hand shifted into water.
“Juvia has had an idea.  If Natsu was able to somehow inject some of his magical essence into weapons of fire, then perhaps Juvia would be able to do the same, and thereby somehow reawaken the magic within you.  Juvia knows you have drunk water since coming to this world and it has not woken up your magic but given that you are having trouble getting through that thing’s armor with just your physical abilities, it is still worth a try!”
The water mage waited until Ranma nodded and then moved her hand to hover in front of Ranma’s mouth until the redhead opened her mouth.  Then, blushing hotly she pushed her hand over Ranma’s mouth, three watery fingers entering the redhead’s mouth, one finger at a time.  She shivered as she felt the redhead’s tongue first caressing the outer shell of water then plunging into them, biting back a moan as she felt as if her fingers were being licked inside and out for a second, before Ranma started to… drink in the water of her hand.
For a moment nothing happened, and Juvia was afraid that her idea had failed miserably, and all she had accomplished was to make a fool of herself.  Then Ranma felt something inside her twitch, and suddenly she was inhaling the water of Juvia’s hand like he would normally do when trying to empower his Water Dragon Magic… which woke up.  Her magical reserves were near to nonexistent, but it was still there, and the magic within Juvia’s water got through where the magic of this world hadn’t.  Even the water of the few water element weapons hadn’t been able to do that.  It wasn’t much power of course, and Ranma backed way, closing her mouth quickly, worried about taking more of Juvia’s water form into her body, even as she felt the magic once more coursing through her own body.
The redhead smiled warmly at Juvia.  “Thanks Juvia, but I have to go and finish this.  I’ll see you in a minute.”  With that Ranma sat her down behind another piece of rubble and raced on, grinning evilly.
As Faust finished twisting around, Ranma waited, wanting the asshole to see his defeat coming.  Then he roared, gathering his magic and his ki in his feet even as he felt his skin hardening, scales appearing here and there, as his body reacted to its magic once more flowing through it.  Within a second she roared out, “Soryu no Takameru Ho (Water Dragon's Boosted Step)!”  This boosted him towards the Dorma Anim even faster than his earlier attempt to do the same thing with just his ki, far faster.
Thanks to having turned in Ranma’s direction the king was still able to get its arms up to once again protect the Dorma Anim’s body, to block or redirect Ranma’s sudden assault.  It didn’t really help.
“Metsuryu Ogi: Soryu Tsuukan no Kiba (Dragon Slayer's Secret Art: Water Dragon’s Piercing Fang)!”  Ranma thundered, shooting out the water ahead of her via an upraised arm right before impact, creating a short-lived drill of insanely fast-moving water directly before impact as Ranma pushed out his ki into his body, hardening it still more than it already had been.  The water did its work, drilling through the arm and letting Ranma’s ki protected body through, as if someone had fired two cannon rounds, one penetrator, one dum-dum round.
The Dorma Anim’s arms both exploded at the point of impact, half of each falling to the ground as Ranma continued forward barreling into and through the Dorma Anim’s chest, embedding herself deep into its innards.  So deep Ranma’s arm smashed directly into the cockpit, where she began to rip the cockpit open with ki assisted strength, her whole body outlined now in her ki as she began to just let it flow, uncaring of the cost now she saw victory within reach.
“Wh, what are you!?” Faust screamed, staring as Ranma burst through, tearing a hole large enough to thrust her upper body through into the cockpit.  “Do, don’t touch me, I, I am the king!”
“I told you!” Ranma snarled, fangs fit to put Ryoga’s to shame showing as she growled, her face covered with blue scales, her blue eyes deeper, darker than ever before even as their shape had changed to something like a reptile’s.  “I’m Ranma Oceana, the Water Dragon Slayer!  And you sure as fuck aren’t any king of mine!”
She reached a hand forward, grabbing at Faust even as he shrieked and tried to claw his way out of the back of his seat, grabbing the king by his shirt and hauling him out of the cockpit of the Dorma Anim, uncaring of the cuts and scratched the king received by being dragged through the shattered mechanism.  She hurled the king out to land by Natsu who was, astonishingly, now awake even if he wasn’t able to move, his body still looking like a new age painting in blacks reds and blues.
With that done, Ranma’s fist clenched and more of her ki gathered there into more claws.  She started to just slash at everything around her in the cockpit, destroying as much of the innards of the thing as she could, only stopping as something burst, and fire and smoke started to fill the cockpit.  A second later she leaped out, right before something behind her exploded, causing a chain reaction within the Dorma Anim.  An instant later, the entire thing exploded, sending shattered scales, bits and pieces of machinery in every direction.
Ranma smirked to herself as she watched the conflagration, while Natsu started to laugh wildly, his laughter coming out in fits and starts.  The redhead moved in his direction, locking eyes for a moment with the king.
Gone was Faust’s arrogance, his mad belief in his own power and position.  All that was left was an old man, his pride broken, his greatest weapon gone, his greatest nightmare walking towards him before a backdrop of fire and fury, the image of a roaring dragon almost visible in the long shadow the redhead cast, made worse by the scales slowly disappearing form her skin.  He squealed and backed away from the Water Dragon Slayer, only stopped from fleeing entirely by a weak outstretched hand of Natsu's, grabbing at his robe, tugging him to a stop.
Ranma paused to nod over at Juvia, who nodded back, blushing once more, if not for the same reason as before, rather the thought that his scene was just damned hot.  Then Ranma reached Natsu, and heaved him up onto his shoulder, carrying him off like a sack of wheat as Juvia took possession of their prisoner.  Then Ranma started to move over to where he could see Gajeel, half-buried in rubble, his legs twitching as she started in that direction.
Even as she did so though, Ranma wondered what was going to happen from now on.  The fight was over.  Now they had to free their remaining friends, while dealing with the cleanup.  And then, hopefully, find a way to go home.

End Chapter


This is not the chapter I expected in many ways, but while some things grew, others didn’t come together, and well, you get this chapter.
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Chapter 23: Who Let the Cats Out

Carla scowled, as she stared up into the sky, frowning ferociously as several small dots appeared moving out from the large floating rocks that were the home of the Exceed.  Next to her, Wendy looked over quizzically, then stared in the same direction.  “Oh, do you think those are some of your people up there?”
“From all we’ve learned almost certainly, and they’re coming here too.”  Carla glanced behind them at the large crystal where it had slammed into the earth when Ranma and Gildarts had thrown it clear of the capital.  Luckily, it had slammed into some granite or some heavy stone a few inches underneath the soil – which was a sure sign as to why there weren’t any farms near the Royal City - so it hadn’t sunk any deeper, but the weight of the thing was phenomenal and Carla had noted where the granite underneath it had buckled.  And Ranma and Gildarts lifted it between the two of them.  That is disturbing in many many ways and yet also quite uplifting in others.  It’s quite nice to know that we can rely on someone as strong as Gildarts… and Ranma I suppose.  Although I personally would not call him reliable.
The acerbic tone in her own thoughts was a lie and Carla knew it.  Ranma had proven over the years that while he was arrogant, obstreperous, not at all interested in anything that could be labeled normality including, at times manners, he was also quite dependable when the chips were down.  Not, that I will ever tell him that.
Carla shook her head free of those thoughts, staring up into the sky as Lisa and Anna, who had come out here with their Edo-siblings, also turned in that direction.  “What are you looking at?  Oh…” Lisa said, looking up then over at Anna.  “Um why do you think they are coming here?”
“There’s only one reason why the Exceed would be coming here, especially now,” Carla replied tartly.
“Do they think they could actually move it?  If they did, their magic really is powerful,” Lisanna said dryly, leaning back against the giant crystal and crossing her arms over her chest, while nearby, her older Edo-siblings looked up to, frowning, with Elfman looking as if he was starting to tremble.
Anna frowned, “According to the stories they do have powerful magic, but…”
Carla shrugged.  “If Happy and I are normal examples of the breed, they surely cannot move that crystal.  Perhaps a few hundred of us could create Aero magic across it, you know, give it wings?” she said sardonically, causing the others who knew her to chuckle and Wendy to shake her head.  “But, other than that I couldn’t see us doing anything with it.”
[bookmark: _Hlk19375821][bookmark: _Hlk19375978]Above them, the Exceed came together in a flying formation, comprised of setting groups of three in a triangle formation, spreading out into a line of triangles as they closed.  While the rest of that line of triangles shifted into a circle around the crystal, one triangle slowly descended, from which one ‘point’ moved even further down towards the humans.  He was a large creature, somewhere between Panther Lily and normal Exceed size, looking more catlike, but with the size and strength of Panther Lily at half-size.
The cat-man’s eyes narrowed as he took in the scene below, and when he spoke, it was with the voice of someone who was certain he was going to be obeyed.  “Attention Humans!  By order of our Queen, we are to take possession of the crystal.  It seems to have been the cause of this recent strife among you beyond even the norm for your chaotic race, and as such, we deem that you are unable to look after it on your own.”
While the two older Strauss had gone to their knees, pulling Anna and Lisanna down with them as they and bowed to the Exceed Carla and Happy surely had not, while Wendy was simply cocking her head, looking around her in some confusion.
It was the standing human girl that he now addressed, sounding somewhat affronted.  “And you human!”
Wendy looked up at that, cocking her head to one side as she looked up at the flying Exceed.  “Yes?” she asked politely, “can I help you Mister Exceed?”
While Carla nodded proudly at the manners she had instilled in the girl the Exceed in the air spluttered, thrown off slightly by her polite attitude now that she’s been called on it.  “Is, is it not customary where you come from for humans to bow to Exceed?”
“Nope?” Wendy replied, frowning in confusion at the very odd question.  “It certainly isn’t customary, and I’ve been told by my big brother not to bow to anyone.  He doesn’t even bow to Kings, although I admit that I’ll curtsy to them if we meet in person,” she added as if sharing a deep dark secret, rather than something Ranma teased her about extensively.  But to Ranma, Kings were just people who wore uncomfortable looking hats.  To Wendy, they were at least somewhat special, leaders of their nations and everything and thus they should be respected.
Shaking his head, the large Exceed in the air turned back and gestured to the crystal.  “Hmmpf, well, we have more important things than one odd human child.  In any event, we will be taking command of this crystal.  If two humans were able to throw it, then I presume that we Exceed will be able to lift it with our superior magics.”
“Be my guest,” Lisanna said standing up from where she had been pulled into a bow by her sister, gesturing to it and moving away.  “If you can move it that is.”
The Exceed formation spread out around the crystal, raising large lances and pointing them at the crystal, and intoning a spell.  ‘Gravity Magic: Cancelation!”  Long beams of black magical energy lashed out, limed with yellow and white as they hit the crystal.
The fact they were all working together like that was interesting, but whatever was supposed to happen certainly didn’t.  There was a bright flare around the crystal as their magical efforts linked up, and then absolutely nothing happened.  The crystal didn’t shrink, nor did a portion break off and start to glow before revealing a few of the crystal’s inhabitants as Wendy had thought might happen and the crystal certainly didn’t move or anything like that.
There were some mutters of consternation among the Exceed patrol at that, and their leader barked out, “Come now!  If two humans could move this than surely a full patrol of Exceed can do even better!”
“Two humans who are mages, whose magical powers give them near super-strength,” Anna said, regaining some of her composure now thanks to her sister and this show.  The other Strauss Siblings were also slowly rising from where they had knelt looking at one another in confusion then up at the Exceed.
“Besides which, the battles over,” Wendy said pointing in the direction of the latest explosion, practically vibrating in place to go see her brother now that he’d won the fight.
“If you wanted to take control of this crystal to stop further conflict you should have done it hours ago.  Coming in after the fact like this, that tells me you’re not for our benefit but for your own,” Carla added, throwing her blonde locks over her shoulder and glaring up at the other Exceed.
The Exceed looked down at her angrily.  “Silence failure!!  Our orders might preclude coming into conflict with humans, but you would be fair game!  How dare you even return here without completing your mission!?”
At that, Wendy growled, sounding very much like a Dragon slayer just then rather than the little girl she had sounded like earlier.  She stepped forward placing herself in front of Carla and crossed her arms belligerently.  “Don’t talk to my friend like that!  You might be able to fly, but the two of us can do that too and you don’t look so tough to me!”
By this point, the lack of anything occurring to the Crystal, and the Exceed’s arrogance had begun to wear on Lisa and Anna too and they moved forward as well.  None of their magical staffs were still working, but that didn’t mean they had somehow forgotten to throw a punch.
Even Happy, who had been silent and watching the other Exceed up to this point, also stood forward.  “Right!  Just because you’re bigger and stronger than us, doesn’t mean you can talk to our friend like that!”
“Such arrogance!” shouted the Exceed above them.  He seemed to strain for a moment, his hand gripping his Lance and glaring down.  “If our orders but allowed it, I would take you into custody right now traitor!  Consorting with humans like this, that is beyond the pale!  But thankfully for you, they don’t.”
He looked back at the Crystal, then shook their heads.  “We will return with more soldiers, to take command of this crystal.  Regardless of whether or not the conflict its presence started has stopped, that is our orders from our Queen.”
“Good luck on that once it’s back within the city and lots of other people have taken control of it,” Carla stated sweetly.
The Exceed captain scowled angrily, but then gestured and his people rose into the eye heading up towards Extalia without another word.
After a few moments watching the Exceed fly off, Wendy shook her head, leaning down and hugging Carla from behind lifting her into the air for a moment.  “Carla, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think your fellow Exceeds are nearly as nice as you are.”
Carla smirked at that, leaning her head sideways to nuzzle into Wendy’s neck and shoulder.  “Well thank you for that my dear, but I’m beginning to think there is definitely something wrong with my people.  They are far too arrogant for far little reason and yet also far too cautious for that arrogance.  They outnumbered us, none of us have any magic and yet they didn’t fight us?”
Happy was also frowning, staring up at the larger Exceed in the air above them.  “Maybe, maybe they had different orders or something?”
“What do you mean?” Carla asked.
“Well he just said it, didn’t he?  They were under orders to take the crystal, but they didn’t have any orders about us, in fact, they weren’t supposed to fight humans either.  That sounds as if well maybe there getting different orders from different people?” Happy asked.  “The first group who cared about the crystal would have ordered them to take it by force after all, but the other order stops them from doing that.”
Carla frowned, scratching at her chin and looking over at the other Exceed.  “You now, you have some oddly insightful moments Happy, if only that was your norm rather than the outlier.”
“What the heck does that mean?” Happy asked as he pulled out a fish from somewhere and began to bite into it.
“Never mind.”
“You think they’ll come back with more of them, like he said?” Lisanna asked.
“I doubt it,” Carla said.  “Although, I might suggest sending Gildarts out here to guard it.  With his magic I doubt we want him to remain inside the capital for long, but he would make a great guard out here.  We’ll stay here until he arrives though.  You can go on and find your brother.  I know you want to.
Wendy nodded with a loud “MMM!” of approval, then hugged her again and turned racing off.

OOOOOOO

After the bits and pieces of the Dorma Anim finished settling, Ranma, Juvia and their various burdens started to make their way back into the capital.  If one considered where the Royal City should have started this shouldn’t have been a long trip.  But considering that much of the fighting had actually occurred within the city’s environs, it sort of was, since you couldn’t tell there should have been buildings or roads or walls here.
The damage was that extensive, and most of it had come from the energy beams and missiles that the giant Dragon shot out, which didn’t leave anything behind if the thing being hit wasn’t Ranma or one of the two Dragon Slayers.  The initial one Ranma had blocked near the center of the city had left a miles wide gash seared out of the landscape, and there were others like it of similar size scattered around the area.  The missiles on the other hand had left far more debris behind.
But already, Ranma could see people moving in and around the scattered ruins trying to pull others to safety or simply looking around shell-shocked.  If not for the two pinheads on my back I might stop and help, Ranma mused with a snort.  The two Dragon Slayers had barely been able to move, let alone stand up and walk for themselves, forcing the petite redhead to drag their sorry asses, one to a shoulder.  Should’ve gone for a double fireman’s carry instead, Ranma thought with a scowl.  Next to her Juvia dragged the unconscious king, who Ranma had knocked out before they started to move, unwilling to deal with his ranting, or anything else really.
As they moved through the shattered cityscape, there was no conversation for a time, while Ranma could practically feel Gajeel and Natsu brooding on her back as she carried them along.  And every time she looked at Juvia, she was blushing, which in turn caused Ranma to flush as she remembered how Juvia had awoken her magic.  It had been it oddly erotic, if also rather weird as her fingers had slowly dissolved into water in Ranma’s mouth.
Still, it had worked, and brought an end to the fight far faster than Ranma at the time would have been able to.  Moving the giant Anima Crystal had really taken it out of her, but she was glad they had.  The draining effect that had seemingly awoken the Dorma Anim had been nasty, and he didn’t doubt that the lack of magic was even now having an impact everywhere within the city, but the thing might have been even stronger if it had been able to drain the crystal.
With that thought, Ranma turned his attention inward, clenching and unclenching her hands where she was holding up the idiotic twosome.  She could tell that his magic was now there, she could connect to it, feel it within her body but it was most decidedly at a low ebb.  At one point, she spotted what looks like a busted water main or something, and stuck her head to one side, sipping at it lightly, but nothing happened.  Dammit!
There didn’t seem to be any or at least no magic within the environment of this world that Ranma could connect to and rebuild her reserves with.  That sucked, but despite still being angry about having his magic taken away after finally figuring out how to integrate magic and ki, Ranma could continue to deal with it for now.
At least I’m better off than the two dumbasses on my back.  Seriously, fighting that giant thing, did they really expect to do much without magic?  I love the sentiment but sooo not the timing.
As she pulled away from the water, she looked at Juvia again, thinking idly that maybe drinking might rebuild his magic.  She then blushed as she realized how that could be taken, before thinking well, There would be worse ways to regain my magic.
Something in his eyes seemed to cause Juvia to realize what his thoughts were doing, and she looked away, then furtively looked back, breathing heavier, her chest heaving which caused Ranma to twitch, and turn away.  There was something extremely sexy about Juvia, Ranma had to admit, even if she was currently wearing the local soldier’s uniform.  Gah dude, really? Ranma thought to herself.  You’re interested in Erza and are in some kind of relationship with Jenny, regardless of not having seen her for a few months.  And then there’s that kiss Seilah laid on ya earlier, and your own ambivalent thoughts about her.  Do you really want to borrow more lady trouble?
Luckily for Ranma’s wandering thoughts, her attention was grabbed by the twosome on her back.
“I’m pissed,” Natsu said bluntly, growling the words into Ranma’s ear.  “We utterly sucked in that fight!  We’re supposed to be Dragon Slayers like you.  But that dragon kicked our ass and it wasn’t even a real one!  All we were was just, just walking targets.”
“Well I did warn you that without magic you’d be a liability,” Ranma said slowly as if talking to a child.  Which, she reflected, I often feel like I’m doing with Natsu sometimes.  The guy has such incredibly good combat instincts and yet he can’t think his way out of a paper bag.  “Really guys, what did you expect?”
Gajeel though grunted too.  “I agree with the living flamethrower, we sucked out there.  But you didn’t.  We don’t have our magic here fair enough, but you shouldn’t have any either.  I mean if we were drained coming through and weren’t able to renew our energy, even if we weren’t sucked in to add to the Anima Crystal thing, shouldn’t that be the case for you two?  And I know you weren’t using Dragon Slayer magic for most of that fight.  What the hell was that, if it isn’t magic?”
[bookmark: _Hlk19379972]Ranma nodded, while Natsu, who already knew the answer to this one, stayed silent.  “Oh yeah, you weren’t around for that explanation were ya?  Well, what I used here isn’t really magic as ya understand the term.  What I used here is called ki, or life energy.”
He could feel Gajeel shifting, pulling away from her back slightly to stare at the back of Ranma’s head, while Juvia and Natsu looked on.  They had already heard this conversation before.  Natsu though was burning up with questions about Ranma’s training and if his earlier training in the ‘ki’ stuff could be made to work for him and his magic.
“First, I suppose you have to understand that I didn’t originate within Earth Land.  I come from another dimension,” Ranma began.
“You mean you came from here?  Is that why we haven’t seen a local version of you?” Gajeel asked quickly since he had been wondering since coming here where the Edo-Ranma might be.  That, and what gender he or she was.
“Heh, no.  I come from, um, further away I suppose you could say.  My world doesn’t have much in common with yours: some fashion, music, stuff like that, but nothing about geography or history or anything like that.  My old world I should say, since I’ve been in Earth Land since I was seven.  But in my old world, we didn’t have magic as you understand it.  Instead, we had something called life energy.  If you were able to consciously manipulate it, you were able to do quite a lot of stuff with it.”
“Like fire those energy beams,” Natsu said with a grin that Ranma could feel even if she couldn’t see it and Ranma had to chuckle at the younger man’s attitude.  “I sooo want to learn how to do that.  I mean, they aren’t as awesome as fireballs, what could be, but they could do in a pinch.”
Juvia began to count on her fingers, flicking them up one after another and smirking saucily as Ranma’s eyes caught the motion, and seemed to stare as she relived that moment before the end of the fight for a second, before speaking, “Hmm, able to exhibit blasts of power, an extreme amount of strength, which can be heightened at command, a speed that is nearly past that used by mages who specialize in speed.  And monstrous amounts of durability too.”
“Not as much,” Ranma said with a shake of her head.  “You can use life energy to enhance your durability and I did, but maybe because I didn’t really go into that in my old life, that aspect is kind of energy intensive.  I know a few guys who did, but I doubt even they could stand up to Natsu or Gajeel in terms of durability.  For me it helps my speed way better than Dragon Slayer magic ever has, and with that freaking heavy crystal, it certainly helped me with strength.  Though again, that’s not something I can do as easily as I can heighten my speed:  it takes more of my ki to make me stronger than to make me faster.  I’m not certain why, but I know that Dragon Slayer magic lends itself to bulking up your strength more than ki does.  There are also some other things it does, enhances your life span extremely, keeps you at the age you start to amass enough life energy to matter, and other stuff like that.  I was really young when I started, so that wasn’t a major issue for me though.”
Juvia cocked her head to one side as she caught that, her eyes narrowing in supposition since Ranma had not mentioned that before.  But Gajeel and even Natsu didn’t care about the anti-aging aspect and questioned Ranma closely about the kind of training he had done, and if it could be used to work with Dragon Slayer powers.  There Ranma winced.  “Ah, yeah, okay there, I sort of ran into a problem.  See, my teacher in Dragon Slayer magic, Typhon the Water Dragon King, was a senile old fart who knew he was dying when we met.”
Gajeel guffawed at that loud enough for Ranma to twitch her head away from him.  “GHEHEHE!”
But Natsu had heard about Typhon’s age before, and the fact he’d died of old age before this so pushed on quickly.  “Yeah, you’ve mentioned that, but what’s it got to do with how strong you are?”
“Nothing to do with how strong I am, but everything to do with how my ki and my Dragon Slayer power interacted.  See, to be a Dragon Slayer, a dragon has to awaken your magic, to create a set of magic within you.  But Porlyusica helped me figure out that my DS magic acted like a kind of slow acting poison in my system for a long while.  My ki literally fought it for the longest time.  It was only on the trip, me and Wendy took with Erza after the battle with Brain and his brainwashed bumholes that I figured out a way to, in a way, conquer the Dragon Slayer ‘seed’ within me, making it fully part of my body.  Wendy though didn’t have that issue, and I doubt the two of you do either.  So you could, possibly, merge your ki and DS powers much more easily.”
Both Gajeel and Natsu grinned at that, but Ranma shook her head.  “However, given that Wendy has only begun to exhibit some actual ki attacks in the past half year or so, and I’ve been training her since we met, you wouldn’t see anything quick.  If you want though I’d still be willing to train you.”
“Tch,” Natsu muttered.  “Still, if it helped her get so strong and fast as she is…”  Natsu didn’t like to admit it, but he did know, deep down, that Wendy was stronger than him was despite her age.
“Agreed, I’ll sign up for that training too.  Speed and strength training is always good, even if it doesn’t come with an entirely new type of attack,” Gajeel said in agreement before frowning.  “But how long were you training with Typhon?”
“In the real world, barely three months.  But Typhon had created this area where he could control everything within, including the passage of time.  So he threw me in there and basically used the last of his life and magic to power it for 3 days and when I was inside it, 2 full years passed.  And I was older, so if ya take away time spent just taking care of ya, telling ya where ta crap in the woods, waiting for ya to learn to walk instead of crawl and feedin’ ya, I probably got about the same amount of real training time.”
While Juvia guffawed at that, and Gajeel and Natsu snarled in her ear about the insults to their younger selves, Ranma shook her head.  “I will say this, that old guy was tough as nails, I can’t imagine the amount of pain Typhon must have suffered, to willingly drain your own magic like that but he knew he was dying anyway, so he just put up with it.  As much as I don’t like the fact that, you know, he tossed me in there without asking me and sacrificed his life without telling me he was doing it, I have to respect the act anyway.”
“And you have no idea what happened to our dragons?” Gajeel asked, putting his earlier ire to one side.
“Nope,” Ranma said with a shake of his head.  All I know is, my Dragon didn’t disappear on the same date as Wendy’s, or Natsu’s or yours.”
“777, yeah,” Gajeel said with a nod.  “I don’t know if that’s significant or not, but yeah, that’s the date that my old man disappeared.  And there was nothing in this world that could’ve fought him, Metalicana was the strongest out there!”
“No way!” Natsu said shouting the words, which caused Ranma to wince.  “My old man was the toughest!  Igneel was huge, the size of a few city blocks, and could breathe fire that could melt stone!  No way would he lost to someone made of pig iron!”
Gajeel laughed although is eyes were narrowed at the insult.  “Are you kidding, my old man’s scales would’ve never even felt your old man’s father!  His iron claws would tear your old man into pieces.”
“Please,” Natsu barked back with a laugh.  “You think your metal would stand against my old man’s fire when you didn’t do so hot against my fire when we fought!”
Gajeel spluttered.  “That was one fight, and your little girlfriends had already tired me out.  If we were fighting one on one I would’ve kicked your ass!”
“You want to go?” Natsu shouted, as he pushed away from Ranma’s back.
“Bring it!” Gajeel shouted in return.
Ranma sighed then dropped the two of them, where they instantly stumbled to their asses, while she hopped away to a pile of rubble nearby.  “I see you two are feeling better,” she said dryly.  “Good, then you can walk on your damn own now,”
The two Dragon Slayers pushed themselves to their feet, but despite their spirits, their bodies were not quite willing, and they wobbled there for a bit, as they glared at one another, while Juvia giggled to one side, and Ranma moved over to take Faust from her.  She had been dragging the King by one leg, bouncing his head off of the rubble as they passed through very purposefully, and he was now covered with cuts and scrapes and one extremely large black and blue mark on his head, but thanks to Ranma’s use of a pressure point, he had slept through it.
Ranma slung the king over her shoulder, and turned, moving through the city, with Juvia beside her.  Behind them, the two Dragon Slayers glared at one another but knew that neither of them was in any condition to fight and growled at one another “We’ll settle this later” / “I’ll kick your ass later”, before following the two women as best as their battered bodies could move.  Which, bluntly, wasn’t much.
Looking at Ranma’s back ahead of them, Natsu had an epiphany, and smacked one hand into his other palm, before pointing at her.  “That’s where your curse comes from doesn’t it!  It’s a holdover from that old life of yours, that’s why no one’s ever heard of anything similar in Earth Land right?”
“Yep,” Ranma said with a nod.  “That’s it exactly, and it’s why my curse form worked in this world at all, which is most decidedly a mixed blessing,” Ranma finished, her tone dust dry as she looked down at her chest where she was still wearing the remnants of her Knightwalker disguise.
Juvia giggled at that, then watched as Ranma looked up, sniffing the air, and turning in a direction slightly off from the route they had been walking.
A moment later, coming through the rubble of that area of the city they saw a flash of red hair, followed by two splashes of dark blue.  “Ranma-nii!” shouted a young female voice, followed by “Ranma!” in two older female voices.
Ranma grinned, racing ahead of the others, then skidding to a halt in front of Erza and Wendy 2.0 as Wendy thumped into Ranma’s waist, wrapping her tiny arms around Ranma’s midriff.  “I knew it, I knew you’d win!”
“Well thanks for the confidence Imouto, but I thought you were watching the crystal?” Ranma asked.
“We were, but then a few of the wounded Fairy Tail members came by and took the job over for us.  Carla, Happy and the Strauss Siblings are still there though, since they spotted a group of Exceed in the sky making for the crystal.  But they turned back without doing much but blustering.  They tried, but they couldn’t do anything to the crystal, and left without trying to start a fight,” Wendy reported purring against the side of his head.
The little girl had, while having fun when she was away with Seilah and the others -for the most part, the moving vehicles had after all not been fun – had missed Ranma given he had been a part of her daily life for so long.  Plus while being hugged by Seilah was great given how soft and squishy she was, hugging Ranma in either form was like hugging a friendly heater, it just warmed you up from the inside.
“I take it that you finished the fight against that giant mechanical construct?” Erza asked, looking between Ranma and the slowly following Dragon Slayers as Wendy 2.0 gave him a very in effusive hug, very pointedly pressing her large chest against Ranma’s, whispering congratulations in his ear.
Then she started to promise… things, things Ranma had started to fantasize about after getting a crash course in romance from the girls at Melona’s but had not thought to experience anytime soon.  Flushing slightly at the feeling of the other ‘s girls breath over her ears and those words Ranma pushed her away, aided in this effort by Wendy who pushed Edo-Wendy back with both hands on her waist.  “Grah!  Enough of that you, you old woman!  Stop being such a pervert with my Ranma-nii!”
“O, old!?” Wendy 2.0 gasped, reaching down to grab at Wendy’s cheeks and squeeze, only for the younger girl do dodge away.  “I’m only 26 you little brat!  And your ‘brother’ there didn’t seem as if she was complaining.”
“That’s just because Ranma-nii has trouble saying no to girls if they are all nice toward him.  But he certainly doesn’t need some, some older skank in his life when he’s already dating Jenny and Erza!  Especially when the two of you have nothing in common and you only like him for his body, old woman!” Wendy retorted hotly, reaching up and grabbing at the hands trying to squeeze her cheeks stopping them in place.
While the two of them got into a shoving contest, Ranma moved over to Erza, shaking her head slowly as she watched the two Wendy’s ‘fight’ if such a word could be used for what they were doing.  “Um, right trying to ignore that, yeah we won, but I wouldn’t mention the fight much when Natsu and Gajeel catch up.  They were next to useless in it, moving targets at best, targets I had to spend time protecting too.  They’re kind of touchy about it and I really don’t want them to do anything permanent in terms of damage to themselves because of it.  What’s been going on with the rest of the fight?”
Erza nodded seriously, gesturing back into the city.  “That Jellal look-alike, and let me tell you, that was a bit of a shock, told us what has been going on, where we were and a bit more about what all was going on.  I have to admit that it all sounds a little fantastical, but seeing so many of our body doubles around, well, I cannot disbelieve it with all that evidence right in front… of…,” she paused, looking at Ranma quizzically, “…why are you grinning?”
Touching her face, Ranma realized that she was indeed grinning looking between her and the two Wendys.  Still, is that really a surprise?  “Why wouldn’t I be smiling?” Ranma said honestly, before he could think too much about it.  “The battles won, we’ve saved our friends from being drained of their magic and eventually dying and I have my two favorite people here with me.”
Erza blushed at that, while Wendy just grinned, and rushed over to exchange hugs with Ranma while Wendy 2.0 actually smiled, shaking her head despite the face she knew the redhead hadn’t been talking about her.  After all, while I might not be one of his precious people now, that doesn’t mean I can’t become one if I try.  I’m not giving up!  Even if His version of Erza and Ranma are involved, Ranma is way too hot to let go.  That might’ve been shallow of her, but they had after all only known one another for a few days, and Ranma had certainly made an impression on her out of all proportion with that timeframe.
Nor was Edo-Wendy the only one thinking that.  From one side Juvia watched all this, smiling lightly, as her earlier thoughts came back to her.  To have a piece of Ranma, I would be willing to share.  Perhaps anyway.  He is that’s alluring in many ways.
“What else?” Ranma asked looking at Erza seriously, while Wendy hopped down from where she had been hugging Ranma, walking over and poking the King quizzically where Ranma dropped him a moment before Wendy had hit him like a missile made of cuddles.
“Well, Panther Lily switched sides, and is actively aiding Mystogan, evidently they know one another.  The rest of the local army units are falling in line with them now for lack of magic and leadership.  All the magic devices within the city were drained by the mechanical construct, or so we’ve discovered since at any rate.  On the enemy leadership front, Sugar Boy is dead, Gray killed him near the end of the fight, although I think it might have been accidental.  The one called Hughes won’t be conscious for a while after I finished with him.  Oh, and Panther Lily mentioned that my alternate, a general Knightwalker, would also be transported here in a few days but that he is most decidedly an invalid,” Erza rattled off.
Ranma blinked.  “She lived?  I mean I know I didn’t killer out right, but I gotta say I honestly figured she would’ve died of her wounds, or been found by a wild animal or something before someone else could rescue her.”
Erza looked at him, her face turning serious as her eyes narrowed slightly.  “Yes, I was quite shocked when Panther Lily explained the amount of injuries my alternate had sustained.  Was she that bad?”
“Yes,” Ranma and Wendy 2.0 said as one.
Wendy 2.0 went on, shaking her head angrily as she stared at the redhead.  “So much so that I almost want to run away every time I see you just because you and her look so alike!  She killed over a dozen of my guildmates and she enjoyed it so much, she…”  Wendy 2.0 shivered.  “Even now thinking about Knightwalker gives me the fucking creeps, despite knowing she’ll never hold a weapon ever again.”
‘That’s pretty much it, and…” Ranma said slowly, looking away before looking back, her blue eyes locking on Erza’s brown.  “Looking at her, at that face, hearing what she wanted to do, seeing Knightwalker act so ruthlessly, I just got angry.  Angry at how twisted she was, angry that she was so evil, yet wearing your face.  I suppose I took it personally that the body of someone I cared for so much was being used by someone so twisted here.”
Erza slowly nodded at that, a smile flitting across her features before she thumped Ranma’s shoulder with one fist.  “Well then, I suppose my questions are answered, at least those that you are able to answer for me anyway.  I still have a several dozen questions for her, and how she became like that, but you won’t have to be part of that conversation.”
“Heh, good to know.  Doubt she’d be happy ta see me, ya know?” Ranma quipped.
“But don’t think you could beat me as soundly as that Knightwalker,” Erza went on seriously, “you and I have sparred before, and I know you’re stronger than me in many ways, but I most decidedly would not let you defeat me as totally as she did.”
“Trust me, when I look at you Erza, beating you is the last thing on my mind,” Ranma said dryly, looking her up and down very deliberately, before pausing her eyes twinkling as she locked gazes with the other redhead, seeing the blush suffusing Erza’s features now.  “Unless of course you’re into a different kind of beating,” she said, making a smacking noise, and motion with one hand while cocking an eyebrow inquisitively.
She blushed, then smashed him one upside the head before turning away with a huff, while Wendy 2.0 laughed loudly, and Juvia giggled.  At that point the two trailing Dragon Slayers had joined them, having taken that long to make their way through the rubble,  Now the group moved off, heading deeper into the ruined city.
“By the way, where’s Seilah?  I hope she’s hiding with so many of your fellow Fairy Tail mages around, and particularly Gray, we want to break the fact she’s alive and y’know an ally slowly to him, after all.”
“Honestly, I think he would take it better than you might think.  Gray isn’t the type to hate all that easily, not any longer anyway.  But as to where Seilah is, she realized that too, and hid herself away somewhere,” Erza said.  “She used the excuse to abscond during Mystogan’s speech against Faust and thankfully before that, no one had a good view of her horns.”

OOOOOOO

In actual fact, Seilah was actually not actively hiding.  Rather, she was looting every bookstore she could find while staying away from the Earth Land mages.  This not only gave her something to do while hiding from the majority of the Fairy Tail guild, and Gray in particular but was honestly fascinating in its own right.  The magic based technology here, the weapons, the trains, the buggies they had here, they were all more advanced than anything back in Earth Land was, and she also felt that in various more industrial ways, this world had outstripped their own.
All of that made for very interesting reading, although admittedly it wasn’t her preferred style.  The history of this world though was also interesting, as full of drama, betrayal, heartbreak, war and romance as you could want.  It was also, unlike the history of Earth Land, complete.  There were no large unknown gaps as there were in the history of Ishgar and the time before, when humans had purportedly lived on the main continent.  Indeed, she had found several backs that, judging by their titles spoke of that time which was called the Time of Madness.
Seilah felt it could have some interesting parallels to Earth Land history.  The inhumanly busty demoness still believed that most human stories were boring and not worth the blood it took to make them, but the total history of humankind was interesting at least.
Two bookstores into her thievery, Seilah looked up with a frown on her face as she stared at the pile of books next to her, which had just grown taller than her head.  “A though suddenly occurs to me.  How exactly am I going to transport all these without Ranma and his ki pockets or Erza and her Requip space.  That is a puzzle and no mistake.”
Sighing, she gestured and the books rose into the air as she intoned, “Macro: Move And Fly Beside Me.  I will just have to hide them away for a bit I suppose and come back for more.”

OOOOOOO

“Oh yeah,” Ranma said looking over at Natsu.  “Natsu, Gajeel, you both need to remember that you can’t mention Seilah around the rest of the guild, okay?”
“Wait, Seilah, is that the girl with the horns and huge, um tracts of land,” Gajeel asked, making a suggestive motion with his hands in front of his chest.
“Yeah that’s her, and why shouldn’t we mention her?  I mean she’s a bit cold, but her horns are really cool, I think everyone’d like her just because of them.  Well, those and her boobs like Gajeel said,” Natsu said, with a wide grin.  “Master Makarov, Gildarts and the rest of the old pervs’d be okay with anyone joining the guild who has those things.”
“To who we’re talking about you’ll learn in a bit, Gajeel we want to tell Gray first, and in a controlled environment,” Ranma said almost glaring at the fire Dragon Slayer.  “That means you can’t blab about her okay?”
Natsu huffed shrugging his shoulders.  “Fine, I wouldn’t want her on my bad-side anyway.  Horns aside, she’s freaking scary man!  When this world’s Fairy Tail guild left you behind, she lost it.  “She was like about three seconds away from ordering them all to choke themselves, and with her power, that’s no joke!”
“True,” Ranma said with a nod.  “I’ll talk to her about keeping her temper in check I suppose.  And um, her disdain for most humans.”
“Good luck,” said more than one voice, and all the girls looked at one another and laughed.  Even Wendy, who liked Seilah quite a bit, nodded, knowing that any such discussion would be fruitless at best counterproductive at worst.
“By the way, and keeping on the topic of Seilah,” Erza said, looking at Ranma with a semi-serious glare.  “What was that kiss about earlier?”  While I saw this coming, I’m interested in whether or not Ranma returns the demon girl’s feelings…
Ranma shrugged, looking away.  “I, um, I guess she’s interested in me?  Although maybe she’s just interested in me in my female form though,” she went on hopefully, making no mention of her own mixed feelings about Seilah.  Ranma had grown up in numerous ways, but communicating complicated emotions, especially the kind that would make other people irritated or sad with him, was still somewhat foreign to his personality.  “After all, she was involved with that other demon girl, right?”
“I very much doubt we’d be that lucky,” Erza said with a sigh as Gajeel’s mind went into his happy place remembering seeing the kiss in question.  She sighed, then, realizing that was the best she was going to get out of Ranma at the moment, very deliberately change the subject away from the demon girl.  “Anyway, the other Fairy Tail members are currently helping that Jellal look-alike, Mystogan he calls himself?  That can’t be his real name can it?  Anyway, they are helping him and also meeting their alternates.  I’m grateful in a way we didn’t bring more of the Guild out of that crystal just yet, there is enough chaos going around as it is.”
Ranma huffed, shaking her head.  “Bite your tongue woman, there is never enough chaos!  Chaos makes you evolve, makes you stronger!  For KHAOS!  Blood for the…
Wendy interrupted Ranma with a smack to her side, pouting up at her brother-turned-redhead.  “No, bad Ranma-nii!  No creeping people out.”
At that Ranma huffed and subsided, while Erza nodded gratefully at Wendy.

OOOOOOO

While Ranma might be in favor of chaos, to a certain extent at any rate, most of his acting just then had been acting.  And even Ranma would be feeling some sympathy for at least one individual in Fairy Tail at the moment.  That woman was Cana, who was currently having a bit of a panic attack, as she stared between her alternate and her father, Gildarts.  Because now that the battle was done, Cana could no longer ignore the elephant in the room.
“Oh God, she just, she just freaking blurted out, oh my God, oh my God oh my God!  I can’t handle this!  I am sooo not ready!”  It was only the fact that her girlfriend was holding her up and hugging her from behind whole whispering words of encouragement that kept Cana from simply running away.
“So, so does that mean,” Gildarts asked slowly, “that you really are my daughter?  I mean I’ll freely acknowledge this one,” he said with a laugh, patting Edo-Cana on the side of her head, from where she was standing demurely to one side, looking at her own alternate in confusion.  “As my daughter too, I mean it’s the least I can do for my own alternate.  I feel he and I were brothers in some fashion,” he said with a laugh, causing Edo-Cana to giggle wetly, as she looked at him.  She had not been away from the man by more than fifteen yards since they had started to talk and showed no sign of moving away now.
For the longest time Cana just stared at him, then slowly began to nod.  “I… yes,” she said hesitantly.  “I mean yeah, you’re my father.  Um, and Cornelia was my mom’s name too.”
“And you’ve known about this for a while?” Gildarts said, looking at her then away, scratching at the stubble on his beard.  “Um can I ask, I mean are you ashamed of me?  I mean, I’m not exactly the poster child for fatherhood, but if, if not, why didn’t you ever say anything?”
“No!  No, it’s got nothing to do with you!  I mean it’s sort of does, but it doesn’t, I mean I’m not making any sense at all!” the distraught Cana shouted, trying to break free and turn away.  “Gaahh!”
But Lucy wouldn’t let her, holding her tight and whispering.  “Come on, look at the two of them, look at how quickly Gildarts just opened up to her, how he just owned up to the fact that he’s willing to call Edo-Cana his daughter too.  He’s not going to turn you away, you know it.  Come on, open up a bit.”
Nearby, Seilah had come out from her third bookstore where she had been busily ransacking it and heard this revelation for the first time, shaking her head as she stared at Edo-Cana and then back at Gildarts and then over to Cana.  My word, I’ve heard about the apple falling far from the tree of course.  But in this world, the apple not only fell far from the tree, it took a trip downstream into the next county before sprouting.  Again, the demon girl looked at Edo-Cana and then her world Cana, staring in something approaching shock, before shaking her head deliberately, and moving on, leaving the group behind her.  This was obviously a private moment, even she could tell that.
After a few moments of whispered encouragement from Lucy, Cana grabbed her courage with both hands, and sending a grateful look to her girlfriend, moved out of her arms towards Gildarts, staring up at him from a foot away, while Edo-Cana moved slightly away from the man to give the two of them some space.
“I’ve known for a while yeah, like my whole life.  You’re the reason why I’m in Fairy Tail at all, my mother, she told me about you, all these stories about how you are a hero, how you were a fantastic mage.  So I joined Fairy Tail and I saw you, and most of the stories were real, but I don’t know I expected…  I thought you would, would notice me.  But you didn’t treat me any different, in fact, you were closer to Natsu than any of the other kids, and then, and then I thought maybe, maybe you didn’t see it.  Maybe I would have to get up the courage tell you, so I, I decided I’d tell you once I reached S-class.  I thought that it would give me the courage to tell you,” Cana blurted out in a rush, hugging herself and looking away as she finished.
“Silly girl,” Gildarts said with a chuckle, reaching forward and pulling her into a tender hug.  You don’t have to be S-class to make me acknowledge you like that.  Of course I’m proud of you, of course I can see your mother in you, know that I know to look,” he said teasingly.  “I, I should have noticed,” he said castigating himself and looking away “but well I’m not exactly the best when it comes to relationships and women.”
“No shit Sherlock,” Cana muttered in his arms, pushing away slightly to beam up at him, her tears now replaced by a grin.  “What was her name this past week, Flora, and then the month before that, McKalie was it, coming around and asking for you?”
Edo-Cana gasped, her softer, more refined features paling as she held up hand over her mouth in shock.  “Father!  Is this true, you, you took up with other women, when mother died?”
“Well to be fair, I did,” the man said hastily backing away.  “I don’t know if my alternate did.”  Then he looked at his daughter, and over to Lucy.  “Wait, I’ve heard rumors, but um, does this bit of interaction between you two just now, does that mean that the two of you really are together like guild rumors say?”
“Yes, do you have a problem with that old man!?” Cana asked, growling the words and thumping him in the sternum with a hard fist.
“No!  Just, um, I was wondering.  Hehe, might’ve thought I could get away with being the whole domineering dad bit now that I’ve got daughters, but it doesn’t seem to be as fun when dealing with another girl,” the man said shaking his head.  Internally though he was smashing his head against the nearby wall.  Curse you male brain, curse you!  That’s my daughter you’ve been imagining with her hot lesbian lover!  Gah, brain bleach, I need brain bleach!
Nearby another foursome were making their way through the rubble of the destroyed parts of town.  The two men were carrying boxes of tools while the women were carrying first aid kits, all of which they had been given by the army.  While Faust was certainly a megalomaniac, when it came to supplying his army he had been an excellent organizer, and the army had actually begun to react to the monstrous damage done to the capital by the fighting and the Dorma Anim as if it were a natural disaster, while the two Fairy Tail guilds seconded the recovery and rescue efforts.  Indeed, Gildarts group was actually supposed to have begun work already, but some conversations could not be had, while doing other things at the same time.
Not so the conversation occurring between this foursome.  “So the two of you actually got together that quickly?” Alzack asked his alternate in astonishment.  “I mean, I freely admit that, that the idea sounds great, but you only knew one another for two weeks before asking your Bisca out?”
“Working up the courage was hard,” his alter said with a nod.  “But we were able to do it,” he went on, taking his Bisca’s hand and squeezing it gently, as she happily leaned into his side.  “Taking a chance like that, it was important and we’ve never looked back since.”
Alzack smiled sheepishly, “I wish I’d been able to work up that amount of courage.”
“It certainly wasn’t easy on either of us,” Edo-Bisca and Edo-Alzack said as one, before laughing at one another.  “But when Al-al asked me out, well, the first date was so magical I knew right then he was the one for me.”
Across from them Bisca shook her head with a faint smile.  The two of them looked cute together she had to admit, although she felt that the amount of PDA was a bit much.  Still, the two of them at least had some things in common with us.  And maybe, if the two of them are so happy, the two of us can be to.  “Well, while I’d love to hear more about your wedding and everything, I think we need to split up here and get back to helping the others search for survivors among the rubble.”
With a smile, the two partners split up, but a moment later, Alzack pulled Bisca into an alleyway, between two buildings whose upper stories had been ripped off but which whose first floors were still intact.  Before she could ask why, he was kissing her and she smiled against his lips.  He was getting better at it too, still not up to the amount of passion that Ranma could put into it, but she was beginning to realize that wasn’t exactly a fair comparison.  And, he’s much more courageous now, which I quite like, she thought as he began to run his hands down her back to her rear, which he squeezed lightly, causing her to giggle into his mouth.  Yep, I can work with this.  And maybe eventually he and I can have the same amount of happiness with one another as our alternates.
Elsewhere, several other members of the two guilds were also meeting but their meetings were not going nearly as well.
“So wait, Levy, these weaklings are really supposed to be us!?” shouted Edo-Jet glaring angrily at his alternate.  “I don’t believe it!  Were the strongest in Fairy Tail, and these two look like pushovers, they’re so weak and skinny!  And where the hell are their scars?  You can’t be strong without a few scars!”
The two Levy’s exchanged a glance at that, but said nothing, turning back to direct the ongoing work removing the rubble from one of the larger mansions.  It would, once cleared, join two more in being set up as an aid station.  Meanwhile, they both listened to the fireworks as their teammates continued to argue.
“Hey!” Jet shouted back, pushing into his alter’s personal space.  “We’re not pushovers!”
“But you’re not the strongest are you?” Edo-Droy asked triumphantly.
Droy snorted.  “Of course not, our guild’s got so many monsters in it, we can’t match up to them.”
“That’s weak thinking,” said Edo-Droy, scowling angrily.  “You’ll never get anywhere with thinking like that!”
“Oh yeah?  And where the heck have you gotten hmm?” Jet asked, glancing towards Edo-Levy and back, before smirking.  “And does that mean you want to spar with our version of Erza, or Natsu, or any of them?”
The two Edo natives spluttered although, which insinuation bothered them more was a mystery.
Realizing the conversation had stalled for a bit, Edo-Levy took over.  “Alright you morons, that’s enough fucking hobnobbing!  Jet, Droy, you go over there and help those troopers with the building material, the stairs to the second floor are just gone and we need the space up there.  You two, start carting the debris away from the hole on the south side of the building, if we can’t fix it up quickly, we might as well use it as a second entrance.”  She waited, then when the four of them didn’t move fast enough for her liking, she roared out, “Get moving you cocksuckers!”
As the four men raced off so quickly they nearly banged into one another, the two Levy’s looked at one another again, then shook their heads as one, and entered the building, where Edo-Levy instantly moved to a series of pipes set into a wall with a grill and fireplace combo next to it.  “So, your team’s one of the strongest in Fairy Tail?” Levy asked quizzically.
“Kind of, sort of, I’m getting the impression that our Guild isn’t nearly as strong as yours though,” Edo-Levy said, a hint of irritation and anger in her voice before she looked at her.  “Hand me that spanner over there.  But what about you?  You look like a book worm to me.”
“I am a book worm,” Levy said, grinning and flashing her alternate the peace sign before reaching down and lifting the spanner.  Since it was a large tool about the size of her outstretched arm that was something of a surprise.  “And proud of it.  What about you, you look like a gearhead?”
“Yep, proud of that too.”  Edo-Levy paused in her perusal of the heater, looking over her shoulder to her alter as the two blue-haired girls exchanged a grin.  “So despite our differences, at least we’re both happy right?”
“Right!” Levy looked back out to where their partners had somehow bunched into one another in the hole in the wall.  They were now shouting pushing at one another’s chests, while the soldiers around the area seemed reluctant to step in.  “So,” Levy asked hesitantly, “um, are you involved with either of them?”
“God no!  That would be like screwing my brothers.”  Edo-Levy actually looked sick at the thought.  “Besides, my boyfriend wouldn’t like it.  They’re not after you, are they?”
“Well, they are kind of, but I’m not into them,” Levy said hastily, causing her alternate to breathe a sigh of relief.  I mean it would be seriously weird.”  Then what else her fellow Levy said registered and her eyes widened.  “Wait what?!  Um, who’s your boyfriend?”
“Oh he’s not around here right now, in fact, he rarely ever stays long with the Guild,” Edo-Levy replied, sounding both proud and annoyed.  “He’s always out and about, doing his investigative reporter thing.  In fact, my Gaj-kun is the leader of our spy network.”
“Huh…wait, Gaj… you’re dating Gajeel!?” Levy yelped, her eyes going wide.
While the two Levy’s had seemingly had a lot in common despite their appearances, the two Grays were very different, something that was easily seen instantly by both of them now that the fight was over and Edo-Lucy, ever the trouble-maker, had pointed them out to one another before racing off with Natsu Dragion.  The poor guy was next to useless outside of his racer and really needed his hand held.
Behind her, the two Grays they pointed at one another and shouted, “You can’t be me!  Wait stop, don’t do, why do you keep saying…”
It took them three minutes flat (Edo-Juvia timed them) to stop saying the same words, while nearby Edo-Juvia.  In no rush to join the ongoing recovery efforts to help the ignorant, foolish and above all venal people of the Royal City, she stayed to watch this conversation, looking at alternate Gray, then back to regular Gray, shaking her head.  “If that’s what’s underneath his clothing, it’s not bad Juvias suppose, although how Juvia has to wonder why he is so pasty white if he keeps on going around shirtless?”
“You can’t be my alternate, no way would any Gray ever be caught wearing so much clothing!” Gray finally got out without his alter copying him.
“And you can’t be me, going around like, like some kind of male stripper, how are you not freezing!?” Edo-Gray shouted back, looking appalled.
“How do you even feel the cold with all of that clothing on?  I’d boil alive!”
“But it’s cold here, right Juvia?” the clothed version of Gray asked, turning to look at her lovingly.
She backed off instantly, lifting a leg warningly as if she was about to kick him.  “Don’t come near Juvia you, you dumpling boy!  Not while you’re wearing all that clothing, god it makes Juvia uncomfortable just to look at you.”
Normally, Edo-Gray would simply say ‘but it’s cold’, or mope about for a few seconds.  Now however, he turned and stared at his alter, then back to Juvia.  “Wait, does that mean you would prefer him!?”
“How should Juvia know, Juvia doesn’t even know him!” Juvia said rolling her eyes at the man’s attitude.
“Oh good, I’m not certain I could handle my own self becoming my love rival.”
Edo-Juvia shook her head, moving away quickly.  Helping these ungrateful bastards is looking better than dealing with this idiot now.  “To be a love rival, your original love would have to return your affections wouldn’t Juvia?” she said tossing the words over her shoulder, and like normal, having them be ignored.  “Creepy stalker.”
She blinked and stopped however when she saw her own opposite number appear from around a street corner, dragging the king behind her, with the one called Ranma still in his female form, the younger version of Wendy and the older one.  With them was the redhead in the chest plate who Edo-Juvia had been told was the Earth Land version of Erza Knightwalker.  That still threw her, that their version of the bitch was part of Fairy Tail.  But it seemed to be true anyway, as was the fact that Ranma had been able to defeat Knightwalker, something that still surprised her.
Behind them, their world’s pink-haired loudmouth and someone who could only be the alternate version of Gajeel followed behind them.  Although the amount of studs he has in his face is a bit much.  Still, those three, she thought to herself remembering how good the male Ranma had looked, those three have bodies worth being interested in.
She shook her head though, seeing Edo-Wendy and Erza arguing about something from either side of the currently female Ranma.  Guess he, or she is off the market though.  Meh, probably just as well, Juvia would not be happy to be with a guy who turns into a girl like that.  Then she blinked as she noticed her own alter saying something to the man.  The smile on her face, and the way she shifted from foot to foot, gently but almost irresistibly drawing attention to her chest as it moved under the confines of her current clothing, told Edo-Juvia what she was doing.  Interesting, so Alter-Juvia is still willing to make a play for Ranma despite his changing gender.
Behind her, the two Grays had also seen the small cavalcade moving towards them through the rubble of the Royal city.  Gray laughed, pointing at Natsu as he moved slowly besides Gajeel, covered with bruises, cuts and actual burns, something that Gray had never seen on the Fire Dragon Slayer before.  “What the hell happened to you flame brain, you look as if you tried to burn off more than you could torch!”
Ranma waved one hand in a so-so gesture.  “Not bad, but you can’t just keep using the same insult, or even the same kind of insult in a single sentence.  Although the sentiment was bang on.”
“Are you all right my friend?” Edo-Gray asked, moving towards Natsu who backed away quickly as his own alternate looked at the two of them in shock.  “You… your friends with Natsu!  Oh my God, I’m going to be sick.  That’s just, that’s worse than you wearing so many clothes!”
“I know right!” Natsu shouted backing away from the doughboy, for once in total agreement with his rival.  “It’s so weird!”
Rolling her eyes, Erza glanced down at the unconscious body of the King, then around trying to spot where Mystogan was.  She eventually saw him at the far end of the courtyard at the entrance into the castle speaking to several soldiers with extra sashes around their shoulders indicating they were officers perhaps.  But as that tattooed face shifted towards her, she had to once more fight the desire to hurl a sword at it, before shaking her head.  “Right, Edo-world, Edo-Jellal, right, going to have to remember that.  I can’t beat his face in just because I didn’t like the person who owned that face back in our world.  That would be wrong.”
Hearing this mantra, Ranma looked at her quizzically.  “Troubles?”
“Just don’t talk to me for a second…” Erza said, clenching and unclenching her hands.  “I am having issues with that face…”
Edo-Juvia sidled up to Ranma, smirking slightly.  “She’s actually doing better than the first time she saw him, after the fight was over.  Then she actually did try to attack him, but your version of Gildarts held her back, until he stopped speaking.  After that, she seemed to have calmed down.”
“Not calmed down,” Erza said, “I was simply able to put one irritation aside to deal with the larger issue.  Which I am still doing.  Come on,” she said after a few seconds more of mumbling under her breath, “let’s go and greet the prince.”
Chuckling, Ranma took Faust from Juvia.  “Why don’t the rest of you to start helping with the recovery and reconstruction efforts?  Natsu, Gajeel, I know we can use our Dragon Slayers senses to find people, start searching the rubble for anyone buried alive.  Wendy, go with them for now, unless ya want to help with the wounded?”  Since she didn’t have her healing magic, Ranma wasn’t certain she would be any more help than another pair of hands, but in these circumstances, even that might be worthwhile.
Wendy nodded firmly and moved off to find where the aid station had been set up.  She soon saw a few wounded being directed into one of the buildings by a group of soldiers and moved to join them.
As she moved off, Carla and Happy arrived.  Happy instantly latched onto Natsu, bawling about his wounds.  “Oh my god Natsu, what happened to you!?  You look like someone tried to make you into a steak and couldn’t’ quite cook you all the way so they decided to beat you into something else!  Are Dragon Slayers yummy?”
“Gah no little buddy, just, well, I just hate being without my magic!” Natsu roared.  Everyone in the area looked at him, and he sighed, before turning away.  “Come on little buddy, let’s go play ‘find the buried people’.  I’ve still got my Dragon Slayer senses at least.”
Behind her Carla breathed a sigh of relief, grateful to have some time away from the blue-furred tomcat, before glancing between the departing Wendy and the distant prince.  Then she looked down at Faust and smirked.
Ranma blinked, staring down the little cat-girl, who as was her habit was once more in her near-human form.  “You’re not following Wendy?” he asked, one eyebrow raised in surprise.
Carla shrugged.  “I have something to tell the King, and then probably quite a lot of other things to tell other people, specifically my other people,” she said pointing upwards towards the floating islands.  “Let’s just say their actions of late, and my own desire for answers, are beginning to make me angry.”
“Wait, isn’t that, and a helping of haughty disdain, like, your normal emotions?”  Ranma leaped back as Carla attempted to gouge his leg with her Neko-Ken claws.  “Alrighty, alright yeesh way to prove my point hoity-toity-kitty.”
Carla scowled for a brief instant then sighed and with an eyeroll gestured them on.  “Can we just get this over with?”
With a nod and a gesture, Ranma urged the others back into motion, noticing that Edo-Juvia had grabbed at Edo-Wendy’s arm and pulled her off to one side.  Wondering what that was about, Ranma went back to talking with Carla as they moved towards Mystogan.  “Did I tell you that a few of your people tried to attack us?  Well I say tried; it was pathetic frankly.  They acted as if they didn’t know how to fight at all and seemed to expect us just to kowtow the moment they appeared.”
“That seems to be in keeping with what I’ve been told about how my people act.  Worse they have indeed come to be revered by the locals,” Carla said.  “But we will speak about them more later.”
By that point they had reached the Prince, who had been ordering his soldiers around, trying to organize relief efforts through the devastated Royal City.  After all, the loss of magic had hit a lot of different areas, including the sewage and water systems, and even a few of the industrial areas, where magic had still been working despite the lack of it elsewhere.  And of course, he also had to meet with a few nobles and other rich folk, who had magic in their actual homes that no longer worked, the lacrima within drained dry.
Talking to them and tentatively feeling them out about the lack of magic and how much it mattered, Mystogan had been appalled to realize that his earlier naïve belief that this world could do without magic had been proven grossly incorrect.  Magic was incredibly important here, to many of the industrial processes, to daily life of the individuals within the city.  The trains ran on magic, the factories were often powered by magic, or used it in some way.  Numerous types of medicine were created through magical means, farming, food preparation, the water, heating sewage system, the list went on of areas of life that were devoted to magic.
Was the magic entirely necessary in many of those?  No, in many ways it was.  Indeed, magi-tech was the bedrock of the society here in a way that it wasn’t back in Earth Land outside of Seven, the center of magical innovation and technology, and Fiore and you could argue the point in Fiore.  The point was, it wasn’t just the nobles who had to have access to magic, and any thoughts of replacing it would have to be very well-thought out and have a means in place to see to those services where magic was used without waiting a long amount of time.
I was completely naïve, he thought, shaking his head and turning away from one Guild leader, to nod to a few of the local nobles, who had gathered around him almost instantly.  They all nodded back, and he shook hands among them, a deal struck before he noticed Ranma and the others besides her moving towards him.  He twitched at the look Erza was giving him, wistfully wondering what his own alter had done to the woman to deserve such a look of unremitting fury.  Pity, she is quite good-looking too.
He then looked down at his father, sweatdropping at the beaten unconscious and altogether disreputable looking pile of humanity.  “What did you do to him?”
“Juvia dragged him,” Juvia said with a bright smile.  “It seemed a fitting punishment, and Juvia would like to get back to it, if you don’t have anywhere to put him just yet.  Juvia notices that you are out here instead of in the castle for some odd reason.”
Erza blinked, then nodded in approval at the woman, while Ranma rolled his eyes at her bloodthirstiness.  Now, on the other hand if someone has indeed died because they drained some magic from the Crystal, before we arrived, then I’m going to be mighty pissed.  So pissed they can kiss that big ass castle of their goodbye.  Until then though, I’ll try rein in my anger.
“Um, it’s closer to the disaster and thus makes it easier to organize.  I, um, I take it you defeated the giant creature my father was commanding?  I must admit, that mechanical construct terrified me,” Mystogan said shaking his head and turning to look at Ranma.  “And the amount of magic that it took to simply power the thing, every army unit that was present in the city no longer has working weapons, which I suppose is a bit of a blessing.”
Ranma shrugged his shoulders at that, gesturing down to the king.  “Whatever.  We’ve done our part, so, when are we going home, and how are you getting our friends out of that crystal?”
“We haven’t started questioning Byro just yet on how to send you home, I’m afraid as my father’s chief scientist, he might prove most recalcitrant.”
“Not for long,” Erza said firmly, picking up a sword from a pile of rubble nearby in testing the edge.  “Trust me, I have ways to make any man talk.”
“Ouch,” Ranma said shaking his head.  “Say those words back again to yourself Erza, and wonder to yourself ‘am I suggesting what it sounds like I’m suggesting?’”
Erza blinked and did so.  Then she blushed, then frowned, then slowly nodded in under thirty seconds.  “Yes, in this case I think I am suggesting that.  I want us all to go home as soon as possible gentlemen.  Whatever threats I need to make toward that goal is a small price to pay.”
While Ranma flinched, every man there crossed their legs, looking away from her as any thought of Erza being beautiful, left the prince’s mind immediately.  One of them was a homicidal maniac, a sociopath who completely subordinated her sense of right and wrong to the state, and the other one is just crazy.  A lovely combination.
“Ahem, well, um at any rate, as you can see I have other things we need to do with the moment, repairing all the damages done to the Royal City, sending out proclamations of my assumption of the throne, and so forth, solidifying my control of the throne being foremost in my mind.
“I am sad about the destruction wrought, Erza said slowly, gesturing around them.  “But you brought this upon yourselves.  You started this conflict with our world, brought us here, and anything we’ve done since to release ourselves is simply self-defense on our part.”
[bookmark: _Hlk19384489]“I agree, and am more than willing to send you home,” Mystogan said soothingly while he backed away just slightly from the frightening redhead.  Or should that be scarier redhead, given Ranma’s proven scariness?  “However, we still don’t know if it is even possible, and won’t until we start questioning Byro.  He is the only one who really understood the anima device.  Furthermore, powering the device is going to be incredibly difficult without using the very Anima Crystal that comprises your friends.”
He leaned forward, looking around him before whispering so low that Erza, Juvia and Ranma had to lean forward in turn to hear him.  “And I must plead with you to wait until my position is more secure.  I haven’t been here for years, I don’t know the power structure, or anything else really, as Ranma here pointed out so solidly earlier today.  But, if only my allies have access to magic, that strengthens my position considerably…”
“Are you worried about internal or external threats?” Juvia asked one eyebrow rising.  She had only the vaguest ideas of what the other nations in this dimension were like, but she knew from talking to Wendy 2.0 that there had been conflicts with them.
“Both.  On the one hand I need to make certain the powers that remain, the guild leaders, the nobles, and such are willing to accede to my assumption of the throne.”  Mystogan gestured subtly over his shoulder to the men and women he’d been talking to before Ranma and the others had approached.  “On top of that, I’m afraid that the army units stationed on our borders to protect against invasion might react poorly to my assumption to the throne.  If they do, then the nations they are there to defend us from might also react.”
He pulled out a map and pointed out where the various military bases were, causing Ranma to nod thoughtfully.  He then looked at the map, frowning as he recognized something.  Wendy 2.0 had told him about the other nations here but looking at the map helped him realize that a few of them were pretty much the same.  But there was one thing that was different: the continent that Ishgar was just a peninsula of, like India was a part of the Asian continent.  Instead there was something called ‘the haunted Seas’
“Quick question, how far in terms of geography can that animation thing reach?  I mean, it can go through the dimensions right, and I know it can reach to other places in Ishgar, but can it reach to say the equivalent of this area?” he asked gesturing out to that segment of the map.
“I don’t know, I’d have to ask Byro, and as I said, I’m uncertain if he would tell me the truth.  Why?”
Erza supplied the answer to that, as she too looked at the map, her mind leaping to the same conclusion Ranma had reached.  While she hadn’t been involved in the orc invasion years ago, every S-class mage in Ishgar knew about it and been warned that they might be called up to deal with another.  “Well, you just got finished telling us you’ll probably need to find a source for magic, which is our world.  And what you call the haunted seas here is the continent back home.  A continent that is utterly uninhabitable because of still active magics from a war that depopulated the continent and remade the world long before known history.  The magics there are so terrifying no one has entered the continent and lived to tell the tail.”
“Right.  One of them is a kind of odd creature called the orcs.  They look sort of plant-like, but they are created somewhere in the continent, and when it reaches a certain point, they invade Ishgar via the mountains of Pergrande.  And they are the least of the still active magical constructs within the continent.  When you get right down to it, there’s a lot more active magic on the continent than in Ishgar really.”
“I, I hadn’t even considered that!” Mystogan said in awe at the very idea while the advisors who had followed him over to talk to the mages whispered excitedly to one another.
“I bet you could drain the continent of magic for years and still not really make much headway there.  And you’d be doing us a favor really,” Ranma said with a laugh.
But Erza had once more become serious, pointing an accusing finger towards Faust.  “However, this attack on Fairy Tail and the other attacks throughout Ishgar need to be paid for in some fashion.  This genie, the knowledge of there being another dimension that has attacked ours, will get out quickly, especially if we are stuck here for a time as you figure out a way to get us home.  You will need to open up diplomatic talks at the very least with Fiore’s king, if not the King’s Conclave of Ishgar.”
Mystogan looked at his advisors, then over to Panther Lily, all of whom nodded.  “I will certainly think about it, but does that mean you’re willing to stay?”
Erza and Ranma exchanged looks, before nodding as Ranma spoke for them both, “So long as we have your word you will be working on getting us home as soon as possible.  For now, I think I have a few army bases to raid for magical weapons.  And while someone else is doing that, I’ll pitch in to help others.”
“Actually your majesty, there is one other internal threat you didn’t mention earlier,” Carla said speaking up for the first time.  “My people.  I believe that the Exceed here in this world have been working their own schemes in the background.  For what purpose I do not know yet, but they could be a long term threat, or perhaps simply allies of your father we will have to deal with.”
“What do you mean?” said one of the nobles looking astonished and almost terrified very idea.  “I’ll grant that the Exceed did seem to be friendly with His Majesty Faust, but there is a big difference between that and acting against the kingdom’s interests now that he has been deposed.”
Well first, there was the whole attacking me when I was playing as Knightwalker thing,” Ranma said with a drawl in her tone, causing the man to blink as Ranma went on, describing the fight.  “There’s also Carla being with us at all, along with the happy blue-boy over there.”  She went on gesturing towards Happy, “The Exceed sent people, well eggs, through the anima portal.  We’re just not certain of the reasons.  Carla here fears the worst.  Me, I think that they were so pathetic in combat, that the worst really isn’t possible
“I actually agree with Ranma about that, my first thought, that Happy and I were sent through on some military mission or other, seems to be well off the mark.  If the Exceed here are so weak, how could they hope we would be able to do anything combat-related?” Carla said with a shrug, laying her people’s weakness bare to the humans in a way that would have terrified any native Exceed.  “My fears now is that we still don’t know how the anima cannon at first could target a specific point in Earth Land.  Maybe the Exceed on the other side were part of that and then made obsolete later on by the magic sensing technology.  Regardless, I will be going up to give them a piece of my mind.”
[bookmark: _Hlk19384833]“You’re going to do what?” Panther Lily asked from where he was standing as bodyguard to the new king.  It wasn’t a very respectable attempt really, since his entire body was swathed in bandages.  “I realize that given what… Ranma.. here,” he said hesitantly, hesitating over the name as he looked at the redhead, “said, that in comparison to him, our people aren’t very combat capable.  But that is to Ranma, and from what I saw in the battle earlier, you are not as capable.  Furthermore, our people are extremely isolationist.  They won’t want to speak to you if they realize you’re an outsider, even if you are an Exceed.  And it will be far worse if you take a human up there, believe me.”
“Hah, I wouldn’t underestimate me if I were you.  As for the rest, I don’t care how xenophobic they are, I deserve answers!  So does Happy, even if he doesn’t seem to be caring so much about it at the moment,” Carla drawled, glancing over to where Happy was actually being useful she had to admit.  Currently he was flying a child who seemed to have broken his leg out of the rubble caused by one of the Dorma Anim’s missiles.  Those things had caused quite a bit of havoc throughout the city, though not as much pure destruction as the Dorma Anim’s energy beams.
It reminded her that for all of his silliness and lack of intelligence, you couldn’t argue with his heart.  Just like Natsu in a way, she mused, shaking her head before turning back to Panther Lily.  “If I have to smack down every guard who gets in my way to get my answers, I will!”
“Alone?” Panther Lily asked, half-appalled, half-impressed.
Carla shrugged.  “If I have to.”
“She probably could,” Ranma said with a laugh.  “She’s trained with me for a few years after all, and I wager anything that she’s got several tricks that your people won’t be able to deal with.”
“I suppose so,” Panther Lily said, staring down at the little cat girl thoughtfully.  Unlike his own towering height, Carla only added about a foot to her normal frame, which was somewhat amusing to him, although she looked even more human than he did.  “Still, if the two of you are determined to go, I will go with you.  I might have been exiled years ago, but I can at least act as a guard and slight go-between if nothing else.”
“That’s nice for later I guess, but right now personally, I’ve got other priorities.  I’m going to go get some hot water,” Ranma said, gesturing down at her body.  “I’m sick and tired of being a girl damnit, nearly two full days of this is more than enough for me.”  Gah, especially with the queasy feeling and my emotions spiking as they have been, that only points to one thing, and I sooo do not want to deal with that right now.
“Wait what?” Mystogan asked, turning in his direction, as did Panther Lily and the other locals.  Not even Mystogan had heard about the curse up to this point, and Ranma smirked at Mystogan.  “I told you I was the guy that fought you in Magnolia, what, you didn’t believe me?
She smirked at him, then turned, deliberately swaying her hips until she was out of sight, before rushing off as fast as her feet could carry her to find some water.  She quickly came back, a teacup of steaming water in one hand and changed into her normal silk pants and shirt.  She stretched then cracking her neck and shoulders and thrusting out her chest in such a way that Mystogan and nearly every other male there, as well as Erza, who had been silent since the conversation turned to the Exceed, to look.  “Ranma…” the other woman growled.
“Heh, don’t ruin my fun Erza,” Ranma mock pouted, putting a finger to her lips.  Again the gesture grabbed the attention of most of the men around him, and with a giggle, Ranma dumped the hot water over her head, his giggle turning into a more masculine chuckle as he did.
“Gaah!!!!” Mystogan shouted, twitching away as if he’d been hit by a cattle prod.  “Wh, what!?”
“Hahahahaha!” Ranma started to laugh as Wendy 2.0 and Juvia joined in, while Carla and Erza just rolled their eyes at his antics.  “That’ll teach ya to control your thoughts more.  This is my original body.  I was born a guy, but then cursed to change into a girl with cold water.”
As Mystogan looked to be ready to spit and the other locals, even Panther Lily, looked revolted, Ranma turned to Carla, still smiling at a job well done.  “So, will you want me along?”
“No, I believe I can handle this on my own.  I’m going to get my answers, one way or another!”
Ranma laughed, “Kitty got her claws out!”
Carla smirked up at him, her tail twitching in amusement, but said nothing more.

OOOOOOO

At the same time Carla was discussing, her estranged kinfolk, Shagotte and her court had been following what was going on down below from start to finish.  The scouts were using a few specialized magics, which gave them eyes of eagles and also communicated what they saw with the advisors and the royal court.  The images appeared in large globes, four to a side in front of Shagotte and her advisors.
With this information, they had attempted to remove the crystal seeing it as the cause of the conflict, and, moreover, Shagotte had felt that leaving it in Faust’s hands would undoubtedly lead to the catastrophe she had envisioned years ago.  Her advisors had agreed with her that acting was a good idea for one, only for all of them to be dismayed at the fact they simply hadn’t been able to even move the damn thing.  Shagotte had, for a time, listened to the story of a young cat-girl of some kind, but the guards hadn’t conversed with her before retreating without further combat, as had been her orders.  They could ill afford anymore bad blood with the humans after all.
Now she leaned back staring at her advisors with a smirk on her face.  The headaches had finally, gloriously, subsided entirely and she was once now more in control of her faculties, although she found that she had kept a good deal of the snark that she had started to develop during her time dealing with the pain.  “So, I’m not above saying I told you so even as Queen, that is a prerogative of any living being.”
“So let us reflect gentlemen.  One, I told you that we should get involved although you were correct in that we didn’t have to get involved in order to stave off disaster.  However, the fact that the humans won so decisively against Faust is going to be an issue.  Now we have an entirely new leader to deal with, one whose agenda we know nothing about.  And before you ask, no I’m not going to try to use my precognition powers.  In fact I’m not going to even attempt to meditate until these Earth Land people have all gone back to their own dimension.”  Shagotte actually shuddered at the very idea.  Oh the colors and the swirling and images and the agony!!!
“Two, if we had done as I said, we would be in a much stronger position.  Now however, not only does that redhead who dealt with Faust and his mechanical construct have reason to distrust and even view us as enemies, thanks to the hasty actions of Nichiya,” she growled, spearing that with a glare, which froze him in place.  “But, as our scouts reported, Panther Lily is backing this young King, the same young boy who we exiled him for helping.”
Nichiya twitched until the queen looked away.  It had taken him and his men several hours to free themselves, and they had only been able to do that because their captors hadn’t searched him.  Nichiya had a small knife in his pouch, he’d been able to wiggle it free and one of his fellows had been able to grab it and use it to free himself.
His relief ended however when the queen shouted suddenly, smacking her and hand down on her armrest.  “Does this, in any way, sound anything like a complete unmitigated disaster to any of you!?”
Her court flinched, and more than one of them stumbled back, but her four learned – she was beginning to think a better description was senile- advisors took her anger stoically.  Oh how she longed to just reach out and scratch those faces off!  But she couldn’t.
“So how will we solve this issue?” she asked instead, leaning back again in her throne.  “I believe we need to instantly send it delegation down to treat with this new King, now, while he is still getting his feet under him.  Offering an alliance at this moment would be an excellent idea and help him solidify his position among the ignorant masses.  With them on his side, the young king will not have much to fear from the remaining nobles, and the remaining intact army will not move against him if it is known we favor him.  Indeed, perhaps we should go so far as to ask him to send a delegation here.”
“It would also be premature,” said one of her advisors.  By this point she had determined to never use their names again, but to actually address them as advisors one through four, they were irritating her that much these days.  Their inability to act was infuriating and getting worse.  Perhaps if I hadn’t dealt with that pain and my lack of precognition I would not think this way, but I am now!
Advisor 1 went on, uncaring or at least not knowing her inner thoughts.  “First, this King might not be able to consolidate his position.  And then if we are seen backing him when he loses power, our position would worsen, we would be seen as fallible, and with that the great deception would start to crumble.  The young boy’s position is built upon the aid of the Earth Land mages.  Once they are gone, he will only have Panther Lily, who as we all know has never been favored by the majority of human nobles.  With just Panther Lily, they could perhaps oust him, if they don’t like his policies or if he is unwilling to play the political game.”
Advisor 2 nodded his head as he interjected his own points.  “That’s correct.  We know this boy is young, and untried, and given the amount of time he’s been personally spending trying to help the people rather than deal with his nobles, we can tell he is also naïve.  That is never a good thing in a ruler,” he added pointedly looking at her.
Shagotte’s teeth ground against one another but she kept all expression off her face, as she wistfully pondered the whole scratching their faces off concept again.
“Furthermore, what forces with the humans send against us even if they think us a threat?  Many of their legions are dead, they have barely one in fifty surviving within a day’s flight time of the Royal City, which had housed the majority of their mounted cavalry.  We can tell that the majority of their weapons no longer work either, and all of these Earth Land mages seem to be lacking in magical power themselves, else they would be using them in the relief efforts.  No, the young prince might hold on, or he might not, but they do not represent a credible threat any longer.  Even that redhead utterly exhausted according to reports,” Advisor 2 finished.
“And remember we have to take into account our own people’s reaction to such a move,” Advisor 3 said shaking his head sadly.  He did sad face better than the others she supposed.  “They would never go for it your majesty.  The very idea of us reaching out to humans in so obsequious a manner would cause riots.  And the idea of allowing a delegation of humans to come here as you said, no.  I’m afraid that is completely impossible.  We would have to protect them from our own people!”
That, unfortunately, Shagotte had to concede.  Although she did find it ironic that her people had developed this God complex they had because of fear.
That might seem overly simplified to many, but it was, in point of fact, quite accurate.  Her people had lived among humans for a time many, many generations ago, perhaps as long as six hundred years or more.  During that time because of their short stature and lack of physical strength, the Exceed had always been bullied, manipulated, or even just used bought and sold like slaves because of their magical abilities and lack of combat ability.  Eventually, the Exceed who later became the first king of her people had brought all the different clans of Exceed together, in order to create their floating islands.  That magic had been the start of their lie towards the humans.  Humans who had seen it, and even then it the Royal City was where was now, had been in awe and began to fear what the Exceed could do together like that.
After that, a few of her people who had precognition powers were forced to intermarry in order to create a power that no amount of magical artifice or engineering could duplicate.  With the power of precognition, over generations her people had begun to be seen by the humans as omens of good or ill fortune, bringers of tidings that always came true in the fullness of time.  With that, their ability to fly, and their ability to use magic without magical items, they had been able to build up this lie of power in front of the humans.
But, what no one at the time realized, and indeed what no one understood until it was too late to change things was that their own people started to believe in that lie.  They had to lie to their own people in order to propagate the lie in a way, as well as the reasons for the separation between Exceed and humans, who had always fascinated Exceed despite the abuses many of them had suffered at the hands of humans.
By this point, all of her people believed that the Exceed were inherently superior to humanity, that they were stronger, faster, better simply because of their magic.  All this, when the vast majority of her people could only use Aero, and that rarely.  It was a sad state of affairs, but it was a social sickness and one she had inherited from her own mother and father, one that they hadn’t seen a problem with, making the issue all the worst during their rein.  She had attempted occasionally to try to mitigate it, but even that was an impossible task.
The only group of people that she knew for a fact understood the full implications of their real weakness were her advisors.  And they were so frightened of changing the status quo, and of humans in general, that they refused to act in any way.
“No,” Advisor 4 said shaking his head.  “We will not reach out to the humans.  We may reach out when this young king has proved himself able to stand on his own without the Earth Land mages.  But we will not meet with him here, nor will we treat with the Exceed with them.”  He shot a glance at his young queen, indicating he had seen her interest in the report on them and disproved.
If anyone could tear away the lies around their people and cause havoc, it is the children we sent through the dimensional gap.  Besides, they were after all exiled for their own good.  Bringing them back may appeal emotionally but serves no other purpose.  They serve our people best by creating a home for themselves in Earth Land.
Slowly rising from her chair, Shagotte thrust herself out of her large regalia, grabbing the crown from her head as she held it out to her advisors one after the other.  “Remind me again, who is Queen here!?” she roared at the top of her lungs.  Many of the rest of the court fainted dead away at her anger and impropriety, but her advisors were made of stubborner stuff.  “Who here wears the crown again!?  And yet, every time I turn around and make a decision, you all ignore my words.  And each time since, even without my precognition, I have been proven correct.”
“Your majesty, you lead us in keeping the humans at bay with your precognition powers,” said one of her advisors, weathering her storm of emotions with a faint sigh of distaste at her childishness.  “But you know that’s there is of sharp limits to what we are able to do.”
A sharp limit to what I am able to do you mean,” she retorted, snorting and tossing her crown to the floor.  And that was the truth of it.  While many of her guards might obey her orders over that of her advisors, most would not.  She might be a queen, but that was not much more than a figurehead position, based around her visions.  Her advisors had all been in power long before she was born, giving out orders and reining in the twilight of her father’s time and they had connections among the guards both among the commanders and the common soldiers that meant they would be respected over her own orders.
If she tried to simply order them arrested or detained, especially if she did so in conjunction to her plans to reach out to the humans, most of her guards would not follow such a command.  Others might but then the two sides would come to blows.  And Shagotte was unwilling to push things to that conclusion, to see Exceed fight Exceed.
“Very well gentlemen, you can have your way I suppose, as you always do!  But I reserve the right to say I told you so later on.  When these humans come at us and for us, which they might, given our provocations against the redhead and our attempt to take the crystal from them, they will no doubt wipe us out easily.  But at least, as I am standing in the flaming ruins of my castle, I will have the distinct pleasure of telling you ‘I told you so’ once again!”

OOOOOOO

Back down in terra firma Ranma and the others had no idea about the discussions above, and Ranma probably wouldn’t have cared anyway, as work continued into the night and well into the next day.  He and the other were out and about helping the repair efforts, with Edo-Wendy, both Juvias and Erza remaining near Ranma as often as they could contrive it.  Although Edo-Juvia wasn’t interested in Ranma, she was intensely amused by the competition she could see starting up around him.
Shockingly, among the mages it was Gray who really proved his worth during their efforts those first few days.  He used minute amounts of magical energy to create ice in the rubble, pushing the bits of debris apart or even shattering larger chunks to let trapped people out.  He also used Lyon’s Ice Make style to create animals to carry any wounded he found, or to carry away the bodies of the dead.  He was truly impressive and led several of the locals in their efforts after the first day.  His magic slowly faded out the second day, but by then he’d earned their respect, although his stripping habit still caused a lot of issues.
The only other mage that was giving as much aid as Gray and Ranma was Lucy.  Thanks to her spirits, she could be an entire work crew on her own, with Virgo especially proving very effective.  Aries was oddly excellent with the kids who all loved her fluffy wool cushions.  Her shy, self-effacing demeanor she could put a smile on all but the most depressed, making the aid stations with the kids run far more smoothly than anyone had a right to hope for.  And then she used Taurus and Cancer occasionally when she needed cutting or lifting power.
For his part, Ranma’s strength, even now as badly drained as his ki was, was still terrific, and he was able to lift and move giant chunks of rubble, clearing it out quickly and easily, while the others could only work in groups of ten or more to move equivalent chunks.  The only one who could have come close was Gildarts, and he had been assigned to watch over the crystal, with the two Cana’s and Lucy, switching out to join him out there every other hour.
However, on the second day of their efforts, things took a decidedly more interesting turn for the pigtailed one.
Turning away from where he had been working, Ranma flushed as he took in Wendy 2.0, bending over in front of his view now, as she began to shift some rubble with the help of three of her fellow Fairy Tail companions.  She was dressed up in exercise shorts and a tight shirt now, saying that she didn’t want to wreck her other clothing, although really, the only difference was in her pants, which were now much shorter, and even tighter around her rear, which, while larger and more full than most of the girls in Ranma’s life up to this point, was still delectable.
And that was not saying anything about her chest, which came back into prominence in his thoughts as she twisted around, cracking her neck and shoulders, and sending her breasts jiggling.  Oh my God, it’s like watching Jell-O!  A Jell-O pillow you want to just rest her head on!  Or do other things with anyway…gah, stop it brain!  She’s freaking trouble and you know it!
Ranma shook his head and resolutely turned away, trying to hide his blush, but it hadn’t worked.  Many of the other girls nearby had noticed this and responded in various ways.  Erza was the first, pushing off the piece of rubble that she had been moving, shoving it into a nearby cart to be taken away.  At this point, thanks to the Dragon Slayers, they had finally slowly begun to stop running into trapped people, but they were still clearing rubble and would be for days.
“I think Edo-Wendy has the right idea,” she said, this is rather too hot work to be dressed heavily in.  With that, she said, “Requip: Sporty Outfit!”
A second later, she was dressed in clothing that almost matched Wendy 2.0’s, short shorts, with a sports bar above, showing off her bare midriff.  A midriff moreover that was hard and muscled, with actual definition very clear in a six-pack along with side muscles, which was something Ranma knew for a fact was quite hard to do.  Indeed, it had only been in the past few years where his definition in his stomach area from one body carried over to another, Ranma wasn’t certain why that was, but it was clear that girls had a harder time developing muscles in their stomachs like that.
The sports bra also brought to prominence her chest, showing that despite the fact that she covered them most of the time, she actually had quite a large chest, larger even than Lucy, who for some reason had begun to be called the largest in Fairy Tail.  She wasn’t up to Edo-Wendy, but no one save Seilah was even in the same league as the older woman, so that was a given.
Ranma wasn’t the only one to stop and just stare, and Erza blushed slightly, but met his look dead on, cocking her hips and putting an arm and hand on her waist.  “Well see something you like?” she asked cockily.
[bookmark: _Hlk19386504]“When I’m looking at you?  Spoiled for choice really,” Ranma said with an answering grin.
She laughed at that but then moved on go back to the work.  But after that, everything started to spiral out of control thanks to Edo-Lucy.
“Oh heck yes!” Edo-Lucy shouted from where she was working with Edo-Natsu.  “I am so getting in on this!”  She leaned over and gave her boytoy a kiss.  “But don’t worry, everyone else can look, only you get to touch.”  With that she skipped off, coming back in crop top and cutoff jeans.
Her words and actions seemed to spur many of the women around them, both Fairy Tail member and none, into doing the same but thankfully for him, Ranma was no longer the sole target of their teasing.  The girls just wanted to compete while also giving the boys something to concentrate on other than the amount of dead bodies they had slowly started to find as they moved into the area most damaged by the battle against the Dorma Anim.  It was almost like a beauty pageant, there among the rubble and ruin, and soon enough word spread, and other groups of workers made excuses to come over one or up to a dozen at a time, to watch the events.
As the girls continue to compete against one another, Ranma was trying hard to concentrate on his work, but that was impossible with Erza, a girl he was in a relationship and therefore could safely look at, in the area.  As Erza bent over, he whimpered unable to look away.  Her small, perfectly formed and toned rear acted almost like a lure to him, as he was unable to tear his eyes away from it.
Then Wendy 2.0 got into his line of sight, leaning down to look at him, “Ranma are you okay?”
“Wha, um I…” Ranma said, first recovering himself slightly, then losing it again as she very deliberately gave him a great view down her shirt, giving him the most amazing view of her breasts that could ever be imagined when she was still wearing clothing.  He could even see the tips of her nipples down there, and he flushed, wondering why the hell Wendy 2.0 of all people wasn’t wearing a bra.
In actuality, Edo-Wendy would pay for that decision the next day with sore back muscles so bad that it would nearly cripple her.  But, in the heat of the moment, she was willing to deal with a bit of pain to get ahead.  Although actually, that wasn’t what was on her mind right then, the act had just been automatic after their flirting that day.  “Can you help me move something?  I think I found someone’s safety room, but the door is jammed by several tons of rock.  There might be someone alive in there too.”
With that, Ranma shook his head and was all business.  Unfortunately, for far too many people to count, the area of the city most badly damaged by the Dorma Anim was the middle class section, where a large majority of the citizens of the city lived.  So even two days later, they were still finding all too many bodies among the rubble.  Finding someone alive wasn’t unusual yet, but it was getting there.
He hopped to his feet and actually carried Wendy 2.0 as he did to go faster before they arrived at the rubble she had been excavating.  Sure enough, a large stone column had collapsed from the side of the house into the front of an interior room, small, with enclosed sides and a metal door.
Within seconds of his arrival, Ranma had lifted the rock and rubble aside.  Then he literally tore the damaged door open with one hand, ripping into the steel of it with fingers like claws and then tearing it loose with a squeal of tortured metal to toss aside.
“Damn!” Wendy 2.0 said staring at Ranma in shock for a second.  “How strong are you?”
Ranma shrugged.  As strong as I need to be,” he said simply.
As Edo-Wendy entered the safety room and started to help an elderly couple with a few kids who had to be their grandchildren, Ranma was called away by Juvia, asking him to help her in turn.  The fact that she had somehow changed clothing into bikini top and tight formfitting jeans was not lost on him, and he paused, unable to stop himself from drinking the view in for a second before shaking his head and asking what she needed.
Edo-Juvia smirked at all this, then looked down at her own clothing, before smiling and saying, “This looks like fun.  I think I will get in on it too.”
Soon the beauty pageant atmosphere spread.  Even the two Biscas got in on it, competing to see which Alzack would die of blood loss first, and if the two men could tell them apart.  Luckily for their continued existence, both of them could thankfully, if with a bit of accidental help from Ranma.  Edo-Bisca had a slightly different color lipstick, and she was most decidedly right handed, with a few scars around her thumb on that hand.  On the other hand, Ranma knew that Earth Land Bisca had similar scars on her palms and a beauty mark on her lower spine.
Alzack hadn’t known about the beauty mark.  But when Ranma had said, “Ah, there’s Bisca’s beauty mark,” just barely loud enough for Alzack to hear over the ongoing work and a few soldier’s ribald cheering, he had quickly capitalized.  Although he did have to bow out of the relief efforts along with his alter due to blood loss shortly thereafter.
Eventually, even Mystogan heard about what was going on and came to see, staring with a blush suffusing his features at the girls prancing around in bikini tops or Erza’s sports bra and sports pants, while work was ongoing all around them.  A time or two we saw men hurt themselves unable to split their between the girls and their work but, those moments were few and far between.
“Your majesty, said a junior officer, chuckling and waving him over to join a few men who had obviously been rotated off the work gangs for rest, eating their food.  “I have to say that this impromptu beauty contest someone’s arranged is fantastic, it’s magnificent for morale among both the troops and our civilians.”
“True enough,” said another young man nearby.  He wasn’t a soldier but he had the built body of someone who worked with his hands for a living and he seemed to work well with the soldiers too.  “Although I have to wonder why they’re competing.”
Mystogan shrugged in ignorance, although he could tell that there were actually two or more competitions actually going on here.  One was most decidedly centered around Ranma.  This consisted of Erza, Edo-Wendy and Earth Land’s Juvia.  None of those three seemed to move very far away from Ranma for any length of time and was shooting one another challenging if not outright nasty looks.  But they had, thankfully, not come to blows at least and seemed content to compete for Ranma’s attention if not outright affection.  How they are doing all that and working so well as they are in clearing out rubble and finding people I don’t know, but they seem to be the fastest moving group and it can’t all be because of Ranma.
The rest was led by the local Lucy, whose last name Mystogan had yet to learn, and the Fairy Tail Mage Evergreen, who was a massive hit with the soldiers, her haughty attitude and her sneers somehow turning them on for reasons Mystogan wasn’t willing to contemplate too long.  She was leading the rest of the girls in dressing up which was rather odd since he knew she had made a comment at one point at the end of the fight about hating how her alter dressed like a stripper.  And here she is dressed in what amounts to a bikini basically while ostensibly helping the relief and repair efforts.  Still, women are weird.  Just look at the girls who are interested in Ranma despite the fact he has that curse.  I certainly wouldn’t be willing to put up with that kind of thing from a woman, but they seem happy enough.
Regardless, Mystogan decided that he would make the contest official later on and give out prizes.  Perhaps a prize for the different division, say?  One for the Earth Land mages, one for Fairy Tail, one for the civilians, and one for the few women soldiers, who have gotten into this contest?  Mind you given the looks some of them are getting from their fellows I suppose joining the contest was its own reward for them.  That way, every group would have the chance at a prize, and hopefully, there would be no hard feelings.  Although, to my mind the tossup will be between Erza and Edo-Juvia.
Nearby, Edo-Juvia was wearing a similar bikini to Edo-Lucy, although hers was far more modest, covering her entire chest.  But her leggings had been shifted into a bottom to match coupled with thigh high boots.  A heavy tool belt of all things finished the getup, along with a hard hat, and she looked both somehow professional and very sexy all at once.  She wasn’t showing much in terms of her body in comparison to the Lucys or the woman with the deadly stare whose name Mystogan had yet to learn, but she was certainly leaving an impression.
Just as he thought that, there was a loud moo from nearby.  “MAOOOOOO!  Lucy’s boobs are always magnificent, but two Lucys are four times as amazing!”
Over the heads of several soldiers, Mystogan saw what he recognized as a Celestial Spirits lifting up a giant piece of rubble.  He held it in the air, a weight more than sixteen men would have had trouble lifting, while nearby the two Lucys looked at one another and shook their heads before Lucy sighed went up to the giant spirit, thanking him while Edo-Lucy turned to the men around her shouting, “Are you going to let that overgrown steer out do you boys!?”
There was a loud roar of denial and the men around her took to their work with a renewed will as others started to get into the basement of the building that Taurus had just revealed.  Like the safe room Ranma had helped unearth earlier, there was the chance there might be people inside.
“Steer!?” Taurus mooed, his voice still loud but now rather pained as he slumped, setting the large chunk of rubble to one side.  “Lucy-sama’s twin is very harsh!”
Shaking his head, Mystogan tried to remember why he had come here in the first place, and then smacked his own side of his head for a minute.  “Right, the nobles and Byro.”  He moved over to Ranma, waiting until he was done with his current burden, before tapping him on the shoulder.
He paused as both Ranma and Erza turned toward him.  Her eyes went flat and angry and the hand she’d been using to move a piece of piping clamped down hard enough to warp the metal.
“Erk!” Mystogan hastily backed away, wondering if perhaps he should have brought his staffs.
But Erza didn’t do anything more threatening, instead just looking away and clenching her hands.  “It would be best if I heard your voice before seeing your face in the future, prince Mystogan.”
“What’s your name anyway?  I refuse to believe Mystogan is your given name,” Ranma said, more to give Erza time to regain control than for any real interest.
Twitching, Mystogan looked away, muttering something under his breath.
“I’m sorry what was that?” Ranma asked, sensing something juicy.  Even Erza seemed to be listening in more closely.
“My names Earnest,” Mystogan replied after a few moments silence.
“…yeah, if my nickname could be Ernie I’d try to choose a new name for myself too,” Ranma said trying to bite back his guffaws as Erza’s lips quirked.
Gathering his dignity, Mystogan spoke in a strained down.  “Yes, well, I actually came over to ask you a question, Ranma.  You mentioned that Seilah I believe her name was, could help us question our prisoners?  Would you mind telling me where I could find her?”
“In the nearest bookstore or with Wendy,” Ranma replied quickly.
“You called?” Edo-Wendy asked, pressing into Ranma’s back, her arms draped over his chest as her large breasts pressed into his back.  Holy hell, I know I felt them in female form before, but fuckin’ A, he is so ripped.  Is there even an ounce of fat anywhere on him?
Ironically, her action made the same phrase run through Ranma’s mind, if for slightly different reasons.  Fuckin’ hell, if I don’t get some relief soon I’m going to burst a damn blood vessel.  I either need some meditation time, or, oh, four days under frozen water maybe?
“Aheh, um, not you Wendy, um, my Wendy, the younger one,” Ranma said gulping.
“Oh, why don’t you just call her Wendy the Older?” Erza cracked, smirking at the older, and yes, more voluptuous woman challengingly.  But Erza knew that it was only in the chest area where she lost out to the other woman, and even then only in size.  “It would be true after all.”
“What’d you say!?” Edo-Wendy barked, releasing Ranma and stalking over to Erza, who simply glared right back.
Ranma shuddered and grabbed the king’s elbow.  “Right, you two whatever this is, you both need to sort it out, I am not getting in the middle of shit like this again.  Erza, no crippling her, Wendy 2.0, don’t test her.”  With that, Ranma walked off leaving the two girls to glare at one another, while Juvia rolled her eyes at their antics.
“I think I saw her heading off in that direction a few minutes ago, and thanks for giving me an excuse to get out of there.  Every time I don’t react they try to up the game, and then that kind of thing happens until they calm down, and the cycle starts up again,” Ranma said, still directing Mystogan.
“Poor baby, stuck between at least three beauties vying for your affection,” Mystogan said dryly.  “Forgive me for not weeping.”
“Meh, I’m kind of used to it and I do know sarcasm jackass.  But Wendy Mardene is really pushing it, hell, pushy is the best way to describe her, and I’d rather it was just me and Erza for a bit, but she won’t let up, and I don’t, well, I don’t like hurting people’s feelings,” Ranma mumbled the last word as the slightly older man stared him down.  “Right, okay, when I say it out loud like that it does sound kind of stupid, but I still can’t get over it.”
“Good because it was.  If she’s making you uncomfortable, tell her and hopefully, she’ll back off.  If a woman can tell a man that in the expectation that he will back away, so can a man when faced with an aggressive woman,” Mystogan said, before sighing.  “Just have another girl there to get between you before she gives you that doe-eyed look they can all do.  I’ve run into that a time or two in Earth Land and its attack power is formidable.”
The two of them exchanged a chuckle at that, and Ranma turned away from where Edo-Wendy was glaring at Erza, while Erza had seemingly calmed down now and was looking a little annoyed, nothing more.  “Let’s go.  And if we see any floating books, or people in a semi-mindless state moving away from someplace, we’ll know we’ve found her.”
Mystogan blinked at that description, but then shrugged, and moved off.  After all, he had earlier seen Ranma turn from a woman into a man.  Anything else, he felt was going to be rather blasé.
True to Ranma’s description, he and the newly crowned king found Seilah in amongst a pile of books, as she meticulously read each of their names, setting them into two different piles, one much larger than the other one.  “Hey Seilah!”
She looked up and allowed a smile to flash across her face before she noticed Ranma wasn’t alone.  Her face closed off slightly at that but did not go back to her books just yet.  ‘Yes Ranma, how are you?  Are you and the other humans still helping the locals?  I cannot say I understand the concept of aiding them like this, but then again,” she smiled once more, “If you were not the type to aid your enemies once they showed contrition I would not be here.”
Ranma smiled back at her then nodded her head toward Mystogan.  “This is the new king, he’s on our side unlike the last asshole but he needs some help I thought you might provide.”
“Um, first, can I ask what you’re doing?” Mystogan asked, his curiosity getting the better of them.
Seilah’s eyes flicked to him again, then away, gesturing down at each pile.  “This pile,” she said pointing to the large one “are copies of books I have already found.  This pile are new books she said pointing to a pile of only four.  “I believe that I’m getting to the point of limited return on my search.”
“I see,” Mystogan said slowly.  “And, um, would you be able to pay…”
He trailed off as she looked up at him again, one eyebrow rising.  “Never mind,” he said hastily.  The way the light had glinted off her horns just then had been very off-putting and Ranma’s cut off chuckle next to him wasn’t helping.  “Could I ask you for some help?  Only Ranma said that you have an ability to force someone to answer questions, and other suchlike?”
“I can do so, does this have to do with getting ourselves home?” she asked.  While there were many things to enjoy here, and she had enjoyed meeting two humans at least here, she had rather discovered that she didn’t like the environment.  For some reason it was slowly affecting her skin.  When she touched the skin of her arm she could feel it sort of drying out, which wasn’t a pleasant feeling at all.  Moreover, her body was no longer moving quite right.  Perhaps because I am in essence a magical construct, I therefore suffer in this magicless environment?  It is a somewhat slow process but seems to be building up after more than two days here.
“What would you wish of me?” she asked while the four books she had decided to take with her started to hover in the air, then at her gesture flung themselves up and out of sight.  They would land safely to join the rest of her purloined books in a small out of the way house to the north of the city which was mostly overgrown with trees.  To her mind however, that had simply added to its decor, and she knew there would be no humans there to bother her.  Always a bonus in her opinion.
“Well first, I have a few army generals who are making noises about not wishing to follow me, denying the primacy of my rule in favor of my father.  I got them to come here from their disparate armies, but those armies are still out there, and possibly dangerous.  Second, my father’s ranting is beginning to bother my guards, I can tell that their willingness to follow me is fading fast.  And third is Byro.  If you could force him to give us some information on the anima process, we would be well on our way to figuring out how to send you and the rest of Fairy Tail home,” Mystogan listed quickly.
Seilah nodded, not bothering to correct him about her not being a Fairy Tail mage that would have been a foolish waste of energy and time.  “Very well, let us deal with your king first, and then Byro, and then your generals.”
Ranma smiled approvingly at Seilah, who actually smiled back, causing the king to sigh and wonder what it was about Ranma that acted like some kind of chocolates to women.  Is it the abs, or is it the glutes?  No, it can’t be, I mean yes he’s ripped, but that can’t be all, can it?  I need to add some more sit-ups to my regimen.
The demon woman and Ranma fell into step with Mystogan, moving through the city to where they eventually found Faust under guard of an even dozen of his own soldiers.  He was ranting and raving at them as they walked up, and Seilah nodded.  “I see what you meant.”  With that, she clicked her fingers and glared at the old madman.  “Macro: You Will Be Silent Until I Allow You To Speak.”
Faust’s mouth open and shot several times, but no noise came out, and he glared around him shouting, ranting and raving, waving his hands, but no noise came out no matter what he did.  The guards immediately slumped in relief, thanking her profusely, but Seilah ignored them, turning to look at the young king.  “Byro,” she ordered.
The king flinched a little, wondering if she was going to put a spell on him, but when she simply glared at him, he quickly got moving.
“What’s going to happen to him?” Ranma asked, gesturing over his shoulder at the king.
“Since starting my reign with patricide would be a bad precedent, I will exile him to the Caelic Islands, what would be the Caelum Islands back in Earth Land.  But there aren’t nearly as many of them, and they have never been a separate nation here.  They are prisons, plain and simple.  Luxurious ones in a few cases but still prisons.”
Ranma nodded, wondering if, in Mystogan’s place, he would have taken the plunge and just killed the old madman.  Probably not, he decided.  If I never tried to honestly kill my old man for all the crap he did to me personally, I doubt I could’ve killed him if he was as much an ass and abuser to other people either, so long as it didn’t happen right in front of me anyway.
The mad scientist had been handcuffed, and was also under guard, but he was silent, glaring around him defiantly instead of ranting and raving.  Byro looked up as Mystogan and Seilah approached, sneering at them.  “And here is the false Prince, but what are you supposed to be my dear?  I can’t argue with the body, but those horns, did your mother perhaps lay with a goat at some point?
Seilah’s eyes narrowed, but she ignored his provocations simply pointing a finger at him.  “Macro: You Will Be Silent Until Asked The question.  Macro:  When You Are Asked The Question, You Will Answer It As Honestly And Helpfully As Possible.”  
While she had to break up such complicated orders into chunks like that, nonphysical orders could then be layered one on top of the other.  That had been what Seilah had used to help her create Tartarus’s spy network.
The man snorted and made to say something, but no sound came out, just like with Faust and Natsu on the train.  The demon girl smirked at him now, then looked over at the king.  “Question him,” she ordered, “I wish to leave this realm as soon as possible.”
“That was excellently done,” Mystogan said, while the three of them watched several guards writing down quickly what Byro was saying, as one of the other scientists, who had been the first among them to kneel to him, continue to ask the man questions about the animation process.
Seilah simply shrugged her shoulders, uncaring of the man’s praise, while Mystogan was now looking at her in entirely new light.  She certainly came off as scary, that could not be denied, her other abilities were fantastic.  I wonder if I could coerce her to stay.  All the books she could ever need perhaps?  I could offer servants waiting on her hand and foot, anything and everything.  Having a queen who could use her powers in such a manner, and who furthermore seems to be completely uninterested in politics or anything else but besides reading, could be a major boon.
[bookmark: _Hlk19405860]“Now we have to wonder how to transport the crystal,” the king muttered, listening to some of Byro’s wild ideas on how to reverse the process that had created it.  It turned out that he had indeed considered means of reversing the process, sending something from this world over to the next, although reversing the anima process, which had created the crystal, was another matter entirely.  But they would be able to be transported back for certain.  It was only a matter of time.
“Just let me go and see what me an’ Gildarts can do,” Ranma said with a sigh.  “Seilah, stay with Mystogan for now, I doubt you’ll need me to deal with the generals after all.  Or if ya do, the time for talk’ll be deader than dirt.”  He sighed, looking out toward the city.  “I’ve got a somewhat serious conversation to have myself here.”
Seilah frowned, but nodded, turning cool eyes on Mystogan.  “In that case, let us get this over with.  I have books to be reading.”
Walking back out into the city, Ranma breathed a sigh of relief at spotting Erza working on her own away from Wendy 2.0 and even Juvia, although he saw a bit of blue hair around the corner of a building in the distance.  Walking up to her, Ranma tapped her shoulder, and felt his lips twitch into a smile as she looked up at him.  In her hands, she held a large chunk of the Dorma Anim’s armor, while nearby there was a growing pile of similar pieces large and small.  “What’re you up to?”
“I thought perhaps that this armor might be useful in the future.  If it was able to stand up to the punishment that you were able to deal out, and was part of that odd magical absorption effect, then it could be used to great effect,” Erza replied, shrugging.  “Did you finish what Earnest wanted form you?”
“Hehe, he’s never going to live that down will he?” Ranma joked, shaking his head as he moved around her to grab up another large chunk, tossing it onto the pile.  “Yeah, I just had to introduce him to Seilah, that was all he wanted,” paused before going on hesitantly.  “Um… ya didn’t kill Wendy 2.0 did you?  As much as she comes on strong I don’t think she deserves that.”
“Feh, she’s not strong enough to bother with,” Erza said with a smirk as she turned away, leaning down in turn and picking up what looked like the remnants of one of the Dorma Anim’s foot claws.
“Yeah, in many ways,” Ranma replied, jumping on that with all the speed he’d show an opponent’s opening in a fight.
Erza blinked, hearing something in Ranma’s voice just then.  She straightened up and turned towards Ranma, cocking her head quizzically.  “What do you mean?”
Ranma took a deep breath and then began.  “I mean, that one thing I know I’m attracted to is strength.  Wendy’s okay, she’s decently strong for her guild, but there’s no way she’d be able to look after herself as well as she would have to if she, like you did, came on a mission with me.  If she wanted to travel with me.  I… yeah, she’s sexy, she’s got a body most girls would kill for and most guys would die to touch.  But I’m not most guys, and her attitude its… it’s not for me.”
Reaching forward he took Erza’s unresisting hand pulling Erza towards him until they stood but a foot apart, her hand held Ranma’s heart.  “You are.  You’re strong, inside and out.  Ya strive to be the best, something we have in common.  Your attitude, your personality, they both draw me a lot more than Edo-Wendy ever could.  Than, than Seilah does.  So, so just know, if, well it isn’t like it’s a real competition or nothing, but if it was, I already chose you, okay?”
Once she parsed out what Ranma was saying as well as the double meaning behind his words, Erza had to chuckle.  “Well, thank you for that Ranma.  I am not normally so, so insecure as to start a conflict of that nature, but something about Edo-Wendy’s manner today bothered me.”  She gestured down to what she was wearing with a sigh.  “I even dressed up like this to compete with her, petty as that might be in this instance.”
Erza then stepped forward, erasing the last foot separating the two of them as she leaned into Ranma, her arms around his waist now, flushing as she looked up at him as she leaned up, all timidity falling by the wayside.  “But if I have won, then should I not claim my reward?”
The kiss they shared was like all the others they had shared on their trip together.  It started off slow, then quickly became passionate both of them striving to bring out the best in their ‘opponent’, a conflict that only grew more heated as Ranma opened his mouth and Erza quickly took advantage, her tongue twirling against his own in Ranma’s mouth.  Their arms tightened, and the world around disappeared for a time, coming back only as they parted to breath.
Erza and Ranma smiled at one another and stood back with the redhead commenting, “After we return to Earth Land you owe me a date I think.”
“Mm, yeah, that sounds like fun,” Ranma said with a small smile.  “I’ll think of something special for us to do.”
“Damn, that was hot,” a third voice said introducing on their moment.  Both lovers turned to find Juvia standing nearby, her eyes wide, her face flushed.  She was licking her lips, a sight that caused Ranma’s eyes to track her tongue for a moment before he shuddered and concentrated on the entirety of her face, not that this was much better really.
Before either of them could move, Juvia had crossed the intervening distance, and first hugged Erza, an act that caught both of them by surprise.  Then an instant later, she had leaned up and given Ranma a kiss before stepping back with a smile.  “Juvia knows that she could not have you all to Juvia’s self, but Juvia is intrigued enough to see if only having a portion would be enough.  That kiss is to serve as notice of Juvia’s intent.”
Without another word she turned, leaving Erza spluttering and Ranma silent and gasping.  When she was nearly a yard away Juvia looked over her shoulder and said, “Juvia also saw Edo-Wendy moving in this direction earlier.  If Ranma wishes to avoid conflict, perhaps he and Erza should move on?”
Shaking her head, Erza slowly recovered from the hug, and how good it had felt given the way both women were dressed, to look over at Ranma who was still doing a very good poleaxed impression.  “Ugh, find out that one competitor was never even in the running, and then discover another just as she swoops down on us.  Ugh.  Still I think she has the right idea, so I’ll leave you to talk to Wendy the Older, shall I?”
Ranma groaned, but didn’t argue, and stayed there looking for pieces of the Dorma’s armor when Wendy 2.0 came through the rubble in search of him.  He sighed, feeling an urge to run away, but then steeled himself.  Time to be mean, to be kind.  “Erm, hey Wendy, um, can I talk to you for a second?”
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The rest of that first day on the repair efforts actually passed uneventfully.  The king gave out his prizes for beauty, but Ranma avoided the girls predominantly, spending time with Wendy in the hospital area until all the patients had been seen to and no more were coming in.  Then the next day the two of them and Natsu headed out to meet the king’s scrounging party, the men and women he’d sent to ransack the nearest army bases.
With them and a large group of engineers and magi-techs they headed out to the crystal where Gildarts and his daughter(s) stood on guard.  They discovered that it didn’t have to be Natsu and fire magic to release other mages from the crystal.  Wendy and Ranma both found weapons that they could overload and add their own… well, Natsu called it his scent and neither of the other Dragon slayers could come up with a better term for it, and then use those weapons on the crystal.  However, there weren’t as many air or water weapons as there were fire.
[bookmark: _Hlk19387613]Still, eventually the soldiers sent out to raid their bases did come back with a few, and Wendy and Ranma headed out to the crystal, going out with the team of magi-technicians who were going to try to hook up the repaired float that would float the crystal.  It wasn’t as good as the first one, and it wouldn’t’ be as powerful, but the techs hoped it would work.  They’d had to ransack and redistribute lacrima from two army bases out in the borders for this.  But thanks to Mystogan’s diplomacy – which in this case meant he made the general in charge of those bases into the nation’s second Field Marshal after Panther Lily – and Seilah going with him to meet with them in person, they’d been able to get away with it.
This meant, that they were only able to free a few more members of Fairy Tail, before running out of them.  Still, this allowed them to free a dozen other people, mostly townsfolk but also, the two older Strauss siblings, with Mirajane coming out of it fighting mad, and Elfman roaring, “It’s not manly to teleport someone without his knowledge!”  As he stared around them.
The Edo-Strauss pair stared, while Lisanna and Anna rushing forward to calm down their fellows and bringing them over to their doppelgängers.  The two sets of older Strauss siblings stared at one another, and Elfman said hesitantly pointing at himself.  “You’re supposed to be me?”
“And you’re supposed to be me!?” Edo-Elfman said, staring at him in surprise.  “But you look, you look so, so, manly!”
“Exactly!  How, how can someone who’s supposed to be me look like that?  How can someone with the name Elfman be so unmanly?  And yet,” original Elfman said slowly, staring at his Edo-alternate, “I feel within you the desire to be manlier, is this the case?”
“Yes!  I, I want to be manlier, I want to be able to protect my sisters, to stand up for my Guild!  But I, I’ve just never been able to before.  Nothing seems to work, I, I’m just too timid.”
[bookmark: _Hlk19387941]“I was like that once,” Elfman said with a nod.  “I was once a wallflower like you, but then, I realized that to be manly, to protect my sisters I had to change myself both within and without.  I started by changing my exterior, how I looked, how I dressed.  Then, as I went through the problems that caused, being called a delinquent, fighting to stand on my own two feet, I changed what was inside.  But I think I can distill that learning down into a shorter, less violent whole.  Would you like me to teach you the ways of the manly?” he said holding out a hand, his teeth glinting in the light.
The other Elfman grabbed his hands.  “Yes please!  I would love to be more manly!”
Sweat dropping Lisanna shrugged her shoulders.  “Well, that went a lot better than I expected it could.  Who knew they would bond, rather than Elfman just deny his other self.”
Anna tapped her on the shoulder, not looking away from the tableau she was watching.  “I think that was the easy part.”
Anna turned to look at Mirajane and Edo-Mirajane, stepping back in shock as she saw the two beautiful women pressing their foreheads against one another glaring angrily at one another.  “There’s only room for one big sister around here bitch!”
“Oh my, what mouth you have, hohohohoho,” Edo-Mirajane said with a laugh, stepping back and holding one hand over her mouth as she tittered.  And with an attitude like that, you think you have the right personality to be a big sister?  That’s laughable!  Don’t you know that the big sister has to also be a role model, do you think you could do that?  Or is that too hard an idea to get through that thick skull of yours.”
“Ha!  Shows would you know, being a good role model is all well and good, which I do waaay think I can do that just fine thank you, but protecting our siblings is the main thing.  Doing that, you have to be strong!  And who cares if you show off that strength sometimes.  That just means you’re able to protect them better.  I can do that a lot better than you can, you weak, ballroom debutante!
“What did you call me!”
“Do you want to go!” shouted Edo-Mirajane, her attitude doing a 180.
“Bring it!” Mirajane shouted back, and the two of them charged at one another, fell to the ground, hissing like cats, tugging hair and trying to bite and claw at one another.
“That, that is the most pathetic display of combat I’ve ever seen from Mirajane.  In fact I think I’ll do my best to forget this fight when it’s over, just so my image of my rival isn’t damaged by it,” Erza said shaking her head.  “To think she would lose it so badly after meeting her Edo counterpart.  Although, given how my Edo-self is here, perhaps I shouldn’t talk.”
“Nah, it wasn’t even just meeting one another, it was the whole big sister position,” Ranma said with a laugh and when Erza looked at him, he indicated his ears before shaking his head.  “Still, you wouldn’t get me involved in that for love or money.  How you doing, Wendy?” he asked, rubbing his little sister’s head affectionately.
“I’m okay I think,” she said, shaking her head.  “That was sort of an odd feeling but using the weapon didn’t actually take anything out of me.”  The weapon in question had been a kind of magical crossbow that shot out air bullets rather than regular shafts, and it had taken Wendy holding four of them and overpowering them all to get any kind of reaction from the crystal.  Ranma had done much the same with, amusingly enough, a few support staffs that had been made to create water for army camps rather than fight.
So it I don’t think we’ll be able to get anyone else out of there, not unless we want to wait several days before going back.
Ranma nodded, almost glaring over at Mystogan.  “And you’re certain that Byro said that sending the crystal back through the dimensional gap would reverse the anima process?”
“Positive.  Thanks to Seilah, he can’t lie remember.  But I’ll warn you again, getting the crystal back might be the easy part about this whole process.  And I can’t devote all my nation’s resources to it without making things even worse for the people here,” Mystogan warned.  “We’re going to have to use it to target the continent and drain more magic from it before we can send you all back home.  And we might need the Exceed’s help to do both of that.”
“We understand that.  We don’t like it, but we understand it,” Erza replied drolly.  “But at least we’ve got Mirajane back with us now.  With my own magical power drained as it has been, and us unable to recharge ourselves in this world, she’ll be a major help.”
Mirajane turned from cat fighting with her alter to stare at Erza.  “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?  My rival Erza just said she would rely on me?  That I’m more useful than her?”
“Hah!!  That is decidedly not what I said and you know it!” Erza shot back rolling her eyes.
“Whatever.  Ranma said with a laugh that turned into something far too close to a whimper for his liking.  “But to do all that, we need to get this bad boy back to your castle and to that room of yours.  Ready for this Gildarts?”
“No,” the older mage said with a resigned scowl on his face.  “But, I suppose I won’t be until we actually go back to our own dimension anyway.”
Ranma laughed at that, before moving to one side of the Crystal, while Gildarts took the other.  “Just be ready to rush in with that hover board thing as soon as possible,” he ordered the group of technicians nearby.
They all nodded, watching in something approaching shock as the two mages moved to lift the giant crystal once more.  Having done several assays of it, all of them knew that even now it was easily heavier than anything of equal size could be, even granite or the rocks of the Exceed’s islands, although that last one they were simply hypothesizing on.
Ranma leaned down, closing his eyes for a moment as he concentrated on his ki, grateful that he had regained a lot of it over the past two days and he’d eaten really well that day too.  Mostly at stalls where the womenfolk had joined the beauty contest admittedly, but hey, the food was the thing right?  With his metabolism, he had quickly changed that food into ki, and after two days of simple work and rest, he was about up to maybe two-fifths his full strength.  Hopefully that’ll be enough.
“One,” he said, staring straight ahead into the Crystal “two, three.”  At ‘three’ both of them strained, grunting and heaving, lifting weight if several battleships worth of tonnage between them.  Ranma was honestly amazed that Gildarts could help at all, and fully understood why Cana and Edo-Cana were looking worried for the old man.  Where does he get his strength anyway!? Ranma thought with a grunt as he continued to strengthen his body as much as he possibly could with his ki, even as he felt it start to drain away.  “Get in there now!” he ordered and the technicians hurried forward.
Later, Ranma would learn that Gildarts’ Crash magic heavily impacted his body negatively.  But his body had instead of being crushed by his own magic, hardened to resist the backlash of his magic to a greater and greater extent every time he used his magic.  By this point, his body was harder and tougher than even most Dragon Slayers would ever be able to achieve, which had a corresponding impact to his physical strength too.
The workers hastily raced forward with the float, connecting several large rubber pieces to the side of the Crystal, which then connected into tubes, which went around the crystal connecting each rubber piece.  These quickly began to inflate, rising up around it, powered by several tiny crystals within it.  Finding those crystals had been hard, and the cost had been high, but they had eventually been able to do it.  Now they were just powering it up, as Ranma and Gildarts fought to keep this crystal in the air.
“Come on!  This thing is heavy,” Gildarts grunted.
“We know that, it’ll just be a minute.  We have to get the calibration right, or else will just be doing this all over again, my God the weight of this thing is…”
“You don’t have to tell us about the weight of this thing!” Ranma shouted.  With Gildarts a moment behind them with, “And that better not be a minute kid, or I’ll show you precisely what I can do in a minute with my thumbs to your face!”
Thankfully for both the technicians and Ranma and Gildarts bodies, they finished their calibrations, and slammed the final button, which elevated the hover float around the Crystal, and once they saw their screen was all green, they whistled and backed away.  One of them had actually been underneath the thing, showing big brass ones in Ranma’s opinion, and he now rolled out from underneath it.  “Done, let it go.”
Ranma and Gildarts quickly let go of the Crystal and stepped back, watching as it settled down slightly into its container, then hovered there in the air, and Ranma smiled, “Hell I can’t believe that worked.  I was half afraid we’d have to push the damn thing back.”
“You’ll still have to push it.”  Tech big brass balls, (Ranma’s mental name for him, since they hadn’t been introduced,) cautioned.  “We can keep it in the air, or we can make it move, there’s no way we have enough crystals to do both with that kind of weight.  We’d have to use literally every lacrima in the country to do that, and I doubt we’d even get to the Royal City’s walls.”  Since those walls were a bare quarter mile away, that was saying something.
“That’s fine I guess,” Ranma said waving that off.  “Just give me some food, and an hour or so to digest, and I can provide the locomotion.”
“Did you honestly just say the word locomotion?” Erza said teasingly, leaning against his side and poking him in the cheek.  “Did someone buy a dictionary recently?”
“Oy, I can be smarty-pants too, you know,” Ranma said with a laugh, laying his head against hers.
Shaking his head at their flirting, Gildarts ran a hand over the side of the crystal, his face one of wonder.  “So this thing houses all the remaining mages of Fairy Tail and the rest of the people of Magnolia right?”
Ranma nodded, frowning heavily as he remembered what Mystogan had passed on from Byro about the non-mages that had been caught up in the anima process.  It turned out that simply being born into Earth Land was enough to give someone small bits of magical energy, even if they couldn’t consciously access that magic.  It wasn’t much, and yet, it was enough for them to be dragged into the Crystal.  They would have been among the first to die, according to Byro.
Mystogan had felt the man had looked positively gleeful as he answered that question but hadn’t passed that on.  For now, they still needed the sadistic lolicon scientist.  After they got the anima working, well, Mystogan wasn’t going to shed any tears for the man being the first to be executed during his time as King.
“Fairy Tail, the citizens and everything else magical along with all of the people of Magnolia.  No one seems to know what was left after all that stuff was ripped out of Magnolia though,” Ranma said with a grimace that Gildarts could well understand.
“Huh, um… well I wonder if we’ve been missed,” Gildarts tried to joke, getting deadpan stares from all around and the middle-aged man sighed.  “Yeah, I know.”

OOOOOOO

Clad in a light winter coat, Jenny stared forlornly at the crater that had been left behind when whatever it happened had hit Magnolia, her face blank at the moment, but a furious cauldron of diverse emotions working against one another underneath the mask.  She had come here hoping to not only meet Ranma, but to join Fairy Tail.  But instead, she had found this, the shattered ruined remains of Magnolia, scattered as if some giant hand had come down and crushed the majority of the town, tearing it up and leaving the rest to sort of sprinkle out of the giant’s fingers back to earth.  It was that disturbing and that total in its destruction of what had once been reckoned one of the prettiest towns in Fiore.
So now the former model stood there, fingers clenched, while behind her, the newly arrived Jura and the Princess talked.  Jura had arrived a few hours ago, the soonest he could arrive from Lamia Scale’s guildhall.  The princess had arrived a bare hour ago, with a few others, including the Wizard Saint Warrod.  Since then Hisui had not stopped asking questions of Jenny and the civilians who had started to arrive before they had gotten here.  “And no one saw anything?”
“It was night,” Jenny without turning her head, gesturing with one hand aimlessly towards a few merchants who were huddled around their carts and buggies, her breath misting in the cold air.  “Moreover it was snowing, everyone in their right mind was inside.  No one was coming in or out of the town at the time.  Everyone within, everyone within the town was taken by whatever did this!” she snarled, turning to give both Jura and Hisui a glare.  “Someone or something did this, and I have no freaking clue what they did!  I have no idea who took my friends, no idea who destroyed this town, so please leave me alone!”
Her two listeners stayed silent for a moment, staring at her as one would a dangerous and wounded animal, before Jura coughed delicately.  “Ahem, exactly yes.  While Jenny is a bit more forthright, thanks to her distress then I would be, her comments are largely accurate.  I have not been able to detect anything around here, no foreign magic of a kind that I can detect, no watchers, no nothing.  As far as I can tell, Fairy Tail and most of Magnolia were just taken away somehow.”
“Define ‘taken away’.  You are both using that term, why not just simply annihilated, or blown up.  Something along the lines of Gildarts crash magic going out of control perhaps.  I am not arguing with your understanding, I just want to follow your reasoning,” Hisui said with a frown.
Her father King Toma should really be here, but he was busy in a conference call with the other kings of Ishgar at the moment.  There were moves going on elsewhere in Ishgar that did not bode well for the future, as well, as from Alvarez, and the orcs of the continent were also acting up again on Pergrande’s border.  They do say bad news comes in threes, though I could wish it did not.  And at least the orcs are contained by the Pergrande Army and its new rifles.
The two mages gestured into the damaged area as Jura spoke for them both.  “The way the remaining detritus fell is quite obvious.  Houses, buildings, a few bridges, all of it torn up, torn into the sky then dropped.”
“I did notice something unusual when I was… was going through the rubble.  Two things actually.  One, I didn’t find any bodies,” Jenny said, turning once more to look at the others levelly.  “Not a single body.  And the other strange thing was that I didn’t find a single item that has any magic in it, and I should have from the blacksmith’s place at the very least if not from Fairy Hills of the guildhall.  It’s odd, and I can’t figure out a reason for it.”
Hisui started at that, staring at her.  “All right,” she said slowly “anything else unusual?”
Both mages had seen that.  As good as Hisui was in figuring out what other people were thinking or feeling, she couldn’t hide her own emotions yet, not having developed the poker face necessary for any politician.  Despite that, they both shook their heads, although Jura did add that there didn’t seem to be as much damage to the earth and area around Magnolia nor under it as he would have thought if this was some kind of attack.  “And if it had been something like Gildarts magic going haywire, there wouldn’t be as much left over debris,” he added dryly.  “I’ve had occasion to spar with that mage, and if his magic ever went haywire, there would be a tremendously large crater here, perhaps from here to the coast, rather than just a small city missing.”
Hisui nodded, then looked over at the two or rather three others that were there with them.  Two of them had come at her request from the Magic Council, to give her their opinions about what had occurred here both of them had been silent.  Although they were pouring over various magical devices, and Ultear, the only one on the council Hisui could honestly say she liked, was currently walking between one area and the next, in a line away from Magnolia or where Magnolia should have been, frowning then pacing back again, before shaking her head and nodding at her fellow.
Both of them looked up at her words.  “I’m sorry what did you ask, milady?” Ultear asked politely, while her fellow, a young man named Doranbolt, wheeled his odd contraption around, heading towards where Ultear had indicated.
Once there, he nodded slowly, while Hisui repeated her question, asking if they had noticed anything unusual.  At that, Ultear nodded firmly and gestured Doranbolt to speak.  “Your highness, fellow wizards, there is a very strange discrepancy in the thaumic resonance here.”
“The what,” three out of four voices said as one, while the last voice harrumphed, stamping his feet and looking back at the heretofore silent Porlyusica.  Warrod had moved to her the instant he had arrived and the two of them were now moving through the wreckage left over from, where the city had once been.  Both of them seemed to be somewhere between sad and shocked, with a major helping of angry, in the case of Porlyusica but they hadn’t said much to anyone else.
“The ambient magic of the area,” Doranbolt said with a sigh.  “The term I used is to differentiate between the magic in the ground, and the magic in the air around us.  The magic in the ground is still as high as we would expect it to be around Magnolia, which is itself a magically active area thanks to Fairy Tail beyond even the majority of Ishgar.  The ground soaked up a bit more magic than would otherwise be the case.  But the magic in the air, specifically around Magnolia looks to only be slowly regaining its equilibrium.  Which is strange as the air surrounding that area should have burst into that area, like air into the area thus denuded like new air into a tomb.”
“I believe I understand what you’re saying, but I fail to see how or rather why that would be interesting,” Hisui said after a moment of contemplation.
“I think I get it,” Jenny said pulling at her long blonde locks for a moment.  “Something sucked the magic out, just like it took away all of the magical items, and the magical people.  But it couldn’t figure out who was magical and who wasn’t, so simply everyone within Magnolia was grabbed.  That’s harsh.”
“Actually we all have magical particles within us,” Doranbolt interjected.  “It is just only mages have developed a magical core.”
“So, does that mean that whatever was here was not magical, was some kind of anti-magic attack?  Canceling out the magic, or just draining away like one of Seven’s new vacuum cleaner?” Hisui asked trying to imagine all this in her mind and rather irritated that she couldn’t quite figure it out.  She too was a mage, but she wasn’t a very well trained one just yet.
“We don’t know,” Ultear said slowly shaking her head.  “And frankly your highness, that’s the kind of question that we would only be able to answer once we apprehend whoever was behind it in the first place.”
“Understandable.  But you are certain that someone was behind this, this wasn’t a magical mishap, a natural cause or some kind of random Devil at work?  I want to be very clear on this point.”  Hisui said, frowning heavily.  She had overheard her father mention some kind of magical draining phenomenon, but he hadn’t told her much about it.  And the Magic Council also hadn’t been informed of it just yet, a similar attack not having occurred in Fiore before this.
“Someone was behind it, Your Highness.  This act speaks more of intelligence and aimed firepower than anything else does.  It was an act of malice and forethought rather than chance or random nature of mindless destruction,” Jura replied firmly.
“Agreed,” Jenny said.
She glanced to the Wizard Saint as he continued to move through the wreckage.  Warrod’s showing up was a surprise to everyone, until he mentioned that he had been friends with Makarov for most of their lives.  He had then commented between jokes that no one understood that he had known even before Jenny said that something had gone wrong, having left a kind of tree here which allowed Makarov to communicate with him.  The tree too was gone now though.
“It was a deliberate act of war then.  Someone has declared war on the nations of Ishgar.  They’ve been trying to use this weapon randomly, probably ironing out the bugs or whatever the term would be.  And then they struck at one of our strongest guilds, wiping it off the map.  This cannot go unanswered.”
“That’s nice and all, but to answer it we’d still need a target,” Jenny replied tartly to Hisui’s impassioned words.
“Can I ask Jenny, what you were doing here in the first place?” Jura asked delicately.  “You were first on the scene after all.  Were you coming here to continue your rivalry with Mirajane in some fashion?  I was under the impression that was only in your modeling careers.”
“Not anymore it isn’t,” Jenny said with a sigh.  “As in, my modeling career might well be over.”  She touched the scar on her face going down one cheek, shaking her head.  "Everyone seems to think this little beauty mark of mine is enough reason to dump me like last autumns fashion, which obviously I didn’t take too well after the first few times.”
She looked away at the wreckage, then cocked her head, frowning as Warrod moved away from Porlyusica to the edge of the town.  There he began to drop seeds along the edge and then more as he entered the wreckage of the town.  Wondering what that was about, Jenny made her way over to him though she continued her conversation with Jura as she did, the larger man following after her.  “But if you must know, I wasn’t here to see Mirajane, so much as I was here to join Fairy Tail.  I’ve quit Blue Pegasus, I didn’t like the direction the guild was going.”
“The direction of the Guild,” Jura asked, while nearby Ultear and Doranbolt also took an interest and the Princess paused in her dictation of the notes to her father.  “What do you mean?”
“Master Bob and the rest of the guilds took a vote, and they decided to no longer accept combat missions in the future.  We’re going to concentrate on our host club jobs and other noncombat jobs,” Jenny said shaking her head.  “I can’t say I don’t see the reasoning behind it, but I’ve never seen myself as just a modeling mage you know?  I wouldn’t be S-class if I did.  So I decided to see if I could join Fairy Tail.”
“Why Fairy Tail?” Ultear asked, then grinned slightly forgetting for a moment the tragedy that they were there to decipher the reasoning behind.  “Was it Ranma?”
Jenny looked sheepish, rambling one hand through her hair as she looked away.  “Yes, he’s… interesting.  Interesting because he was the one who helped me become as strong as I am, didn’t go all hormonal male on me, acts more as a friend and a buddy most of the time and yet somehow just grabs my attention whenever I see him.  I dumped my boy toy so that he and I could become more serious together.  I don’t know if we would’ve become an item, or exclusive or anything like that, since I know for a fact that several other girls were after him, but yeah, I was here to look for Ranma too.”
“Then this is a double tragedy for you,” Jura said, patting her shoulder.  “I’m sorry for that.”
“Bah, you humans, always so quick to jump to conclusions,” Porlyusica said, coming out of the wreckage with Warrod beside her.  “There aren’t any bodies here, the blonde human was right about that.  As long as there could be life, there’s hope, or some such drivel.  Until I see that old pervert’s body on the ground in front of me I’ll believe he’s still out there somewhere.”
“Indeed!” Warrod shouted at the top of his lungs.  “And because of that, I think that we need to put this place back in order for their return!”  Behind Warrod, several dozen trees sprouted form among the rubble, rising into large, man-shaped beings, their features blank, but their bodies like trees only with mobile legs.  “Work, work my golems!”
Leaving the confused and shocked younger mages behind, Porlyusica turned and looked at the merchants and others who had been coming to the town.  “Well, what are you all doing!?  Get to work you lazy louts!  Honestly, this is why humans are so annoying!  If you can, go and buy nails and such,” she went on as the merchants scrambled to their feet.  She then tossed a large bag which, when opened, turned out to be full of gems.  “That should be good enough to buy things and such.  Now move!  The one who brings back the most needed materials, no wood mind or stone, gets another bag all to himself”
The merchants all moved, scrambling for their carts and horses.
[bookmark: _Hlk19388656]“Hmmf, greedy humans, pathetic.  But at least it makes them predictable.”  She turned to look at the young woman who had accompanied her.  “Well, you should get to work too.  If you want to join Fairy Tail when they return, you should at least help to make certain they have a home to return to.”
The young woman she had arrived with, a somewhat chubby looking young woman with light purple hair, nodded her head.  “Yes, Mistress.”

OOOOOOO

Back in Edolas, Ranma frowned at Wendy, then over at Carla.  It had been decided that Wendy, would be going with the Exceed.  Or rather, Wendy had just sort of assumed it, and when Carla attempted to talk her out of it, pouted.  Wendy had weapons grade pouts, which she didn’t use often, but when she did, they were devastating.  Carla had caved almost instantly, and Wendy had quickly moved over to help Panther Lily with one of the legions that had been brought in from the relay stations that the king’s messenger service used to relay orders throughout Edolas.  “Man I seriously want to go.  Putting people with egos in their place is sort of a specialty of mine.”
“Hah!  As if I’ll need your help in this case.  And you won’t have to worry about Wendy either.  If anyone so much as harms a hair on her head I’ll tear out their jugulars,” Carla replied.
“That’s my little kitty cat,” Ranma said with a laugh rubbing her head fondly.  He was then forced to leap backward as Carla hissed at him, lashing out with her Neko-ken claws, a flush of anger and embarrassment suffusing her features.
“Besides which, Ranma you’re needed here for the reconstruction efforts,” Wendy said.  “Maybe you can start training Natsu and Gajeel if you’re bored with that stuff,” she added innocently.  “They might find it fun.  I know I did sometimes.”
Carla stared at Wendy in a horror.  “Oh my God it’s worse than I thought, she thought his training was fun!” she mumbled.
“Hush you, I made it fun for her,” Ranma said with a wicked grin.  “Although that is a good idea and I could use a laugh or two, I think I’ve earned it after all that’s happened in this weird world and half a day of pushing that freaking crystal.”
The crystal in question was even now resting halfway between the place it had landed when Ranma and Gildarts had thrown it.  Ranma had spent half the day pushing the damn thing, refusing to let Mirajane help, since her magical reserves might prove to be important in the days to come if they faced further trouble from the army or Edolas’ neighbors even Gildarts hadn’t been able to help.  It was annoying, back-breaking work, draining his ki reserves badly.  Even with the crystal hovering off the ground as it did, the crystal still had mass and weight somehow, which was something the magic-technicians were still puzzling over, even though Byro had predicted it.
Out in the city just then, Gajeel and Natsu happened to be working together to help repair a large guildhall, the bakers guildhall, which was somewhat important given how much food the city needed to eat on a daily basis.  As Ranma finished speaking up in the castle, the two of them shivered, then looked at one another.  “Did you just feel as if someone walked over your grave?”
“Yeah, what the hell was that?”
Natsu scowled.  “It might have something to do with Erza or Mira.  If one of them decided to try and ‘train’ us…”
Gajeel’s eyes widened.  “Do you think we should run away?” he asked seriously.  The Iron Dragon Slayer wasn’t scared of anything and if you even tried to hint he was, he’d beat your ass into the ground.  But even he thought the two strongest women in Ishgar were fucking scary.  The idea of training with them might be interesting, but here?  Without any magic?  Hell, no.
“We’d only die tired,” Natsu mourned, then paused, frowning.  “We could maybe get away if it was Mira, but not Erza.  Still, that didn’t quite feel right for a ‘oh god Erza’s going to kill me’ shudder or even a ‘oh god I’m going to die because Erza doesn’t know what limits are’ shiver.  Weird.”
A moment later, they got their answer, as Ranma clapped a hand down on their shoulders.  “Hey guys!  You remember how you said you wanted to train with me?  Well, you’re in luck.  I’ve decided to start your training now.”
“But, aren’t we supposed to keep helping with the rebuilding and relief effort?” Gajeel said hesitantly, something telling him to run, run far away.
“Oh don’t worry, you’ll still be doing that too.  Rule one of the Ranma style training methodology boys.  Anything can be training.  Now,” he said grabbing them both by the scruff of their necks and hauling them into the air before dumping them in front of the nearby pile of rubble.  “Stand up, and hold your arms out like so.  This first exercise is going to be called ‘how high can you go’?  We’ll then move on to my favorite, Dodge™!”
Carla was still shaking her head several minutes later as the legion carrying Panther Lily and Wendy joined her and Happy in the sky above the Royal City.  “Those poor boys.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about Carla,” Wendy said, frowning at her best friend’s attitude and the fact she had to rely on a legion to fly in this world.  “My Onii-chan’s training is fun!”
“Only with you dear, you have him wrapped around your little pinky,” Carla said dryly.
“Aren’t I supposed to?” Wendy asked, cocking her head quizzically.  “That’s what Mirajane and the others say.”
“True,” Carla said with a nod.  “That is most definitely the correct way of the universe.  But the boys have no such protection.  Nor are they as tough or martial arts minded as Erza.  They are very much in for a bad time of it.”
“I would recommend you both become more serious,” Panther Lily said, staring ahead into the side as he spotted several Exceed flying nearby.  “We just passed through the outer cordon around the Exceed nation of Extalia.”
Happy Wendy and Carla looked in the direction he was indicating and saw indeed several other Exceed flying through the air.  “So where is the capital city of the Exceed then?” Carla asked, while Happy looked over at the distant flyers.  After their run in with a group of their fellow Exceed, much of his curiosity in them had been extinguished, but he still wanted to see more of their people.
“Town actually.  Those outlying boulders have small farmsteads or hamlets on them, but the largest settlement is just a town, near the castle which acts as the real capital building,” Panther Lily said with a shrug.  “Though I left nearly fourteen years ago, I doubt that’s changed in that amount of time.  Not only do our people have less combat power than humans do, we also breed far slower.
With a faint moue of distaste at that last comment Carla nodded and continued to fly forward.
Soon after that, they were landing on the topside of the largest floating rock.  Not only was it the largest Carla noticed, but it was also central to the other flying rocks.  The top of it was dotted with small patches of trees, but the majority was farmland and at the far end of the rock from where they had landed, Carla had caught a glimpse of some large edifice, fronted by what could only be a town.
“I’ll tie down my Legion here and find you in a few minutes if you want to look around the town, before we go to the castle to demand answers,” Panther Lily said to Carla.  “I don’t think you’ll find anything all that interesting though.  Despite our different shapes, Exceed are just people really, short and furry for certain, but mostly normal for all of that.”
Carla nodded, then glanced over at Happy, who was staring out of the copse of trees toward the town, interest plain on his face and she sighed theatrically, then nodded.  “I suppose to curb Happy’s boredom before it begins we probably should going look around a bit.  Let’s go you,” she said, flicking the end of his tail.
[bookmark: _Hlk19388780]He twitched, then laughed and pointed in delight.  “Ha, you’re tails wagging too, you must want to see how the rest of our people live just as much as I do!”  After that, he launched into a cackling sort of laugh.  “Kakakakaka!”
“Hmmpf, a gentlemen shouldn’t mention a lady’s tail,” Carla said huffily, not enjoying being called out like that.
Wendy giggled, then patted the legion companionably on the shoulder, looking over at Panther Lily.  “Can I help?”  Despite looking so fearsome and actually apparently being decent cavalry mounts in a fight, the legions were surprisingly soft and friendly.
With a smile, Panther Lily gestured her to one side of the saddle.  “Certainly, if you could help get out some of the feed bags, and then tie this line down, I’ll get out a carrot.”
Carla and Happy left them to it and walked into town not certain what to expect, with Carla still in her Exceed form at Happy’s insistence.  “We need to be like ninjas,” he said, looking at her as if she had missed the most obvious thing in the world.  “We need to blend in right?  It’s obvious that your human form bothered those soldiers a lot, so why borrow trouble?”
I must be spending far too much time around Ranma if that didn’t occur to me right off the bat, she thought to herself.  Still, is that a bad thing?  Thanks to Ranma, as much as I hate to admit it, I’m a lot stronger than I would otherwise be, both magically and physically, and don’t get me started on the use of the Neko-Ken!  Greatest invention of mankind ever, even if it was possibly designed as a torture device.  Still, using what he has taught me is one thing, letting him influence how I act is entirely another.
So the two Exceed walked into the town, and didn’t get any odd looks, as they looked around them at life going on without any notion of what had been occurring down below.  Here and there were farmers in stalls selling food, two of them with eggs, another one selling various fruit.  Over there were a few carpenters working on a house.  There a blacksmith was clanging away, a merchant over on the corner was selling glass and across from him, another was selling fabric.  All in all, it was a normal scene of a boisterous town on any trade route.  The town itself was quite nice, built on the scale of Exceed of course, with smaller buildings overall, but it still just looked like a regular town.
There were about a hundred or so Exceed insight, Carla estimated.  What was startling to her however, was the sheer variety Exceed seemed to come in.  Here and there, she sought the larger guard variety moving through the town without any armor on, haggling with the hucksters and others.  In different places she saw farmers, their faces all different, one larger, one smaller, the color of their fur was different ranging from black to white and having everything about them was different going from one to another.  She even spotted an older woman who had blue fur like Happy haranguing her husband behind one of the farm stalls.  She had a nice blouse on along with a long skirt and a shawl over her head, but her blue furred face was still visible, as were the light blue dots on her cheeks.
At the look of her, Carla had to do a double take and stare between her and Happy.  What the heck!  Those to have to be related.
The older man next to her had a similar body build to Happy, only he also had white fur, a monobrow that nearly had Carla flinching in horror and what looks like the start of a beard.  He also had somewhat angry look to his eyes as he shouted out his wares at the top of his lungs.  “Kyaahhhh, peaches, plums and apricots, get them fresh here you bastards!  Just don’t think you’ll ever win at haggling with me, aye!”
“Anata (darling) you can’t just shout that last part out,” his wife said.
He was also wearing pants.  In fact, Carla looked around, and smiled widely before she poked Happy in the shoulder.  You’ll note Happy, one overarching aspect of the Exceed around us, yes?”
Happy looked at her, his eyes sparkling before he shook his head.  “No, what?  What aspect?  Oh, I know, they all have fur!”
“They’re all wearing clothes, you idiot,” she said dryly.  “Perhaps you should go over to that stall, that one at the corner there, and see if you could purchase some pants, so we don’t stand out?”  Carla was wearing a rather nice sundress at the moment, one made of Song Silk, which would resize itself to her human form if she decided to transform.
Happy looked around, somewhat shocked to realize that Carla was right, but he didn’t move fast enough for her.  “Perhaps I should rephrase that, that wasn’t a suggestion, that was a demand!  Move!” she barked.
At her bark of command, Happy finally started to move in that direction, shaking his head.  The clothes seller had watched their interactions with a grin, shaking his head.  “From the country out in one of the other floating islands are we?  Unused to the ways of the big town?”
Carla scoffed at the idea of calling this place a city, but Happy just nodded, “How can you will wear clothing when it’s so itchy?”
You get used to it and as your lady friend over there…”
“I am not his lady friend,” Carla growled in affront at the very idea, unable to stop herself.
The man laughed again.  “Well anyway as your friend said earlier it is kind of usual here.  The ladies seem to like it anyway.  Us guys, meh, most of us get by with just pants.”
With a sigh, Happy was outfitted with some clothing, while Carla continued to look around, frowning.  This was what life among the Exceed is like?  I really don’t see anything to be all arrogant about, one way or the other
However, the atmosphere instantly changed of moment later.
“Hey you two, are you having fun looking around?”
Turning, Carla looked in Wendy’s direction, and smiled at seeing the little girl walking next to a short Exceed with black fur and a scar on his face that could only be Panther Lily’s Exceed form.  However, her smile instantly banished when she saw the effect her presence was having on the crowd.
“A human!” shouted more than one voice.  “The exile has brought a human here!
“A human here, you, you, just get out of here?!  How dare a human come here!” shouted one of the stall owners, grabbing up something from his stall.
“Guards, guards!” screamed more than one voice, Aero wings appearing as the Exceed put distance between them and the pouting young girl walking beside Panther Lily.
“Get away from her, she defiles the ground she walks on!”
More than one actually grabbed up vegetables, fruits or other things and started to toss them at Wendy.
Wendy blinked in shock at this, and then reacted in a typical manner from someone who had trained with her Onii-chan for as long as she had: she ducked and dodged items thrown at her, then snapped up some of the fruit out of the air, chomping into an apple happily.  “Yum!” she said as she bit down, before lifting her head and flicking it into the air, then biting at another thing that was coming at her, only to scowl and spit it to one side.  “Tomato!  Blech, I don’t want that.  More apples please!”
That, and the fact she had dodged everything else they had thrown at her seemed to stop people from throwing things, while Panther Lily, who had been about to change into his human form began to laugh.
Down on the ground, Ranma paused as he was in the process of lifting up a piece of wood, looking over at Erza who was busily hammering others into the side of wit with nails.  “I just had a strong urge to fist pump and shout ‘go Wendy’.  I have a feeling,” he went on dryly, “that their discussions with the Exceed are not going so well.”
“Why would you want to cheer then?” Erza asked, as she lifted another similarly lengthy plank of wood into position to let other start hammering it into place.  While she had no magic that had heightened her physical strength, Erza Belserion was a powerfully built woman regardless and she already begun to see some positives from training with Ranma for more than a month on a near daily basis.
“That’s precisely why I’m cheering I think my little sister is channeling my teachings!” Ranma said with a laugh.
“Oh God,” Erza muttered, “Wendy causing a diplomatic incident.  The mind boggles.”
“The mind laughs,” Ranma replied with a grin.
Nor was he the only one on the ground reacting to what was going on up top.  Seilah looked up, her eyes narrowing with such a look of anger that around her the nobles that she had been questioning for the Prince nearly wet themselves.  “I have a sudden urge to commit genocide, I wonder why?”
Up in Extalia, Carla sighed, shaking her head.  “Child, they weren’t trying to feed you, they were trying to chase you away.  Honestly, Ranma’s training really has messed you up in some very strange ways.”
“OH,” Wendy pouted then shrugged before bowing towards the farm stalls where the fruit has come from.  “It was still tasty though, so thank you!”
“Hehehe, you’re quite welcome child,” the older blue furred woman said, while her husband started to guffaw beside her.  Evidently at least some Exceed were not so xenophobic towards humans.
But in the distance, there was a tramp of feet coming towards them.  “Arrest her!  The human over here!” shouted more than one voice as others, emboldened by that noise went back to throwing things, just not food this time.
“Execute her for trespassing!” shouted several more voices, drowning out the few like the married couple who seem to have gone down on Wendy’s side of things.
At that, Carla began to lose her temper.  While she might have initially sought out Wendy in part, because of how central the girl had been in her dreams, the Air Dragon Slayer had become her most precious person in a very short time as they traveled together with Ranma.  There was nothing sexual about that of course, rather Wendy had become something of a little sister to her, someone who had to be taught how to be a lady, given a good role model, and protected.  So when she was threatened or treated poorly, Carla sometimes lost control.
“Excuse me!  How dare you all treat Wendy like that!” she howled, shifting into her human form, as claws of raw magic appeared in her hands.  “I’ll rend you all into shreds!”
Carla’s shout did nothing to stop incoming soldiers, who split into teams of two squads, all of whom were the large guard type, quickly.  Once more, their organization was pretty good, with one squad charging forward to engage Carla and her friends in close combat, while the others stood often shouted two sets of spells.  One of them, a group of five worked together as they shouted Exceed art, energy net.”  This created a web of magical power in the air, which flashed forward towards Carla and the others as they closed.  But they were too slow to matter.
The others worked together to create fireballs, a relatively simple but powerful spell.  Panther Lily, who had also transformed, duked under one, while Carla dodged another then slashed a third into nonexistence with her energy claws.  The two of them moved into the air Panther Lily bouncing up and off the wall of the buildings to either side and Carla using her Aero to get over the charging squad to target the energy net firers.
Wendy on the other hand simply charged forward, sliding underneath or hopping up and over the incoming fireballs with a sign of agility that left the watching Exceed in awe.  Beside her Happy flew, wielding two large fish like flails.  “I might not like fighting, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you hurt me or my friends!”
Then she was in among the group that had been charging forward.  And they suddenly realized the same thing that the group that had tried to fight Ranma had discovered days ago: that being in hand-to-hand combat with a human was not as easy as they thought.  Even with their size, advantage, they were not fast enough, not trained enough, and nowhere near experienced enough for this fight.
Beyond that, being in hand-to-hand combat against Wendy was just not fun for anyone.  With a kick, she laid out one Exceed guard then used the momentum to flip up into the air, her hair flying in an arc as she landed on the head of another.  She wasn’t good at manipulating her weight though and the Exceed below her grunted at the sudden weight bearing down on his head.  She then giggled out to either side, smashing two more flying even as they turned and raised their lances, before flipping up and over into one of the fireball throwing groups that had gotten too close.  “And I’ve never liked it when people pick on my friends!”
Not three minutes after the fight had begun, Carla smashed a fist into the faces of last guard.  She had to hop up slightly into the air to do it given their difference in height, but she still laid him out with ease.  Around her were scattered several other guardsmen, their clothing and armor and weapons all shredded by her claws, including quite a lot of their fur.  But none had yet to die, that was the only concession she was willing to make at this point.
All around her, the townsfolk who had been shouting encouragement and imprecations at the guards and at Wendy and those with her respectively had quickly raced away hiding themselves in their various houses, barring a few like the blue haired woman and her husband who had been running a fruit stall.  He for some reason along with his wife had come down sharply on their side of things.  Now she looked at them, nodding her head cordially.  “Excuse me, but can I ask, why exactly would you be cheering on the invaders in this instance?  While I hate the fact they attacked us, at least the way the rest of your civilian fellows was backing them seemed understandable.
“KYYaaah!!” the man shouted, slamming a hand down on the top of his stall.  “It’s about time someone from the castle gets there comeuppance!  When I think of what happened six years ago I want to give them all a piece of my mind aye!”
“When the Exceed were sent to Earth Land?  What happened back then, can you tell us?” Carla asked eagerly.
The woman shook his head.  She hadn’t been looking away from Happy the entire time the fight it begun, and she’d only begun to cheer when he had taken out to fish, and started to use them like bludgeons against the locals, doing some actual damage with them somehow.  He hadn’t held a candle to the amount of damage that Panther Lily, Carla or Wendy had done, but he had still at least knocked a few of the locals out.
Their discussion was interrupted by the arrival of another three squads of soldiers.  “There they are, apprehend them!  Men!” shouted one who looked like Ichiya for some bizarre reason.
“We just knocked out two squads of you idiots,” Panther Lily said with a laugh.  He’d greatly enjoyed watching Carla and Wendy lay into the locals, and when Happy had joined in, he had nearly hurt himself from laughing too hard.  None of the locals were dead of course, none of them were looking to kill today, although Carla had left more than a few scars.  But he had to question the general intelligence of his race if they insisted on throwing good money after bad with the first two squads so liberally dotting the local landscape.
“You have yet to face me interloper!” that worthy shouted, leading the locals into the attack in one large group.  “Men!!!”  To this, Carla and her friends also started moving forward again in a line towards them, building up speed.
“Enough!” shouted a feminine voice, wringing with imperious command and quite a bit of anger.  “I say it has been enough!”
Everyone turned in the direction of that voice.  Even Carla had to turn, it sounded so angry, and also kind of familiar, she paused in her charge, staring up at a white furred cat that was slightly taller than most, or human looking perhaps.  Yet despite that, Carla could tell that she was still an Exceed and not in human form.  She was dressed in what Carla could only call royal raiment: a long flowing cloak with wide built up shoulders over which fur had been laid and a dress of white with sequins here and there flowing from below the cloak.  Her face was actually quite small in comparison to the rest of the ensemble, but though there was no crown on her head, the woman had such a royal presence, that she could only be the Queen that had been mentioned so often before this.
Yet she glared not at Carla, Wendy or the others, which might’ve set Carla off again if she was honest, but at the soldiers and the people around them.  “I say it has been enough,” she said, her voice lower now.  “This battle, this farce, these lies have gone on far enough!  Will we never stop being our own worst enemies!?”
“If we’re talking enemies,” the white-furred man by the stall shouted “then that means you’re my enemy!  Give me back my egg aye!”
There was a vague growl from a few of the guards, but more than one of those who hadn’t taken part in throwing things at Wendy began to shout in support for the man, “I don’t care about the human being here he shouted at the Queen as she finally alighted on the ground.  “I don’t care about the fact that a human’s here or the fact that it’s defiled our ground or whatever crap the rest of ya were spouting!  I care about the fact that six years ago, you in the palace ordered us to turn over our children in their eggs!  You thought you could use them as assassins!  But they have never returned!  That just means you killed my kid you, you…”
The man was actually tearing up, Yet his wife had never looked away from Happy the entire time they’d been talking.  Her eyes were wide and shining with joy, but her voice seemed to have failed her.
“As assassins, we told you that yes,” the Queen said nodding her head.  “That was another lie.”  That stopped the man short, and there were a few voices raised in shocked query.
But a shout from on high drew their attention and halted the queen’s words for a moment.  “Your Highness!  You cannot, that is part of the secret that has sustained this nation!”  From above four ancient Exceed flew, all of them looking different but all of them also looking panicked.
“Panther Lily can I ask you to shut them up for me?” the Queen asked with a somewhat wicked grin, looking at the giant Exceed for a moment and pointing up at her advisors.
Panther Lily grinned cracking his knuckles “your majesty it would be a pleasure,” he said bowing grandly.
The four older Exceed squawked shouting “guards, guards!”  But while the majority of the guards had obeyed the advisors up to this point, that was before half of them they had gotten an impossibly brutal beatdown from what amounted to a short female Exceed in her human transformation, a slightly taller blue haired human girl, an Exceed who used fish as a weapon, and the exile, Panther Lily.
Those scattered across the town were not in the mood to listen further to the four advisors when the queen had yet to make her opinion known.  And of those in the air, all of them even Nichiya looked to the Queen who shook her head.
The four advisors tried to escape, but Panther Lily simply grabbed each of them in turn, holding two of them under each arm and stuffing their mouths full of their own clothing before landing lightly back on earth.  He looked at the Queen who nodded her thanks, then she looked around the crowd and then to Wendy and Carla, her eyes widening just slightly as she took in Carla’s face.  “You have questions I know miss…”
Carla stared at her, seeing the same resemblance the queen did.  How could she not, she used a mirror every day.  “I, I do” she said, startled to find her voice stuttering there.  She scowled, bearing down on her own voice for a moment and nodded her head sharply.  “I do have questions,” she said in a much more authoritative tone.  “Why were we sent through the portal?  Why do you Exceed seemed to lord over the humans here, when as far as we can tell there is no reason for it!?”
“How dare you!” shouted more than one voice.  “We have magic, they don’t, we can fly, they can’t!” shouted others, their words jumbled but the meaning clear.
“Excuse me,” Wendy said holding up her hand.  “But while I can’t fly right now, and I don’t have magic at in this world, did that really matter moment ago?”  She ducked her head shyly as everyone looked at her, but then began to glare back irritably.  “You through tomatoes at me.  Glare all you want, but you deserved what I gave you,” she said huffily, crossing her arms.
While Happy and Panther Lily both laughed, Carla smiled, patting Wendy’s side gently.  “Ahh, the velvet over the armored fist, I have taught you well.”
Even the Queen was smirking a little at that response, nodding her head.  “So you see our dilemma.  Our people are weak.  We have always been weak, we have never been able to multiply as humans have, and when it comes to warfare well…” she shrugged her shoulders gesturing around.  “Panther Lily, while you might have spent years with the humans you were our strongest warrior for years before that.  Tell me, could you beat their strongest warrior?”
“Are you joking?” Panther Lily said shaking his head.  “Before a few days ago I might have said I could possibly beat her with help.  But now?  Their strongest warrior toyed with me, Faust’s other two human generals, and much of the army for a time.  If he was the type to take things seriously and kill his enemies we’d be mourning thousands of dead down below right now, including me, so I am thankful for that.”
The Queen smiled at him and nodded.  “You see?” she said looking over the crowd and gesturing once more to the slowly recovering guards scattered all around them.  Our ability to fly only protects us so long as the humans didn’t come after us.  That is why we constructed the great lie, thousands of years ago.  That is why we created this area, ripped it out of the ground below, so that we could live apart.  Above yes, but only in geography.  It was only later, when the humans started to domesticate legions that we created the grand lie.  A lie based upon my forebear’s abilities of precognition.”
She explained the great lie to her people and to these outsiders, before adding wryly, “Of course, my own precognition no longer seems to function.  Not since these Earth Land mages came here.”
“That’s actually probably just Ranma,” Carla said in an almost conversational tone of voice.  The queen’s honesty had completely disarmed her anger, although she still was picking out a few people in the audience that she would be looking for later given their comments about Wendy.  No one called her names and got away with it!
“I also have precognition,” she said, turning back to the Queen and staring at her levelly.  But it stopped working beyond vague feelings when I met Ranma.  He’s simply an anomaly I suppose you could say, a ripple in the timestream that simply makes any attempt to see down the stream as it were impossible.  Hard to describe really.”
The Queen shuddered.  “Thank you, but please, never mention the name in front of me again, I really, really don’t want to be attempted to try to have him executed.  Our people couldn’t afford the loss of life of such an undertaking but the migraine your arrival gave me,” she shuddered.  “I’d much rather go through the laying process again without the fun first before I do that.”
Carla blushed hotly at that, looking away and the Queen chuckled.
“Kyyaahahh!!!  That’s fine and all,” shouted the white-furred farmer.  “But what about our kids!  What about our eggs, why did you send them away, aye?”
“That ties into my precognition,” the queen said seriously.  She looked at Carla then over at Happy.  “You two were not the only Exceeds we snuck through the portal when the humans started to fiddle with opening those on purpose.  We sent over a hundred eggs through.  As far as my precognition was able to tell before Ranma arrived however, the majority of them are still alive.  Two of them I’m sorry to say landed in the ocean, but the rest arrived safely.  I have no idea where they are, but I sensed them in the future when those portals opened.”
Carla blinked, shaking her head.  She hadn’t met any other Exceed in her travels, but that honestly didn’t matter much despite how much of the Peninsula they had covered, she actually hadn’t seen all that much actual territory in terms of area.  And, thinking about it, I do recall several places that didn’t seem as unused to talking cats as most.  Perhaps I should’ve wondered about that at the time, but it’s too late to care about it now.
“We sent them through because my precognition spoke of a calamity, a calamity so horrific in scope and power that it would see the end of our people.  We could not see a way through or the cause, although perhaps that was because our own egos, including my own if I am honest, precluded us from looking at the issue in some fashion in a way that might have actually worked.  Despite that, the fact remains that that great calamity would have seen the end us all.  So we sent our young, as many of them as there were in all Extalia at the time, through to the other side, to search out strong protectors and survive.”
“I believe now that the great calamity was caused by Faust.  Indeed, I have long harbored that suspicion, and I wanted to move the instant all of you started to act against him, coming in on your side of things.”  The queen scowled, “But due to my age, my advisors have long held more sway and more power in making policy and decisions than I have.  I’m going to use this,” she said cheerfully now, gesturing around them “to break their power, obviously.”  She looked over at Carla.  “Does, does that answer your questions Miss Carla?” she had asked hesitantly.
“It answers most of my big ones,” Carla said, with a sigh of relief.  Nearby Happy was grinning, thrusting her his double fists into the air happy that his prediction of why they had been sent through the portal had been the accurate one.  “And it raises several more.  A few I would like to ask you in private,” she added, looking at the Queen smiling slightly at the older woman.
The Queen smiled back, nodding her head.  “Of course.  But first, diplomacy,” she said brusquely.  “I gather given the fact that you are using one of the few remaining legions and accompanied by Panther Lily that you are here on the King’s business as well.  What does the young king want from us?””
“A promise not to interfere in his policies and you’re helping to aim the anima portal,” Carla said bluntly.  “Exceed are extremely sensitive to magic, which is why you can use it in this dimension at all.  He needs that to accurately aim the portal, both to send our people back home, and to aim it elsewhere to bring more magic here.”
The Queen blinked.  “I, what?  I would’ve thought that with your return he would have had to promise not to use the anima weapon at all.”
“We don’t want to see your nation thrown into so much turmoil is all that, we just don’t want to deal with you attacking us or our allies.  Miss Erza and Ranma, my teacher in the combat arts and another Dragon Slayer, had the idea of aiming the anima at the main continent, what is shown on the maps of this world as ‘the Haunted Seas.’  It is a place with hundreds, perhaps thousands of still active magical constructs and creation magics.  Turning those spells into magical power for you would be a bonus to our world,” Carla replied.
The Queen blinked again, then slowly nodded.  “Yes, I can see that working I suppose.  And with our people’s help, the anima cannon will be very specifically aimed and controlled.  That, that actually works.  I can agree with that.  Do you have any form you’ll formal documentation or anything of that nature?”
“That will be coming after, this was more both a personal issue for us,” she said gesturing to her Happy and herself, “and a preliminary meeting on the Kings part.  For now,” she said almost cheerful, now that her worst fears had been put to bed, and she was face-to-face with a woman who could only be her mother, “perhaps we could have that private talk?”
The Queen smiled, and gestured Carla forward.  “Certainly, I’ll show you my rooms, we can talk there, and if we are to talk so candidly, you should know that my name is Shagotte.  Will your young charge join us?” she asked looking over at Wendy.  Wendy looked at Carla, who nodded, and Wendy skipped over to them.
Happy made to follow, and Carla coughed delicately, as she heard a faint whimper of protest from the woman who had yet to move her eyes from Happy, or her mouth from around her handkerchief in the past few minutes.  “Happy, why don’t you talk to that nice couple over there who were selling fruit.  I think they have something to say to you.”
“Kayayahh!” shouted the man “Why would I have something to say to someone who uses fish as a weapon, honestly fish!”
“Hey, Happy shouted back don’t knock it till you try it!  It worked well enough here didn’t it!?”
“Thank you,” the woman said, moving forward to take Happy’s hand and pulling him over to the house passed the stall.  “I think, that I can take it from here.”
Carla nodded back and she and Wendy turned back to follow Shagotte toward the castle.
OOOOOOO
Even as one conflict was resolved without further violence, back on Earth Land the drums of war had begun to sound.  A prophet had come to the Faith of the Circle, the people declaimed.  A prophet to lead the world back to balance.
“Why should the mages be allowed to continue to squander the magic that belongs to all?  I say this not in anger, but sadness, for mages are but taught to do so”  “Yet why should they be allowed to ruin the world for their own gain thus ruining the balance through their ignorance?  If they cannot be taught the error of their ways, than their villainy must be stopped in another way.  By the fire and sword would mage-kind be forced to respect the balance!”  That was his message.
The Prophet preached of war, a holy war against mages, and brought with him the tools to do it.  And the Faith of the Circle responded.  They wished to spread their message, and if they could not make people convert via understanding or acceptance of what they saw as the truth, then they would do so through fire and the sword.  And so Midi prepared for war, never knowing they were simply dancing to Mard Geer’s mad tune.
End Chapter
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Chapter 23: Who Let the Cats Out

Carla scowled, as she stared up into the sky, frowning ferociously as several small dots appeared moving out from the large floating rocks that were the home of the Exceed.  Next to her, Wendy looked over quizzically, then stared in the same direction.  “Oh, do you think those are some of your people up there?”
“From all we’ve learned almost certainly, and they’re coming here too.”  Carla glanced behind them at the large crystal where it had slammed into the earth when Ranma and Gildarts had thrown it clear of the capital.  Luckily, it had slammed into some granite or some heavy stone a few inches underneath the soil – which was a sure sign as to why there weren’t any farms near the Royal City - so it hadn’t sunk any deeper, but the weight of the thing was phenomenal and Carla had noted where the granite underneath it had buckled.  And Ranma and Gildarts lifted it between the two of them.  That is disturbing in many many ways and yet also quite uplifting in others.  It’s quite nice to know that we can rely on someone as strong as Gildarts… and Ranma I suppose.  Although I personally would not call him reliable.
The acerbic tone in her own thoughts was a lie and Carla knew it.  Ranma had proven over the years that while he was arrogant, obstreperous, not at all interested in anything that could be labeled normality including, at times manners, he was also quite dependable when the chips were down.  Not, that I will ever tell him that.
Carla shook her head free of those thoughts, staring up into the sky as Lisa and Anna, who had come out here with their Edo-siblings, also turned in that direction.  “What are you looking at?  Oh…” Lisa said, looking up then over at Anna.  “Um why do you think they are coming here?”
“There’s only one reason why the Exceed would be coming here, especially now,” Carla replied tartly.
“Do they think they could actually move it?  If they did, their magic really is powerful,” Lisanna said dryly, leaning back against the giant crystal and crossing her arms over her chest, while nearby, her older Edo-siblings looked up to, frowning, with Elfman looking as if he was starting to tremble.
Anna frowned, “According to the stories they do have powerful magic, but…”
Carla shrugged.  “If Happy and I are normal examples of the breed, they surely cannot move that crystal.  Perhaps a few hundred of us could create Aero magic across it, you know, give it wings?” she said sardonically, causing the others who knew her to chuckle and Wendy to shake her head.  “But, other than that I couldn’t see us doing anything with it.”
Above them, the Exceed came together in a flying formation, comprised of setting groups of three in a triangle formation, spreading out into a line of triangles as they closed.  While the rest of that line of triangles shifted into a circle around the crystal, one triangle slowly descended, from which one ‘point’ moved even further down towards the humans.  He was a large creature, somewhere between Panther Lily and normal Exceed size, looking more catlike, but with the size and strength of Panther Lily at half-size.
The cat-man’s eyes narrowed as he took in the scene below, and when he spoke, it was with the voice of someone who was certain he was going to be obeyed.  “Attention Humans!  By order of our Queen, we are to take possession of the crystal.  It seems to have been the cause of this recent strife among you beyond even the norm for your chaotic race, and as such, we deem that you are unable to look after it on your own.”
While the two older Strauss had gone to their knees, pulling Anna and Lisanna down with them as they and bowed to the Exceed Carla and Happy surely had not, while Wendy was simply cocking her head, looking around her in some confusion.
It was the standing human girl that he now addressed, sounding somewhat affronted.  “And you human!”
Wendy looked up at that, cocking her head to one side as she looked up at the flying Exceed.  “Yes?” she asked politely, “can I help you Mister Exceed?”
While Carla nodded proudly at the manners she had instilled in the girl the Exceed in the air spluttered, thrown off slightly by her polite attitude now that she’s been called on it.  “Is, is it not customary where you come from for humans to bow to Exceed?”
“Nope?” Wendy replied, frowning in confusion at the very odd question.  “It certainly isn’t customary, and I’ve been told by my big brother not to bow to anyone.  He doesn’t even bow to Kings, although I admit that I’ll curtsy to them if we meet in person,” she added as if sharing a deep dark secret, rather than something Ranma teased her about extensively.  But to Ranma, Kings were just people who wore uncomfortable looking hats.  To Wendy, they were at least somewhat special, leaders of their nations and everything and thus they should be respected.
Shaking his head, the large Exceed in the air turned back and gestured to the crystal.  “Hmmpf, well, we have more important things than one odd human child.  In any event, we will be taking command of this crystal.  If two humans were able to throw it, then I presume that we Exceed will be able to lift it with our superior magics.”
“Be my guest,” Lisanna said standing up from where she had been pulled into a bow by her sister, gesturing to it and moving away.  “If you can move it that is.”
The Exceed formation spread out around the crystal, raising large lances and pointing them at the crystal, and intoning a spell.  ‘Gravity Magic: Cancelation!”  Long beams of black magical energy lashed out, limed with yellow and white as they hit the crystal.
The fact they were all working together like that was interesting, but whatever was supposed to happen certainly didn’t.  There was a bright flare around the crystal as their magical efforts linked up, and then absolutely nothing happened.  The crystal didn’t shrink, nor did a portion break off and start to glow before revealing a few of the crystal’s inhabitants as Wendy had thought might happen and the crystal certainly didn’t move or anything like that.
There were some mutters of consternation among the Exceed patrol at that, and their leader barked out, “Come now!  If two humans could move this than surely a full patrol of Exceed can do even better!”
“Two humans who are mages, whose magical powers give them near super-strength,” Anna said, regaining some of her composure now thanks to her sister and this show.  The other Strauss Siblings were also slowly rising from where they had knelt looking at one another in confusion then up at the Exceed.
“Besides which, the battles over,” Wendy said pointing in the direction of the latest explosion, practically vibrating in place to go see her brother now that he’d won the fight.
“If you wanted to take control of this crystal to stop further conflict you should have done it hours ago.  Coming in after the fact like this, that tells me you’re not for our benefit but for your own,” Carla added, throwing her blonde locks over her shoulder and glaring up at the other Exceed.
The Exceed looked down at her angrily.  “Silence failure!!  Our orders might preclude coming into conflict with humans, but you would be fair game!  How dare you even return here without completing your mission!?”
At that, Wendy growled, sounding very much like a Dragon slayer just then rather than the little girl she had sounded like earlier.  She stepped forward placing herself in front of Carla and crossed her arms belligerently.  “Don’t talk to my friend like that!  You might be able to fly, but the two of us can do that too and you don’t look so tough to me!”
By this point, the lack of anything occurring to the Crystal, and the Exceed’s arrogance had begun to wear on Lisa and Anna too and they moved forward as well.  None of their magical staffs were still working, but that didn’t mean they had somehow forgotten to throw a punch.
Even Happy, who had been silent and watching the other Exceed up to this point, also stood forward.  “Right!  Just because you’re bigger and stronger than us, doesn’t mean you can talk to our friend like that!”
“Such arrogance!” shouted the Exceed above them.  He seemed to strain for a moment, his hand gripping his Lance and glaring down.  “If our orders but allowed it, I would take you into custody right now traitor!  Consorting with humans like this, that is beyond the pale!  But thankfully for you, they don’t.”
He looked back at the Crystal, then shook their heads.  “We will return with more soldiers, to take command of this crystal.  Regardless of whether or not the conflict its presence started has stopped, that is our orders from our Queen.”
“Good luck on that once it’s back within the city and lots of other people have taken control of it,” Carla stated sweetly.
The Exceed captain scowled angrily, but then gestured and his people rose into the eye heading up towards Extalia without another word.
After a few moments watching the Exceed fly off, Wendy shook her head, leaning down and hugging Carla from behind lifting her into the air for a moment.  “Carla, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think your fellow Exceeds are nearly as nice as you are.”
Carla smirked at that, leaning her head sideways to nuzzle into Wendy’s neck and shoulder.  “Well thank you for that my dear, but I’m beginning to think there is definitely something wrong with my people.  They are far too arrogant for far little reason and yet also far too cautious for that arrogance.  They outnumbered us, none of us have any magic and yet they didn’t fight us?”
Happy was also frowning, staring up at the larger Exceed in the air above them.  “Maybe, maybe they had different orders or something?”
“What do you mean?” Carla asked.
“Well he just said it, didn’t he?  They were under orders to take the crystal, but they didn’t have any orders about us, in fact, they weren’t supposed to fight humans either.  That sounds as if well maybe there getting different orders from different people?” Happy asked.  “The first group who cared about the crystal would have ordered them to take it by force after all, but the other order stops them from doing that.”
Carla frowned, scratching at her chin and looking over at the other Exceed.  “You now, you have some oddly insightful moments Happy, if only that was your norm rather than the outlier.”
“What the heck does that mean?” Happy asked as he pulled out a fish from somewhere and began to bite into it.
“Never mind.”
“You think they’ll come back with more of them, like he said?” Lisanna asked.
“I doubt it,” Carla said.  “Although, I might suggest sending Gildarts out here to guard it.  With his magic I doubt we want him to remain inside the capital for long, but he would make a great guard out here.  We’ll stay here until he arrives though.  You can go on and find your brother.  I know you want to.
Wendy nodded with a loud “MMM!” of approval, then hugged her again and turned racing off.

OOOOOOO

After the bits and pieces of the Dorma Anim finished settling, Ranma, Juvia and their various burdens started to make their way back into the capital.  If one considered where the Royal City should have started this shouldn’t have been a long trip.  But considering that much of the fighting had actually occurred within the city’s environs, it sort of was, since you couldn’t tell there should have been buildings or roads or walls here.
The damage was that extensive, and most of it had come from the energy beams and missiles that the giant Dragon shot out, which didn’t leave anything behind if the thing being hit wasn’t Ranma or one of the two Dragon Slayers.  The initial one Ranma had blocked near the center of the city had left a miles wide gash seared out of the landscape, and there were others like it of similar size scattered around the area.  The missiles on the other hand had left far more debris behind.
But already, Ranma could see people moving in and around the scattered ruins trying to pull others to safety or simply looking around shell-shocked.  If not for the two pinheads on my back I might stop and help, Ranma mused with a snort.  The two Dragon Slayers had barely been able to move, let alone stand up and walk for themselves, forcing the petite redhead to drag their sorry asses, one to a shoulder.  Should’ve gone for a double fireman’s carry instead, Ranma thought with a scowl.  Next to her Juvia dragged the unconscious king, who Ranma had knocked out before they started to move, unwilling to deal with his ranting, or anything else really.
As they moved through the shattered cityscape, there was no conversation for a time, while Ranma could practically feel Gajeel and Natsu brooding on her back as she carried them along.  And every time she looked at Juvia, she was blushing, which in turn caused Ranma to flush as she remembered how Juvia had awoken her magic.  It had been it oddly erotic, if also rather weird as her fingers had slowly dissolved into water in Ranma’s mouth.
Still, it had worked, and brought an end to the fight far faster than Ranma at the time would have been able to.  Moving the giant Anima Crystal had really taken it out of her, but she was glad they had.  The draining effect that had seemingly awoken the Dorma Anim had been nasty, and he didn’t doubt that the lack of magic was even now having an impact everywhere within the city, but the thing might have been even stronger if it had been able to drain the crystal.
With that thought, Ranma turned his attention inward, clenching and unclenching her hands where she was holding up the idiotic twosome.  She could tell that his magic was now there, she could connect to it, feel it within her body but it was most decidedly at a low ebb.  At one point, she spotted what looks like a busted water main or something, and stuck her head to one side, sipping at it lightly, but nothing happened.  Dammit!
There didn’t seem to be any or at least no magic within the environment of this world that Ranma could connect to and rebuild her reserves with.  That sucked, but despite still being angry about having his magic taken away after finally figuring out how to integrate magic and ki, Ranma could continue to deal with it for now.
At least I’m better off than the two dumbasses on my back.  Seriously, fighting that giant thing, did they really expect to do much without magic?  I love the sentiment but sooo not the timing.
As she pulled away from the water, she looked at Juvia again, thinking idly that maybe drinking might rebuild his magic.  She then blushed as she realized how that could be taken, before thinking well, There would be worse ways to regain my magic.
Something in his eyes seemed to cause Juvia to realize what his thoughts were doing, and she looked away, then furtively looked back, breathing heavier, her chest heaving which caused Ranma to twitch, and turn away.  There was something extremely sexy about Juvia, Ranma had to admit, even if she was currently wearing the local soldier’s uniform.  Gah dude, really? Ranma thought to herself.  You’re interested in Erza and are in some kind of relationship with Jenny, regardless of not having seen her for a few months.  And then there’s that kiss Seilah laid on ya earlier, and your own ambivalent thoughts about her.  Do you really want to borrow more lady trouble?
Luckily for Ranma’s wandering thoughts, her attention was grabbed by the twosome on her back.
“I’m pissed,” Natsu said bluntly, growling the words into Ranma’s ear.  “We utterly sucked in that fight!  We’re supposed to be Dragon Slayers like you.  But that dragon kicked our ass and it wasn’t even a real one!  All we were was just, just walking targets.”
“Well I did warn you that without magic you’d be a liability,” Ranma said slowly as if talking to a child.  Which, she reflected, I often feel like I’m doing with Natsu sometimes.  The guy has such incredibly good combat instincts and yet he can’t think his way out of a paper bag.  “Really guys, what did you expect?”
Gajeel though grunted too.  “I agree with the living flamethrower, we sucked out there.  But you didn’t.  We don’t have our magic here fair enough, but you shouldn’t have any either.  I mean if we were drained coming through and weren’t able to renew our energy, even if we weren’t sucked in to add to the Anima Crystal thing, shouldn’t that be the case for you two?  And I know you weren’t using Dragon Slayer magic for most of that fight.  What the hell was that, if it isn’t magic?”
Ranma nodded, while Natsu, who already knew the answer to this one, stayed silent.  “Oh yeah, you weren’t around for that explanation were ya?  Well, what I used here isn’t really magic as ya understand the term.  What I used here is called ki, or life energy.”
He could feel Gajeel shifting, pulling away from her back slightly to stare at the back of Ranma’s head, while Juvia and Natsu looked on.  They had already heard this conversation before.  Natsu though was burning up with questions about Ranma’s training and if his earlier training in the ‘ki’ stuff could be made to work for him and his magic.
“First, I suppose you have to understand that I didn’t originate within Earth Land.  I come from another dimension,” Ranma began.
“You mean you came from here?  Is that why we haven’t seen a local version of you?” Gajeel asked quickly since he had been wondering since coming here where the Edo-Ranma might be.  That, and what gender he or she was.
“Heh, no.  I come from, um, further away I suppose you could say.  My world doesn’t have much in common with yours: some fashion, music, stuff like that, but nothing about geography or history or anything like that.  My old world I should say, since I’ve been in Earth Land since I was seven.  But in my old world, we didn’t have magic as you understand it.  Instead, we had something called life energy.  If you were able to consciously manipulate it, you were able to do quite a lot of stuff with it.”
“Like fire those energy beams,” Natsu said with a grin that Ranma could feel even if she couldn’t see it and Ranma had to chuckle at the younger man’s attitude.  “I sooo want to learn how to do that.  I mean, they aren’t as awesome as fireballs, what could be, but they could do in a pinch.”
Juvia began to count on her fingers, flicking them up one after another and smirking saucily as Ranma’s eyes caught the motion, and seemed to stare as she relived that moment before the end of the fight for a second, before speaking, “Hmm, able to exhibit blasts of power, an extreme amount of strength, which can be heightened at command, a speed that is nearly past that used by mages who specialize in speed.  And monstrous amounts of durability too.”
“Not as much,” Ranma said with a shake of her head.  “You can use life energy to enhance your durability and I did, but maybe because I didn’t really go into that in my old life, that aspect is kind of energy intensive.  I know a few guys who did, but I doubt even they could stand up to Natsu or Gajeel in terms of durability.  For me it helps my speed way better than Dragon Slayer magic ever has, and with that freaking heavy crystal, it certainly helped me with strength.  Though again, that’s not something I can do as easily as I can heighten my speed:  it takes more of my ki to make me stronger than to make me faster.  I’m not certain why, but I know that Dragon Slayer magic lends itself to bulking up your strength more than ki does.  There are also some other things it does, enhances your life span extremely, keeps you at the age you start to amass enough life energy to matter, and other stuff like that.  I was really young when I started, so that wasn’t a major issue for me though.”
Juvia cocked her head to one side as she caught that, her eyes narrowing in supposition since Ranma had not mentioned that before.  But Gajeel and even Natsu didn’t care about the anti-aging aspect and questioned Ranma closely about the kind of training he had done, and if it could be used to work with Dragon Slayer powers.  There Ranma winced.  “Ah, yeah, okay there, I sort of ran into a problem.  See, my teacher in Dragon Slayer magic, Typhon the Water Dragon King, was a senile old fart who knew he was dying when we met.”
Gajeel guffawed at that loud enough for Ranma to twitch her head away from him.  “GHEHEHE!”
But Natsu had heard about Typhon’s age before, and the fact he’d died of old age before this so pushed on quickly.  “Yeah, you’ve mentioned that, but what’s it got to do with how strong you are?”
“Nothing to do with how strong I am, but everything to do with how my ki and my Dragon Slayer power interacted.  See, to be a Dragon Slayer, a dragon has to awaken your magic, to create a set of magic within you.  But Porlyusica helped me figure out that my DS magic acted like a kind of slow acting poison in my system for a long while.  My ki literally fought it for the longest time.  It was only on the trip, me and Wendy took with Erza after the battle with Brain and his brainwashed bumholes that I figured out a way to, in a way, conquer the Dragon Slayer ‘seed’ within me, making it fully part of my body.  Wendy though didn’t have that issue, and I doubt the two of you do either.  So you could, possibly, merge your ki and DS powers much more easily.”
Both Gajeel and Natsu grinned at that, but Ranma shook her head.  “However, given that Wendy has only begun to exhibit some actual ki attacks in the past half year or so, and I’ve been training her since we met, you wouldn’t see anything quick.  If you want though I’d still be willing to train you.”
“Tch,” Natsu muttered.  “Still, if it helped her get so strong and fast as she is…”  Natsu didn’t like to admit it, but he did know, deep down, that Wendy was stronger than him was despite her age.
“Agreed, I’ll sign up for that training too.  Speed and strength training is always good, even if it doesn’t come with an entirely new type of attack,” Gajeel said in agreement before frowning.  “But how long were you training with Typhon?”
“In the real world, barely three months.  But Typhon had created this area where he could control everything within, including the passage of time.  So he threw me in there and basically used the last of his life and magic to power it for 3 days and when I was inside it, 2 full years passed.  And I was older, so if ya take away time spent just taking care of ya, telling ya where ta crap in the woods, waiting for ya to learn to walk instead of crawl and feedin’ ya, I probably got about the same amount of real training time.”
While Juvia guffawed at that, and Gajeel and Natsu snarled in her ear about the insults to their younger selves, Ranma shook her head.  “I will say this, that old guy was tough as nails, I can’t imagine the amount of pain Typhon must have suffered, to willingly drain your own magic like that but he knew he was dying anyway, so he just put up with it.  As much as I don’t like the fact that, you know, he tossed me in there without asking me and sacrificed his life without telling me he was doing it, I have to respect the act anyway.”
“And you have no idea what happened to our dragons?” Gajeel asked, putting his earlier ire to one side.
“Nope,” Ranma said with a shake of his head.  All I know is, my Dragon didn’t disappear on the same date as Wendy’s, or Natsu’s or yours.”
“777, yeah,” Gajeel said with a nod.  “I don’t know if that’s significant or not, but yeah, that’s the date that my old man disappeared.  And there was nothing in this world that could’ve fought him, Metalicana was the strongest out there!”
“No way!” Natsu said shouting the words, which caused Ranma to wince.  “My old man was the toughest!  Igneel was huge, the size of a few city blocks, and could breathe fire that could melt stone!  No way would he lost to someone made of pig iron!”
Gajeel laughed although is eyes were narrowed at the insult.  “Are you kidding, my old man’s scales would’ve never even felt your old man’s father!  His iron claws would tear your old man into pieces.”
“Please,” Natsu barked back with a laugh.  “You think your metal would stand against my old man’s fire when you didn’t do so hot against my fire when we fought!”
Gajeel spluttered.  “That was one fight, and your little girlfriends had already tired me out.  If we were fighting one on one I would’ve kicked your ass!”
“You want to go?” Natsu shouted, as he pushed away from Ranma’s back.
“Bring it!” Gajeel shouted in return.
Ranma sighed then dropped the two of them, where they instantly stumbled to their asses, while she hopped away to a pile of rubble nearby.  “I see you two are feeling better,” she said dryly.  “Good, then you can walk on your damn own now,”
The two Dragon Slayers pushed themselves to their feet, but despite their spirits, their bodies were not quite willing, and they wobbled there for a bit, as they glared at one another, while Juvia giggled to one side, and Ranma moved over to take Faust from her.  She had been dragging the King by one leg, bouncing his head off of the rubble as they passed through very purposefully, and he was now covered with cuts and scrapes and one extremely large black and blue mark on his head, but thanks to Ranma’s use of a pressure point, he had slept through it.
Ranma slung the king over her shoulder, and turned, moving through the city, with Juvia beside her.  Behind them, the two Dragon Slayers glared at one another but knew that neither of them was in any condition to fight and growled at one another “We’ll settle this later” / “I’ll kick your ass later”, before following the two women as best as their battered bodies could move.  Which, bluntly, wasn’t much.
Looking at Ranma’s back ahead of them, Natsu had an epiphany, and smacked one hand into his other palm, before pointing at her.  “That’s where your curse comes from doesn’t it!  It’s a holdover from that old life of yours, that’s why no one’s ever heard of anything similar in Earth Land right?”
“Yep,” Ranma said with a nod.  “That’s it exactly, and it’s why my curse form worked in this world at all, which is most decidedly a mixed blessing,” Ranma finished, her tone dust dry as she looked down at her chest where she was still wearing the remnants of her Knightwalker disguise.
Juvia giggled at that, then watched as Ranma looked up, sniffing the air, and turning in a direction slightly off from the route they had been walking.
A moment later, coming through the rubble of that area of the city they saw a flash of red hair, followed by two splashes of dark blue.  “Ranma-nii!” shouted a young female voice, followed by “Ranma!” in two older female voices.
Ranma grinned, racing ahead of the others, then skidding to a halt in front of Erza and Wendy 2.0 as Wendy thumped into Ranma’s waist, wrapping her tiny arms around Ranma’s midriff.  “I knew it, I knew you’d win!”
“Well thanks for the confidence Imouto, but I thought you were watching the crystal?” Ranma asked.
“We were, but then a few of the wounded Fairy Tail members came by and took the job over for us.  Carla, Happy and the Strauss Siblings are still there though, since they spotted a group of Exceed in the sky making for the crystal.  But they turned back without doing much but blustering.  They tried, but they couldn’t do anything to the crystal, and left without trying to start a fight,” Wendy reported purring against the side of his head.
The little girl had, while having fun when she was away with Seilah and the others -for the most part, the moving vehicles had after all not been fun – had missed Ranma given he had been a part of her daily life for so long.  Plus while being hugged by Seilah was great given how soft and squishy she was, hugging Ranma in either form was like hugging a friendly heater, it just warmed you up from the inside.
“I take it that you finished the fight against that giant mechanical construct?” Erza asked, looking between Ranma and the slowly following Dragon Slayers as Wendy 2.0 gave him a very in effusive hug, very pointedly pressing her large chest against Ranma’s, whispering congratulations in his ear.
Then she started to promise… things, things Ranma had started to fantasize about after getting a crash course in romance from the girls at Melona’s but had not thought to experience anytime soon.  Flushing slightly at the feeling of the other ‘s girls breath over her ears and those words Ranma pushed her away, aided in this effort by Wendy who pushed Edo-Wendy back with both hands on her waist.  “Grah!  Enough of that you, you old woman!  Stop being such a pervert with my Ranma-nii!”
“O, old!?” Wendy 2.0 gasped, reaching down to grab at Wendy’s cheeks and squeeze, only for the younger girl do dodge away.  “I’m only 26 you little brat!  And your ‘brother’ there didn’t seem as if she was complaining.”
“That’s just because Ranma-nii has trouble saying no to girls if they are all nice toward him.  But he certainly doesn’t need some, some older skank in his life when he’s already dating Jenny and Erza!  Especially when the two of you have nothing in common and you only like him for his body, old woman!” Wendy retorted hotly, reaching up and grabbing at the hands trying to squeeze her cheeks stopping them in place.
While the two of them got into a shoving contest, Ranma moved over to Erza, shaking her head slowly as she watched the two Wendy’s ‘fight’ if such a word could be used for what they were doing.  “Um, right trying to ignore that, yeah we won, but I wouldn’t mention the fight much when Natsu and Gajeel catch up.  They were next to useless in it, moving targets at best, targets I had to spend time protecting too.  They’re kind of touchy about it and I really don’t want them to do anything permanent in terms of damage to themselves because of it.  What’s been going on with the rest of the fight?”
Erza nodded seriously, gesturing back into the city.  “That Jellal look-alike, and let me tell you, that was a bit of a shock, told us what has been going on, where we were and a bit more about what all was going on.  I have to admit that it all sounds a little fantastical, but seeing so many of our body doubles around, well, I cannot disbelieve it with all that evidence right in front… of…,” she paused, looking at Ranma quizzically, “…why are you grinning?”
Touching her face, Ranma realized that she was indeed grinning looking between her and the two Wendys.  Still, is that really a surprise?  “Why wouldn’t I be smiling?” Ranma said honestly, before he could think too much about it.  “The battles won, we’ve saved our friends from being drained of their magic and eventually dying and I have my two favorite people here with me.”
Erza blushed at that, while Wendy just grinned, and rushed over to exchange hugs with Ranma while Wendy 2.0 actually smiled, shaking her head despite the face she knew the redhead hadn’t been talking about her.  After all, while I might not be one of his precious people now, that doesn’t mean I can’t become one if I try.  I’m not giving up!  Even if His version of Erza and Ranma are involved, Ranma is way too hot to let go.  That might’ve been shallow of her, but they had after all only known one another for a few days, and Ranma had certainly made an impression on her out of all proportion with that timeframe.
Nor was Edo-Wendy the only one thinking that.  From one side Juvia watched all this, smiling lightly, as her earlier thoughts came back to her.  To have a piece of Ranma, I would be willing to share.  Perhaps anyway.  He is that’s alluring in many ways.
“What else?” Ranma asked looking at Erza seriously, while Wendy hopped down from where she had been hugging Ranma, walking over and poking the King quizzically where Ranma dropped him a moment before Wendy had hit him like a missile made of cuddles.
“Well, Panther Lily switched sides, and is actively aiding Mystogan, evidently they know one another.  The rest of the local army units are falling in line with them now for lack of magic and leadership.  All the magic devices within the city were drained by the mechanical construct, or so we’ve discovered since at any rate.  On the enemy leadership front, Sugar Boy is dead, Gray killed him near the end of the fight, although I think it might have been accidental.  The one called Hughes won’t be conscious for a while after I finished with him.  Oh, and Panther Lily mentioned that my alternate, a general Knightwalker, would also be transported here in a few days but that he is most decidedly an invalid,” Erza rattled off.
Ranma blinked.  “She lived?  I mean I know I didn’t killer out right, but I gotta say I honestly figured she would’ve died of her wounds, or been found by a wild animal or something before someone else could rescue her.”
Erza looked at him, her face turning serious as her eyes narrowed slightly.  “Yes, I was quite shocked when Panther Lily explained the amount of injuries my alternate had sustained.  Was she that bad?”
“Yes,” Ranma and Wendy 2.0 said as one.
Wendy 2.0 went on, shaking her head angrily as she stared at the redhead.  “So much so that I almost want to run away every time I see you just because you and her look so alike!  She killed over a dozen of my guildmates and she enjoyed it so much, she…”  Wendy 2.0 shivered.  “Even now thinking about Knightwalker gives me the fucking creeps, despite knowing she’ll never hold a weapon ever again.”
‘That’s pretty much it, and…” Ranma said slowly, looking away before looking back, her blue eyes locking on Erza’s brown.  “Looking at her, at that face, hearing what she wanted to do, seeing Knightwalker act so ruthlessly, I just got angry.  Angry at how twisted she was, angry that she was so evil, yet wearing your face.  I suppose I took it personally that the body of someone I cared for so much was being used by someone so twisted here.”
Erza slowly nodded at that, a smile flitting across her features before she thumped Ranma’s shoulder with one fist.  “Well then, I suppose my questions are answered, at least those that you are able to answer for me anyway.  I still have a several dozen questions for her, and how she became like that, but you won’t have to be part of that conversation.”
“Heh, good to know.  Doubt she’d be happy ta see me, ya know?” Ranma quipped.
“But don’t think you could beat me as soundly as that Knightwalker,” Erza went on seriously, “you and I have sparred before, and I know you’re stronger than me in many ways, but I most decidedly would not let you defeat me as totally as she did.”
“Trust me, when I look at you Erza, beating you is the last thing on my mind,” Ranma said dryly, looking her up and down very deliberately, before pausing her eyes twinkling as she locked gazes with the other redhead, seeing the blush suffusing Erza’s features now.  “Unless of course you’re into a different kind of beating,” she said, making a smacking noise, and motion with one hand while cocking an eyebrow inquisitively.
She blushed, then smashed him one upside the head before turning away with a huff, while Wendy 2.0 laughed loudly, and Juvia giggled.  At that point the two trailing Dragon Slayers had joined them, having taken that long to make their way through the rubble,  Now the group moved off, heading deeper into the ruined city.
“By the way, where’s Seilah?  I hope she’s hiding with so many of your fellow Fairy Tail mages around, and particularly Gray, we want to break the fact she’s alive and y’know an ally slowly to him, after all.”
“Honestly, I think he would take it better than you might think.  Gray isn’t the type to hate all that easily, not any longer anyway.  But as to where Seilah is, she realized that too, and hid herself away somewhere,” Erza said.  “She used the excuse to abscond during Mystogan’s speech against Faust and thankfully before that, no one had a good view of her horns.”

OOOOOOO

In actual fact, Seilah was actually not actively hiding.  Rather, she was looting every bookstore she could find while staying away from the Earth Land mages.  This not only gave her something to do while hiding from the majority of the Fairy Tail guild, and Gray in particular but was honestly fascinating in its own right.  The magic based technology here, the weapons, the trains, the buggies they had here, they were all more advanced than anything back in Earth Land was, and she also felt that in various more industrial ways, this world had outstripped their own.
All of that made for very interesting reading, although admittedly it wasn’t her preferred style.  The history of this world though was also interesting, as full of drama, betrayal, heartbreak, war and romance as you could want.  It was also, unlike the history of Earth Land, complete.  There were no large unknown gaps as there were in the history of Ishgar and the time before, when humans had purportedly lived on the main continent.  Indeed, she had found several backs that, judging by their titles spoke of that time which was called the Time of Madness.
Seilah felt it could have some interesting parallels to Earth Land history.  The inhumanly busty demoness still believed that most human stories were boring and not worth the blood it took to make them, but the total history of humankind was interesting at least.
Two bookstores into her thievery, Seilah looked up with a frown on her face as she stared at the pile of books next to her, which had just grown taller than her head.  “A though suddenly occurs to me.  How exactly am I going to transport all these without Ranma and his ki pockets or Erza and her Requip space.  That is a puzzle and no mistake.”
Sighing, she gestured and the books rose into the air as she intoned, “Macro: Move And Fly Beside Me.  I will just have to hide them away for a bit I suppose and come back for more.”

OOOOOOO

“Oh yeah,” Ranma said looking over at Natsu.  “Natsu, Gajeel, you both need to remember that you can’t mention Seilah around the rest of the guild, okay?”
“Wait, Seilah, is that the girl with the horns and huge, um tracts of land,” Gajeel asked, making a suggestive motion with his hands in front of his chest.
“Yeah that’s her, and why shouldn’t we mention her?  I mean she’s a bit cold, but her horns are really cool, I think everyone’d like her just because of them.  Well, those and her boobs like Gajeel said,” Natsu said, with a wide grin.  “Master Makarov, Gildarts and the rest of the old pervs’d be okay with anyone joining the guild who has those things.”
“To who we’re talking about you’ll learn in a bit, Gajeel we want to tell Gray first, and in a controlled environment,” Ranma said almost glaring at the fire Dragon Slayer.  “That means you can’t blab about her okay?”
Natsu huffed shrugging his shoulders.  “Fine, I wouldn’t want her on my bad-side anyway.  Horns aside, she’s freaking scary man!  When this world’s Fairy Tail guild left you behind, she lost it.  “She was like about three seconds away from ordering them all to choke themselves, and with her power, that’s no joke!”
“True,” Ranma said with a nod.  “I’ll talk to her about keeping her temper in check I suppose.  And um, her disdain for most humans.”
“Good luck,” said more than one voice, and all the girls looked at one another and laughed.  Even Wendy, who liked Seilah quite a bit, nodded, knowing that any such discussion would be fruitless at best counterproductive at worst.
“By the way, and keeping on the topic of Seilah,” Erza said, looking at Ranma with a semi-serious glare.  “What was that kiss about earlier?”  While I saw this coming, I’m interested in whether or not Ranma returns the demon girl’s feelings…
Ranma shrugged, looking away.  “I, um, I guess she’s interested in me?  Although maybe she’s just interested in me in my female form though,” she went on hopefully, making no mention of her own mixed feelings about Seilah.  Ranma had grown up in numerous ways, but communicating complicated emotions, especially the kind that would make other people irritated or sad with him, was still somewhat foreign to his personality.  “After all, she was involved with that other demon girl, right?”
“I very much doubt we’d be that lucky,” Erza said with a sigh as Gajeel’s mind went into his happy place remembering seeing the kiss in question.  She sighed, then, realizing that was the best she was going to get out of Ranma at the moment, very deliberately change the subject away from the demon girl.  “Anyway, the other Fairy Tail members are currently helping that Jellal look-alike, Mystogan he calls himself?  That can’t be his real name can it?  Anyway, they are helping him and also meeting their alternates.  I’m grateful in a way we didn’t bring more of the Guild out of that crystal just yet, there is enough chaos going around as it is.”
Ranma huffed, shaking her head.  “Bite your tongue woman, there is never enough chaos!  Chaos makes you evolve, makes you stronger!  For KHAOS!  Blood for the…
Wendy interrupted Ranma with a smack to her side, pouting up at her brother-turned-redhead.  “No, bad Ranma-nii!  No creeping people out.”
At that Ranma huffed and subsided, while Erza nodded gratefully at Wendy.

OOOOOOO

While Ranma might be in favor of chaos, to a certain extent at any rate, most of his acting just then had been acting.  And even Ranma would be feeling some sympathy for at least one individual in Fairy Tail at the moment.  That woman was Cana, who was currently having a bit of a panic attack, as she stared between her alternate and her father, Gildarts.  Because now that the battle was done, Cana could no longer ignore the elephant in the room.
“Oh God, she just, she just freaking blurted out, oh my God, oh my God oh my God!  I can’t handle this!  I am sooo not ready!”  It was only the fact that her girlfriend was holding her up and hugging her from behind whole whispering words of encouragement that kept Cana from simply running away.
“So, so does that mean,” Gildarts asked slowly, “that you really are my daughter?  I mean I’ll freely acknowledge this one,” he said with a laugh, patting Edo-Cana on the side of her head, from where she was standing demurely to one side, looking at her own alternate in confusion.  “As my daughter too, I mean it’s the least I can do for my own alternate.  I feel he and I were brothers in some fashion,” he said with a laugh, causing Edo-Cana to giggle wetly, as she looked at him.  She had not been away from the man by more than fifteen yards since they had started to talk and showed no sign of moving away now.
For the longest time Cana just stared at him, then slowly began to nod.  “I… yes,” she said hesitantly.  “I mean yeah, you’re my father.  Um, and Cornelia was my mom’s name too.”
“And you’ve known about this for a while?” Gildarts said, looking at her then away, scratching at the stubble on his beard.  “Um can I ask, I mean are you ashamed of me?  I mean, I’m not exactly the poster child for fatherhood, but if, if not, why didn’t you ever say anything?”
“No!  No, it’s got nothing to do with you!  I mean it’s sort of does, but it doesn’t, I mean I’m not making any sense at all!” the distraught Cana shouted, trying to break free and turn away.  “Gaahh!”
But Lucy wouldn’t let her, holding her tight and whispering.  “Come on, look at the two of them, look at how quickly Gildarts just opened up to her, how he just owned up to the fact that he’s willing to call Edo-Cana his daughter too.  He’s not going to turn you away, you know it.  Come on, open up a bit.”
Nearby, Seilah had come out from her third bookstore where she had been busily ransacking it and heard this revelation for the first time, shaking her head as she stared at Edo-Cana and then back at Gildarts and then over to Cana.  My word, I’ve heard about the apple falling far from the tree of course.  But in this world, the apple not only fell far from the tree, it took a trip downstream into the next county before sprouting.  Again, the demon girl looked at Edo-Cana and then her world Cana, staring in something approaching shock, before shaking her head deliberately, and moving on, leaving the group behind her.  This was obviously a private moment, even she could tell that.
After a few moments of whispered encouragement from Lucy, Cana grabbed her courage with both hands, and sending a grateful look to her girlfriend, moved out of her arms towards Gildarts, staring up at him from a foot away, while Edo-Cana moved slightly away from the man to give the two of them some space.
“I’ve known for a while yeah, like my whole life.  You’re the reason why I’m in Fairy Tail at all, my mother, she told me about you, all these stories about how you are a hero, how you were a fantastic mage.  So I joined Fairy Tail and I saw you, and most of the stories were real, but I don’t know I expected…  I thought you would, would notice me.  But you didn’t treat me any different, in fact, you were closer to Natsu than any of the other kids, and then, and then I thought maybe, maybe you didn’t see it.  Maybe I would have to get up the courage tell you, so I, I decided I’d tell you once I reached S-class.  I thought that it would give me the courage to tell you,” Cana blurted out in a rush, hugging herself and looking away as she finished.
“Silly girl,” Gildarts said with a chuckle, reaching forward and pulling her into a tender hug.  You don’t have to be S-class to make me acknowledge you like that.  Of course I’m proud of you, of course I can see your mother in you, know that I know to look,” he said teasingly.  “I, I should have noticed,” he said castigating himself and looking away “but well I’m not exactly the best when it comes to relationships and women.”
“No shit Sherlock,” Cana muttered in his arms, pushing away slightly to beam up at him, her tears now replaced by a grin.  “What was her name this past week, Flora, and then the month before that, McKalie was it, coming around and asking for you?”
Edo-Cana gasped, her softer, more refined features paling as she held up hand over her mouth in shock.  “Father!  Is this true, you, you took up with other women, when mother died?”
“Well to be fair, I did,” the man said hastily backing away.  “I don’t know if my alternate did.”  Then he looked at his daughter, and over to Lucy.  “Wait, I’ve heard rumors, but um, does this bit of interaction between you two just now, does that mean that the two of you really are together like guild rumors say?”
“Yes, do you have a problem with that old man!?” Cana asked, growling the words and thumping him in the sternum with a hard fist.
“No!  Just, um, I was wondering.  Hehe, might’ve thought I could get away with being the whole domineering dad bit now that I’ve got daughters, but it doesn’t seem to be as fun when dealing with another girl,” the man said shaking his head.  Internally though he was smashing his head against the nearby wall.  Curse you male brain, curse you!  That’s my daughter you’ve been imagining with her hot lesbian lover!  Gah, brain bleach, I need brain bleach!
Nearby another foursome were making their way through the rubble of the destroyed parts of town.  The two men were carrying boxes of tools while the women were carrying first aid kits, all of which they had been given by the army.  While Faust was certainly a megalomaniac, when it came to supplying his army he had been an excellent organizer, and the army had actually begun to react to the monstrous damage done to the capital by the fighting and the Dorma Anim as if it were a natural disaster, while the two Fairy Tail guilds seconded the recovery and rescue efforts.  Indeed, Gildarts group was actually supposed to have begun work already, but some conversations could not be had, while doing other things at the same time.
Not so the conversation occurring between this foursome.  “So the two of you actually got together that quickly?” Alzack asked his alternate in astonishment.  “I mean, I freely admit that, that the idea sounds great, but you only knew one another for two weeks before asking your Bisca out?”
“Working up the courage was hard,” his alter said with a nod.  “But we were able to do it,” he went on, taking his Bisca’s hand and squeezing it gently, as she happily leaned into his side.  “Taking a chance like that, it was important and we’ve never looked back since.”
Alzack smiled sheepishly, “I wish I’d been able to work up that amount of courage.”
“It certainly wasn’t easy on either of us,” Edo-Bisca and Edo-Alzack said as one, before laughing at one another.  “But when Al-al asked me out, well, the first date was so magical I knew right then he was the one for me.”
Across from them Bisca shook her head with a faint smile.  The two of them looked cute together she had to admit, although she felt that the amount of PDA was a bit much.  Still, the two of them at least had some things in common with us.  And maybe, if the two of them are so happy, the two of us can be to.  “Well, while I’d love to hear more about your wedding and everything, I think we need to split up here and get back to helping the others search for survivors among the rubble.”
With a smile, the two partners split up, but a moment later, Alzack pulled Bisca into an alleyway, between two buildings whose upper stories had been ripped off but which whose first floors were still intact.  Before she could ask why, he was kissing her and she smiled against his lips.  He was getting better at it too, still not up to the amount of passion that Ranma could put into it, but she was beginning to realize that wasn’t exactly a fair comparison.  And, he’s much more courageous now, which I quite like, she thought as he began to run his hands down her back to her rear, which he squeezed lightly, causing her to giggle into his mouth.  Yep, I can work with this.  And maybe eventually he and I can have the same amount of happiness with one another as our alternates.
Elsewhere, several other members of the two guilds were also meeting but their meetings were not going nearly as well.
“So wait, Levy, these weaklings are really supposed to be us!?” shouted Edo-Jet glaring angrily at his alternate.  “I don’t believe it!  Were the strongest in Fairy Tail, and these two look like pushovers, they’re so weak and skinny!  And where the hell are their scars?  You can’t be strong without a few scars!”
The two Levy’s exchanged a glance at that, but said nothing, turning back to direct the ongoing work removing the rubble from one of the larger mansions.  It would, once cleared, join two more in being set up as an aid station.  Meanwhile, they both listened to the fireworks as their teammates continued to argue.
“Hey!” Jet shouted back, pushing into his alter’s personal space.  “We’re not pushovers!”
“But you’re not the strongest are you?” Edo-Droy asked triumphantly.
Droy snorted.  “Of course not, our guild’s got so many monsters in it, we can’t match up to them.”
“That’s weak thinking,” said Edo-Droy, scowling angrily.  “You’ll never get anywhere with thinking like that!”
“Oh yeah?  And where the heck have you gotten hmm?” Jet asked, glancing towards Edo-Levy and back, before smirking.  “And does that mean you want to spar with our version of Erza, or Natsu, or any of them?”
The two Edo natives spluttered although, which insinuation bothered them more was a mystery.
Realizing the conversation had stalled for a bit, Edo-Levy took over.  “Alright you morons, that’s enough fucking hobnobbing!  Jet, Droy, you go over there and help those troopers with the building material, the stairs to the second floor are just gone and we need the space up there.  You two, start carting the debris away from the hole on the south side of the building, if we can’t fix it up quickly, we might as well use it as a second entrance.”  She waited, then when the four of them didn’t move fast enough for her liking, she roared out, “Get moving you cocksuckers!”
As the four men raced off so quickly they nearly banged into one another, the two Levy’s looked at one another again, then shook their heads as one, and entered the building, where Edo-Levy instantly moved to a series of pipes set into a wall with a grill and fireplace combo next to it.  “So, your team’s one of the strongest in Fairy Tail?” Levy asked quizzically.
“Kind of, sort of, I’m getting the impression that our Guild isn’t nearly as strong as yours though,” Edo-Levy said, a hint of irritation and anger in her voice before she looked at her.  “Hand me that spanner over there.  But what about you?  You look like a book worm to me.”
“I am a book worm,” Levy said, grinning and flashing her alternate the peace sign before reaching down and lifting the spanner.  Since it was a large tool about the size of her outstretched arm that was something of a surprise.  “And proud of it.  What about you, you look like a gearhead?”
“Yep, proud of that too.”  Edo-Levy paused in her perusal of the heater, looking over her shoulder to her alter as the two blue-haired girls exchanged a grin.  “So despite our differences, at least we’re both happy right?”
“Right!” Levy looked back out to where their partners had somehow bunched into one another in the hole in the wall.  They were now shouting pushing at one another’s chests, while the soldiers around the area seemed reluctant to step in.  “So,” Levy asked hesitantly, “um, are you involved with either of them?”
“God no!  That would be like screwing my brothers.”  Edo-Levy actually looked sick at the thought.  “Besides, my boyfriend wouldn’t like it.  They’re not after you, are they?”
“Well, they are kind of, but I’m not into them,” Levy said hastily, causing her alternate to breathe a sigh of relief.  I mean it would be seriously weird.”  Then what else her fellow Levy said registered and her eyes widened.  “Wait what?!  Um, who’s your boyfriend?”
“Oh he’s not around here right now, in fact, he rarely ever stays long with the Guild,” Edo-Levy replied, sounding both proud and annoyed.  “He’s always out and about, doing his investigative reporter thing.  In fact, my Gaj-kun is the leader of our spy network.”
“Huh…wait, Gaj… you’re dating Gajeel!?” Levy yelped, her eyes going wide.
While the two Levy’s had seemingly had a lot in common despite their appearances, the two Grays were very different, something that was easily seen instantly by both of them now that the fight was over and Edo-Lucy, ever the trouble-maker, had pointed them out to one another before racing off with Natsu Dragion.  The poor guy was next to useless outside of his racer and really needed his hand held.
Behind her, the two Grays they pointed at one another and shouted, “You can’t be me!  Wait stop, don’t do, why do you keep saying…”
It took them three minutes flat (Edo-Juvia timed them) to stop saying the same words, while nearby Edo-Juvia.  In no rush to join the ongoing recovery efforts to help the ignorant, foolish and above all venal people of the Royal City, she stayed to watch this conversation, looking at alternate Gray, then back to regular Gray, shaking her head.  “If that’s what’s underneath his clothing, it’s not bad Juvias suppose, although how Juvia has to wonder why he is so pasty white if he keeps on going around shirtless?”
“You can’t be my alternate, no way would any Gray ever be caught wearing so much clothing!” Gray finally got out without his alter copying him.
“And you can’t be me, going around like, like some kind of male stripper, how are you not freezing!?” Edo-Gray shouted back, looking appalled.
“How do you even feel the cold with all of that clothing on?  I’d boil alive!”
“But it’s cold here, right Juvia?” the clothed version of Gray asked, turning to look at her lovingly.
She backed off instantly, lifting a leg warningly as if she was about to kick him.  “Don’t come near Juvia you, you dumpling boy!  Not while you’re wearing all that clothing, god it makes Juvia uncomfortable just to look at you.”
Normally, Edo-Gray would simply say ‘but it’s cold’, or mope about for a few seconds.  Now however, he turned and stared at his alter, then back to Juvia.  “Wait, does that mean you would prefer him!?”
“How should Juvia know, Juvia doesn’t even know him!” Juvia said rolling her eyes at the man’s attitude.
“Oh good, I’m not certain I could handle my own self becoming my love rival.”
Edo-Juvia shook her head, moving away quickly.  Helping these ungrateful bastards is looking better than dealing with this idiot now.  “To be a love rival, your original love would have to return your affections wouldn’t Juvia?” she said tossing the words over her shoulder, and like normal, having them be ignored.  “Creepy stalker.”
She blinked and stopped however when she saw her own opposite number appear from around a street corner, dragging the king behind her, with the one called Ranma still in his female form, the younger version of Wendy and the older one.  With them was the redhead in the chest plate who Edo-Juvia had been told was the Earth Land version of Erza Knightwalker.  That still threw her, that their version of the bitch was part of Fairy Tail.  But it seemed to be true anyway, as was the fact that Ranma had been able to defeat Knightwalker, something that still surprised her.
Behind them, their world’s pink-haired loudmouth and someone who could only be the alternate version of Gajeel followed behind them.  Although the amount of studs he has in his face is a bit much.  Still, those three, she thought to herself remembering how good the male Ranma had looked, those three have bodies worth being interested in.
She shook her head though, seeing Edo-Wendy and Erza arguing about something from either side of the currently female Ranma.  Guess he, or she is off the market though.  Meh, probably just as well, Juvia would not be happy to be with a guy who turns into a girl like that.  Then she blinked as she noticed her own alter saying something to the man.  The smile on her face, and the way she shifted from foot to foot, gently but almost irresistibly drawing attention to her chest as it moved under the confines of her current clothing, told Edo-Juvia what she was doing.  Interesting, so Alter-Juvia is still willing to make a play for Ranma despite his changing gender.
Behind her, the two Grays had also seen the small cavalcade moving towards them through the rubble of the Royal city.  Gray laughed, pointing at Natsu as he moved slowly besides Gajeel, covered with bruises, cuts and actual burns, something that Gray had never seen on the Fire Dragon Slayer before.  “What the hell happened to you flame brain, you look as if you tried to burn off more than you could torch!”
Ranma waved one hand in a so-so gesture.  “Not bad, but you can’t just keep using the same insult, or even the same kind of insult in a single sentence.  Although the sentiment was bang on.”
“Are you all right my friend?” Edo-Gray asked, moving towards Natsu who backed away quickly as his own alternate looked at the two of them in shock.  “You… your friends with Natsu!  Oh my God, I’m going to be sick.  That’s just, that’s worse than you wearing so many clothes!”
“I know right!” Natsu shouted backing away from the doughboy, for once in total agreement with his rival.  “It’s so weird!”
Rolling her eyes, Erza glanced down at the unconscious body of the King, then around trying to spot where Mystogan was.  She eventually saw him at the far end of the courtyard at the entrance into the castle speaking to several soldiers with extra sashes around their shoulders indicating they were officers perhaps.  But as that tattooed face shifted towards her, she had to once more fight the desire to hurl a sword at it, before shaking her head.  “Right, Edo-world, Edo-Jellal, right, going to have to remember that.  I can’t beat his face in just because I didn’t like the person who owned that face back in our world.  That would be wrong.”
Hearing this mantra, Ranma looked at her quizzically.  “Troubles?”
“Just don’t talk to me for a second…” Erza said, clenching and unclenching her hands.  “I am having issues with that face…”
Edo-Juvia sidled up to Ranma, smirking slightly.  “She’s actually doing better than the first time she saw him, after the fight was over.  Then she actually did try to attack him, but your version of Gildarts held her back, until he stopped speaking.  After that, she seemed to have calmed down.”
“Not calmed down,” Erza said, “I was simply able to put one irritation aside to deal with the larger issue.  Which I am still doing.  Come on,” she said after a few seconds more of mumbling under her breath, “let’s go and greet the prince.”
Chuckling, Ranma took Faust from Juvia.  “Why don’t the rest of you to start helping with the recovery and reconstruction efforts?  Natsu, Gajeel, I know we can use our Dragon Slayers senses to find people, start searching the rubble for anyone buried alive.  Wendy, go with them for now, unless ya want to help with the wounded?”  Since she didn’t have her healing magic, Ranma wasn’t certain she would be any more help than another pair of hands, but in these circumstances, even that might be worthwhile.
Wendy nodded firmly and moved off to find where the aid station had been set up.  She soon saw a few wounded being directed into one of the buildings by a group of soldiers and moved to join them.
As she moved off, Carla and Happy arrived.  Happy instantly latched onto Natsu, bawling about his wounds.  “Oh my god Natsu, what happened to you!?  You look like someone tried to make you into a steak and couldn’t’ quite cook you all the way so they decided to beat you into something else!  Are Dragon Slayers yummy?”
“Gah no little buddy, just, well, I just hate being without my magic!” Natsu roared.  Everyone in the area looked at him, and he sighed, before turning away.  “Come on little buddy, let’s go play ‘find the buried people’.  I’ve still got my Dragon Slayer senses at least.”
Behind her Carla breathed a sigh of relief, grateful to have some time away from the blue-furred tomcat, before glancing between the departing Wendy and the distant prince.  Then she looked down at Faust and smirked.
Ranma blinked, staring down the little cat-girl, who as was her habit was once more in her near-human form.  “You’re not following Wendy?” he asked, one eyebrow raised in surprise.
Carla shrugged.  “I have something to tell the King, and then probably quite a lot of other things to tell other people, specifically my other people,” she said pointing upwards towards the floating islands.  “Let’s just say their actions of late, and my own desire for answers, are beginning to make me angry.”
“Wait, isn’t that, and a helping of haughty disdain, like, your normal emotions?”  Ranma leaped back as Carla attempted to gouge his leg with her Neko-Ken claws.  “Alrighty, alright yeesh way to prove my point hoity-toity-kitty.”
Carla scowled for a brief instant then sighed and with an eyeroll gestured them on.  “Can we just get this over with?”
With a nod and a gesture, Ranma urged the others back into motion, noticing that Edo-Juvia had grabbed at Edo-Wendy’s arm and pulled her off to one side.  Wondering what that was about, Ranma went back to talking with Carla as they moved towards Mystogan.  “Did I tell you that a few of your people tried to attack us?  Well I say tried; it was pathetic frankly.  They acted as if they didn’t know how to fight at all and seemed to expect us just to kowtow the moment they appeared.”
“That seems to be in keeping with what I’ve been told about how my people act.  Worse they have indeed come to be revered by the locals,” Carla said.  “But we will speak about them more later.”
By that point they had reached the Prince, who had been ordering his soldiers around, trying to organize relief efforts through the devastated Royal City.  After all, the loss of magic had hit a lot of different areas, including the sewage and water systems, and even a few of the industrial areas, where magic had still been working despite the lack of it elsewhere.  And of course, he also had to meet with a few nobles and other rich folk, who had magic in their actual homes that no longer worked, the lacrima within drained dry.
Talking to them and tentatively feeling them out about the lack of magic and how much it mattered, Mystogan had been appalled to realize that his earlier naïve belief that this world could do without magic had been proven grossly incorrect.  Magic was incredibly important here, to many of the industrial processes, to daily life of the individuals within the city.  The trains ran on magic, the factories were often powered by magic, or used it in some way.  Numerous types of medicine were created through magical means, farming, food preparation, the water, heating sewage system, the list went on of areas of life that were devoted to magic.
Was the magic entirely necessary in many of those?  No, in many ways it was.  Indeed, magi-tech was the bedrock of the society here in a way that it wasn’t back in Earth Land outside of Seven, the center of magical innovation and technology, and Fiore and you could argue the point in Fiore.  The point was, it wasn’t just the nobles who had to have access to magic, and any thoughts of replacing it would have to be very well-thought out and have a means in place to see to those services where magic was used without waiting a long amount of time.
I was completely naïve, he thought, shaking his head and turning away from one Guild leader, to nod to a few of the local nobles, who had gathered around him almost instantly.  They all nodded back, and he shook hands among them, a deal struck before he noticed Ranma and the others besides her moving towards him.  He twitched at the look Erza was giving him, wistfully wondering what his own alter had done to the woman to deserve such a look of unremitting fury.  Pity, she is quite good-looking too.
He then looked down at his father, sweatdropping at the beaten unconscious and altogether disreputable looking pile of humanity.  “What did you do to him?”
“Juvia dragged him,” Juvia said with a bright smile.  “It seemed a fitting punishment, and Juvia would like to get back to it, if you don’t have anywhere to put him just yet.  Juvia notices that you are out here instead of in the castle for some odd reason.”
Erza blinked, then nodded in approval at the woman, while Ranma rolled his eyes at her bloodthirstiness.  Now, on the other hand if someone has indeed died because they drained some magic from the Crystal, before we arrived, then I’m going to be mighty pissed.  So pissed they can kiss that big ass castle of their goodbye.  Until then though, I’ll try rein in my anger.
“Um, it’s closer to the disaster and thus makes it easier to organize.  I, um, I take it you defeated the giant creature my father was commanding?  I must admit, that mechanical construct terrified me,” Mystogan said shaking his head and turning to look at Ranma.  “And the amount of magic that it took to simply power the thing, every army unit that was present in the city no longer has working weapons, which I suppose is a bit of a blessing.”
Ranma shrugged his shoulders at that, gesturing down to the king.  “Whatever.  We’ve done our part, so, when are we going home, and how are you getting our friends out of that crystal?”
“We haven’t started questioning Byro just yet on how to send you home, I’m afraid as my father’s chief scientist, he might prove most recalcitrant.”
“Not for long,” Erza said firmly, picking up a sword from a pile of rubble nearby in testing the edge.  “Trust me, I have ways to make any man talk.”
“Ouch,” Ranma said shaking his head.  “Say those words back again to yourself Erza, and wonder to yourself ‘am I suggesting what it sounds like I’m suggesting?’”
Erza blinked and did so.  Then she blushed, then frowned, then slowly nodded in under thirty seconds.  “Yes, in this case I think I am suggesting that.  I want us all to go home as soon as possible gentlemen.  Whatever threats I need to make toward that goal is a small price to pay.”
While Ranma flinched, every man there crossed their legs, looking away from her as any thought of Erza being beautiful, left the prince’s mind immediately.  One of them was a homicidal maniac, a sociopath who completely subordinated her sense of right and wrong to the state, and the other one is just crazy.  A lovely combination.
“Ahem, well, um at any rate, as you can see I have other things we need to do with the moment, repairing all the damages done to the Royal City, sending out proclamations of my assumption of the throne, and so forth, solidifying my control of the throne being foremost in my mind.
“I am sad about the destruction wrought, Erza said slowly, gesturing around them.  “But you brought this upon yourselves.  You started this conflict with our world, brought us here, and anything we’ve done since to release ourselves is simply self-defense on our part.”
“I agree, and am more than willing to send you home,” Mystogan said soothingly while he backed away just slightly from the frightening redhead.  Or should that be scarier redhead, given Ranma’s proven scariness?  “However, we still don’t know if it is even possible, and won’t until we start questioning Byro.  He is the only one who really understood the anima device.  Furthermore, powering the device is going to be incredibly difficult without using the very Anima Crystal that comprises your friends.”
He leaned forward, looking around him before whispering so low that Erza, Juvia and Ranma had to lean forward in turn to hear him.  “And I must plead with you to wait until my position is more secure.  I haven’t been here for years, I don’t know the power structure, or anything else really, as Ranma here pointed out so solidly earlier today.  But, if only my allies have access to magic, that strengthens my position considerably…”
“Are you worried about internal or external threats?” Juvia asked one eyebrow rising.  She had only the vaguest ideas of what the other nations in this dimension were like, but she knew from talking to Wendy 2.0 that there had been conflicts with them.
“Both.  On the one hand I need to make certain the powers that remain, the guild leaders, the nobles, and such are willing to accede to my assumption of the throne.”  Mystogan gestured subtly over his shoulder to the men and women he’d been talking to before Ranma and the others had approached.  “On top of that, I’m afraid that the army units stationed on our borders to protect against invasion might react poorly to my assumption to the throne.  If they do, then the nations they are there to defend us from might also react.”
He pulled out a map and pointed out where the various military bases were, causing Ranma to nod thoughtfully.  He then looked at the map, frowning as he recognized something.  Wendy 2.0 had told him about the other nations here but looking at the map helped him realize that a few of them were pretty much the same.  But there was one thing that was different: the continent that Ishgar was just a peninsula of, like India was a part of the Asian continent.  Instead there was something called ‘the haunted Seas’
“Quick question, how far in terms of geography can that animation thing reach?  I mean, it can go through the dimensions right, and I know it can reach to other places in Ishgar, but can it reach to say the equivalent of this area?” he asked gesturing out to that segment of the map.
“I don’t know, I’d have to ask Byro, and as I said, I’m uncertain if he would tell me the truth.  Why?”
Erza supplied the answer to that, as she too looked at the map, her mind leaping to the same conclusion Ranma had reached.  While she hadn’t been involved in the orc invasion years ago, every S-class mage in Ishgar knew about it and been warned that they might be called up to deal with another.  “Well, you just got finished telling us you’ll probably need to find a source for magic, which is our world.  And what you call the haunted seas here is the continent back home.  A continent that is utterly uninhabitable because of still active magics from a war that depopulated the continent and remade the world long before known history.  The magics there are so terrifying no one has entered the continent and lived to tell the tail.”
“Right.  One of them is a kind of odd creature called the orcs.  They look sort of plant-like, but they are created somewhere in the continent, and when it reaches a certain point, they invade Ishgar via the mountains of Pergrande.  And they are the least of the still active magical constructs within the continent.  When you get right down to it, there’s a lot more active magic on the continent than in Ishgar really.”
“I, I hadn’t even considered that!” Mystogan said in awe at the very idea while the advisors who had followed him over to talk to the mages whispered excitedly to one another.
“I bet you could drain the continent of magic for years and still not really make much headway there.  And you’d be doing us a favor really,” Ranma said with a laugh.
But Erza had once more become serious, pointing an accusing finger towards Faust.  “However, this attack on Fairy Tail and the other attacks throughout Ishgar need to be paid for in some fashion.  This genie, the knowledge of there being another dimension that has attacked ours, will get out quickly, especially if we are stuck here for a time as you figure out a way to get us home.  You will need to open up diplomatic talks at the very least with Fiore’s king, if not the King’s Conclave of Ishgar.”
Mystogan looked at his advisors, then over to Panther Lily, all of whom nodded.  “I will certainly think about it, but does that mean you’re willing to stay?”
Erza and Ranma exchanged looks, before nodding as Ranma spoke for them both, “So long as we have your word you will be working on getting us home as soon as possible.  For now, I think I have a few army bases to raid for magical weapons.  And while someone else is doing that, I’ll pitch in to help others.”
“Actually your majesty, there is one other internal threat you didn’t mention earlier,” Carla said speaking up for the first time.  “My people.  I believe that the Exceed here in this world have been working their own schemes in the background.  For what purpose I do not know yet, but they could be a long term threat, or perhaps simply allies of your father we will have to deal with.”
“What do you mean?” said one of the nobles looking astonished and almost terrified very idea.  “I’ll grant that the Exceed did seem to be friendly with His Majesty Faust, but there is a big difference between that and acting against the kingdom’s interests now that he has been deposed.”
Well first, there was the whole attacking me when I was playing as Knightwalker thing,” Ranma said with a drawl in her tone, causing the man to blink as Ranma went on, describing the fight.  “There’s also Carla being with us at all, along with the happy blue-boy over there.”  She went on gesturing towards Happy, “The Exceed sent people, well eggs, through the anima portal.  We’re just not certain of the reasons.  Carla here fears the worst.  Me, I think that they were so pathetic in combat, that the worst really isn’t possible
“I actually agree with Ranma about that, my first thought, that Happy and I were sent through on some military mission or other, seems to be well off the mark.  If the Exceed here are so weak, how could they hope we would be able to do anything combat-related?” Carla said with a shrug, laying her people’s weakness bare to the humans in a way that would have terrified any native Exceed.  “My fears now is that we still don’t know how the anima cannon at first could target a specific point in Earth Land.  Maybe the Exceed on the other side were part of that and then made obsolete later on by the magic sensing technology.  Regardless, I will be going up to give them a piece of my mind.”
“You’re going to do what?” Panther Lily asked from where he was standing as bodyguard to the new king.  It wasn’t a very respectable attempt really, since his entire body was swathed in bandages.  “I realize that given what… Ranma.. here,” he said hesitantly, hesitating over the name as he looked at the redhead, “said, that in comparison to him, our people aren’t very combat capable.  But that is to Ranma, and from what I saw in the battle earlier, you are not as capable.  Furthermore, our people are extremely isolationist.  They won’t want to speak to you if they realize you’re an outsider, even if you are an Exceed.  And it will be far worse if you take a human up there, believe me.”
“Hah, I wouldn’t underestimate me if I were you.  As for the rest, I don’t care how xenophobic they are, I deserve answers!  So does Happy, even if he doesn’t seem to be caring so much about it at the moment,” Carla drawled, glancing over to where Happy was actually being useful she had to admit.  Currently he was flying a child who seemed to have broken his leg out of the rubble caused by one of the Dorma Anim’s missiles.  Those things had caused quite a bit of havoc throughout the city, though not as much pure destruction as the Dorma Anim’s energy beams.
It reminded her that for all of his silliness and lack of intelligence, you couldn’t argue with his heart.  Just like Natsu in a way, she mused, shaking her head before turning back to Panther Lily.  “If I have to smack down every guard who gets in my way to get my answers, I will!”
“Alone?” Panther Lily asked, half-appalled, half-impressed.
Carla shrugged.  “If I have to.”
“She probably could,” Ranma said with a laugh.  “She’s trained with me for a few years after all, and I wager anything that she’s got several tricks that your people won’t be able to deal with.”
“I suppose so,” Panther Lily said, staring down at the little cat girl thoughtfully.  Unlike his own towering height, Carla only added about a foot to her normal frame, which was somewhat amusing to him, although she looked even more human than he did.  “Still, if the two of you are determined to go, I will go with you.  I might have been exiled years ago, but I can at least act as a guard and slight go-between if nothing else.”
“That’s nice for later I guess, but right now personally, I’ve got other priorities.  I’m going to go get some hot water,” Ranma said, gesturing down at her body.  “I’m sick and tired of being a girl damnit, nearly two full days of this is more than enough for me.”  Gah, especially with the queasy feeling and my emotions spiking as they have been, that only points to one thing, and I sooo do not want to deal with that right now.
“Wait what?” Mystogan asked, turning in his direction, as did Panther Lily and the other locals.  Not even Mystogan had heard about the curse up to this point, and Ranma smirked at Mystogan.  “I told you I was the guy that fought you in Magnolia, what, you didn’t believe me?
She smirked at him, then turned, deliberately swaying her hips until she was out of sight, before rushing off as fast as her feet could carry her to find some water.  She quickly came back, a teacup of steaming water in one hand and changed into her normal silk pants and shirt.  She stretched then cracking her neck and shoulders and thrusting out her chest in such a way that Mystogan and nearly every other male there, as well as Erza, who had been silent since the conversation turned to the Exceed, to look.  “Ranma…” the other woman growled.
“Heh, don’t ruin my fun Erza,” Ranma mock pouted, putting a finger to her lips.  Again the gesture grabbed the attention of most of the men around him, and with a giggle, Ranma dumped the hot water over her head, his giggle turning into a more masculine chuckle as he did.
“Gaah!!!!” Mystogan shouted, twitching away as if he’d been hit by a cattle prod.  “Wh, what!?”
“Hahahahaha!” Ranma started to laugh as Wendy 2.0 and Juvia joined in, while Carla and Erza just rolled their eyes at his antics.  “That’ll teach ya to control your thoughts more.  This is my original body.  I was born a guy, but then cursed to change into a girl with cold water.”
As Mystogan looked to be ready to spit and the other locals, even Panther Lily, looked revolted, Ranma turned to Carla, still smiling at a job well done.  “So, will you want me along?”
“No, I believe I can handle this on my own.  I’m going to get my answers, one way or another!”
Ranma laughed, “Kitty got her claws out!”
Carla smirked up at him, her tail twitching in amusement, but said nothing more.

OOOOOOO

At the same time Carla was discussing, her estranged kinfolk, Shagotte and her court had been following what was going on down below from start to finish.  The scouts were using a few specialized magics, which gave them eyes of eagles and also communicated what they saw with the advisors and the royal court.  The images appeared in large globes, four to a side in front of Shagotte and her advisors.
With this information, they had attempted to remove the crystal seeing it as the cause of the conflict, and, moreover, Shagotte had felt that leaving it in Faust’s hands would undoubtedly lead to the catastrophe she had envisioned years ago.  Her advisors had agreed with her that acting was a good idea for one, only for all of them to be dismayed at the fact they simply hadn’t been able to even move the damn thing.  Shagotte had, for a time, listened to the story of a young cat-girl of some kind, but the guards hadn’t conversed with her before retreating without further combat, as had been her orders.  They could ill afford anymore bad blood with the humans after all.
Now she leaned back staring at her advisors with a smirk on her face.  The headaches had finally, gloriously, subsided entirely and she was once now more in control of her faculties, although she found that she had kept a good deal of the snark that she had started to develop during her time dealing with the pain.  “So, I’m not above saying I told you so even as Queen, that is a prerogative of any living being.”
“So let us reflect gentlemen.  One, I told you that we should get involved although you were correct in that we didn’t have to get involved in order to stave off disaster.  However, the fact that the humans won so decisively against Faust is going to be an issue.  Now we have an entirely new leader to deal with, one whose agenda we know nothing about.  And before you ask, no I’m not going to try to use my precognition powers.  In fact I’m not going to even attempt to meditate until these Earth Land people have all gone back to their own dimension.”  Shagotte actually shuddered at the very idea.  Oh the colors and the swirling and images and the agony!!!
“Two, if we had done as I said, we would be in a much stronger position.  Now however, not only does that redhead who dealt with Faust and his mechanical construct have reason to distrust and even view us as enemies, thanks to the hasty actions of Nichiya,” she growled, spearing that with a glare, which froze him in place.  “But, as our scouts reported, Panther Lily is backing this young King, the same young boy who we exiled him for helping.”
Nichiya twitched until the queen looked away.  It had taken him and his men several hours to free themselves, and they had only been able to do that because their captors hadn’t searched him.  Nichiya had a small knife in his pouch, he’d been able to wiggle it free and one of his fellows had been able to grab it and use it to free himself.
His relief ended however when the queen shouted suddenly, smacking her and hand down on her armrest.  “Does this, in any way, sound anything like a complete unmitigated disaster to any of you!?”
Her court flinched, and more than one of them stumbled back, but her four learned – she was beginning to think a better description was senile- advisors took her anger stoically.  Oh how she longed to just reach out and scratch those faces off!  But she couldn’t.
“So how will we solve this issue?” she asked instead, leaning back again in her throne.  “I believe we need to instantly send it delegation down to treat with this new King, now, while he is still getting his feet under him.  Offering an alliance at this moment would be an excellent idea and help him solidify his position among the ignorant masses.  With them on his side, the young king will not have much to fear from the remaining nobles, and the remaining intact army will not move against him if it is known we favor him.  Indeed, perhaps we should go so far as to ask him to send a delegation here.”
“It would also be premature,” said one of her advisors.  By this point she had determined to never use their names again, but to actually address them as advisors one through four, they were irritating her that much these days.  Their inability to act was infuriating and getting worse.  Perhaps if I hadn’t dealt with that pain and my lack of precognition I would not think this way, but I am now!
Advisor 1 went on, uncaring or at least not knowing her inner thoughts.  “First, this King might not be able to consolidate his position.  And then if we are seen backing him when he loses power, our position would worsen, we would be seen as fallible, and with that the great deception would start to crumble.  The young boy’s position is built upon the aid of the Earth Land mages.  Once they are gone, he will only have Panther Lily, who as we all know has never been favored by the majority of human nobles.  With just Panther Lily, they could perhaps oust him, if they don’t like his policies or if he is unwilling to play the political game.”
Advisor 2 nodded his head as he interjected his own points.  “That’s correct.  We know this boy is young, and untried, and given the amount of time he’s been personally spending trying to help the people rather than deal with his nobles, we can tell he is also naïve.  That is never a good thing in a ruler,” he added pointedly looking at her.
Shagotte’s teeth ground against one another but she kept all expression off her face, as she wistfully pondered the whole scratching their faces off concept again.
“Furthermore, what forces with the humans send against us even if they think us a threat?  Many of their legions are dead, they have barely one in fifty surviving within a day’s flight time of the Royal City, which had housed the majority of their mounted cavalry.  We can tell that the majority of their weapons no longer work either, and all of these Earth Land mages seem to be lacking in magical power themselves, else they would be using them in the relief efforts.  No, the young prince might hold on, or he might not, but they do not represent a credible threat any longer.  Even that redhead utterly exhausted according to reports,” Advisor 2 finished.
“And remember we have to take into account our own people’s reaction to such a move,” Advisor 3 said shaking his head sadly.  He did sad face better than the others she supposed.  “They would never go for it your majesty.  The very idea of us reaching out to humans in so obsequious a manner would cause riots.  And the idea of allowing a delegation of humans to come here as you said, no.  I’m afraid that is completely impossible.  We would have to protect them from our own people!”
That, unfortunately, Shagotte had to concede.  Although she did find it ironic that her people had developed this God complex they had because of fear.
That might seem overly simplified to many, but it was, in point of fact, quite accurate.  Her people had lived among humans for a time many, many generations ago, perhaps as long as six hundred years or more.  During that time because of their short stature and lack of physical strength, the Exceed had always been bullied, manipulated, or even just used bought and sold like slaves because of their magical abilities and lack of combat ability.  Eventually, the Exceed who later became the first king of her people had brought all the different clans of Exceed together, in order to create their floating islands.  That magic had been the start of their lie towards the humans.  Humans who had seen it, and even then it the Royal City was where was now, had been in awe and began to fear what the Exceed could do together like that.
After that, a few of her people who had precognition powers were forced to intermarry in order to create a power that no amount of magical artifice or engineering could duplicate.  With the power of precognition, over generations her people had begun to be seen by the humans as omens of good or ill fortune, bringers of tidings that always came true in the fullness of time.  With that, their ability to fly, and their ability to use magic without magical items, they had been able to build up this lie of power in front of the humans.
But, what no one at the time realized, and indeed what no one understood until it was too late to change things was that their own people started to believe in that lie.  They had to lie to their own people in order to propagate the lie in a way, as well as the reasons for the separation between Exceed and humans, who had always fascinated Exceed despite the abuses many of them had suffered at the hands of humans.
By this point, all of her people believed that the Exceed were inherently superior to humanity, that they were stronger, faster, better simply because of their magic.  All this, when the vast majority of her people could only use Aero, and that rarely.  It was a sad state of affairs, but it was a social sickness and one she had inherited from her own mother and father, one that they hadn’t seen a problem with, making the issue all the worst during their rein.  She had attempted occasionally to try to mitigate it, but even that was an impossible task.
The only group of people that she knew for a fact understood the full implications of their real weakness were her advisors.  And they were so frightened of changing the status quo, and of humans in general, that they refused to act in any way.
“No,” Advisor 4 said shaking his head.  “We will not reach out to the humans.  We may reach out when this young king has proved himself able to stand on his own without the Earth Land mages.  But we will not meet with him here, nor will we treat with the Exceed with them.”  He shot a glance at his young queen, indicating he had seen her interest in the report on them and disproved.
If anyone could tear away the lies around their people and cause havoc, it is the children we sent through the dimensional gap.  Besides, they were after all exiled for their own good.  Bringing them back may appeal emotionally but serves no other purpose.  They serve our people best by creating a home for themselves in Earth Land.
Slowly rising from her chair, Shagotte thrust herself out of her large regalia, grabbing the crown from her head as she held it out to her advisors one after the other.  “Remind me again, who is Queen here!?” she roared at the top of her lungs.  Many of the rest of the court fainted dead away at her anger and impropriety, but her advisors were made of stubborner stuff.  “Who here wears the crown again!?  And yet, every time I turn around and make a decision, you all ignore my words.  And each time since, even without my precognition, I have been proven correct.”
“Your majesty, you lead us in keeping the humans at bay with your precognition powers,” said one of her advisors, weathering her storm of emotions with a faint sigh of distaste at her childishness.  “But you know that’s there is of sharp limits to what we are able to do.”
A sharp limit to what I am able to do you mean,” she retorted, snorting and tossing her crown to the floor.  And that was the truth of it.  While many of her guards might obey her orders over that of her advisors, most would not.  She might be a queen, but that was not much more than a figurehead position, based around her visions.  Her advisors had all been in power long before she was born, giving out orders and reining in the twilight of her father’s time and they had connections among the guards both among the commanders and the common soldiers that meant they would be respected over her own orders.
If she tried to simply order them arrested or detained, especially if she did so in conjunction to her plans to reach out to the humans, most of her guards would not follow such a command.  Others might but then the two sides would come to blows.  And Shagotte was unwilling to push things to that conclusion, to see Exceed fight Exceed.
“Very well gentlemen, you can have your way I suppose, as you always do!  But I reserve the right to say I told you so later on.  When these humans come at us and for us, which they might, given our provocations against the redhead and our attempt to take the crystal from them, they will no doubt wipe us out easily.  But at least, as I am standing in the flaming ruins of my castle, I will have the distinct pleasure of telling you ‘I told you so’ once again!”

OOOOOOO

Back down in terra firma Ranma and the others had no idea about the discussions above, and Ranma probably wouldn’t have cared anyway, as work continued into the night and well into the next day.  He and the other were out and about helping the repair efforts, with Edo-Wendy, both Juvias and Erza remaining near Ranma as often as they could contrive it.  Although Edo-Juvia wasn’t interested in Ranma, she was intensely amused by the competition she could see starting up around him.
Shockingly, among the mages it was Gray who really proved his worth during their efforts those first few days.  He used minute amounts of magical energy to create ice in the rubble, pushing the bits of debris apart or even shattering larger chunks to let trapped people out.  He also used Lyon’s Ice Make style to create animals to carry any wounded he found, or to carry away the bodies of the dead.  He was truly impressive and led several of the locals in their efforts after the first day.  His magic slowly faded out the second day, but by then he’d earned their respect, although his stripping habit still caused a lot of issues.
The only other mage that was giving as much aid as Gray and Ranma was Lucy.  Thanks to her spirits, she could be an entire work crew on her own, with Virgo especially proving very effective.  Aries was oddly excellent with the kids who all loved her fluffy wool cushions.  Her shy, self-effacing demeanor she could put a smile on all but the most depressed, making the aid stations with the kids run far more smoothly than anyone had a right to hope for.  And then she used Taurus and Cancer occasionally when she needed cutting or lifting power.
For his part, Ranma’s strength, even now as badly drained as his ki was, was still terrific, and he was able to lift and move giant chunks of rubble, clearing it out quickly and easily, while the others could only work in groups of ten or more to move equivalent chunks.  The only one who could have come close was Gildarts, and he had been assigned to watch over the crystal, with the two Cana’s and Lucy, switching out to join him out there every other hour.
However, on the second day of their efforts, things took a decidedly more interesting turn for the pigtailed one.
Turning away from where he had been working, Ranma flushed as he took in Wendy 2.0, bending over in front of his view now, as she began to shift some rubble with the help of three of her fellow Fairy Tail companions.  She was dressed up in exercise shorts and a tight shirt now, saying that she didn’t want to wreck her other clothing, although really, the only difference was in her pants, which were now much shorter, and even tighter around her rear, which, while larger and more full than most of the girls in Ranma’s life up to this point, was still delectable.
And that was not saying anything about her chest, which came back into prominence in his thoughts as she twisted around, cracking her neck and shoulders, and sending her breasts jiggling.  Oh my God, it’s like watching Jell-O!  A Jell-O pillow you want to just rest her head on!  Or do other things with anyway…gah, stop it brain!  She’s freaking trouble and you know it!
Ranma shook his head and resolutely turned away, trying to hide his blush, but it hadn’t worked.  Many of the other girls nearby had noticed this and responded in various ways.  Erza was the first, pushing off the piece of rubble that she had been moving, shoving it into a nearby cart to be taken away.  At this point, thanks to the Dragon Slayers, they had finally slowly begun to stop running into trapped people, but they were still clearing rubble and would be for days.
“I think Edo-Wendy has the right idea,” she said, this is rather too hot work to be dressed heavily in.  With that, she said, “Requip: Sporty Outfit!”
A second later, she was dressed in clothing that almost matched Wendy 2.0’s, short shorts, with a sports bar above, showing off her bare midriff.  A midriff moreover that was hard and muscled, with actual definition very clear in a six-pack along with side muscles, which was something Ranma knew for a fact was quite hard to do.  Indeed, it had only been in the past few years where his definition in his stomach area from one body carried over to another, Ranma wasn’t certain why that was, but it was clear that girls had a harder time developing muscles in their stomachs like that.
The sports bra also brought to prominence her chest, showing that despite the fact that she covered them most of the time, she actually had quite a large chest, larger even than Lucy, who for some reason had begun to be called the largest in Fairy Tail.  She wasn’t up to Edo-Wendy, but no one save Seilah was even in the same league as the older woman, so that was a given.
Ranma wasn’t the only one to stop and just stare, and Erza blushed slightly, but met his look dead on, cocking her hips and putting an arm and hand on her waist.  “Well see something you like?” she asked cockily.
“When I’m looking at you?  Spoiled for choice really,” Ranma said with an answering grin.
She laughed at that but then moved on go back to the work.  But after that, everything started to spiral out of control thanks to Edo-Lucy.
“Oh heck yes!” Edo-Lucy shouted from where she was working with Edo-Natsu.  “I am so getting in on this!”  She leaned over and gave her boytoy a kiss.  “But don’t worry, everyone else can look, only you get to touch.”  With that she skipped off, coming back in crop top and cutoff jeans.
Her words and actions seemed to spur many of the women around them, both Fairy Tail member and none, into doing the same but thankfully for him, Ranma was no longer the sole target of their teasing.  The girls just wanted to compete while also giving the boys something to concentrate on other than the amount of dead bodies they had slowly started to find as they moved into the area most damaged by the battle against the Dorma Anim.  It was almost like a beauty pageant, there among the rubble and ruin, and soon enough word spread, and other groups of workers made excuses to come over one or up to a dozen at a time, to watch the events.
As the girls continue to compete against one another, Ranma was trying hard to concentrate on his work, but that was impossible with Erza, a girl he was in a relationship and therefore could safely look at, in the area.  As Erza bent over, he whimpered unable to look away.  Her small, perfectly formed and toned rear acted almost like a lure to him, as he was unable to tear his eyes away from it.
Then Wendy 2.0 got into his line of sight, leaning down to look at him, “Ranma are you okay?”
“Wha, um I…” Ranma said, first recovering himself slightly, then losing it again as she very deliberately gave him a great view down her shirt, giving him the most amazing view of her breasts that could ever be imagined when she was still wearing clothing.  He could even see the tips of her nipples down there, and he flushed, wondering why the hell Wendy 2.0 of all people wasn’t wearing a bra.
In actuality, Edo-Wendy would pay for that decision the next day with sore back muscles so bad that it would nearly cripple her.  But, in the heat of the moment, she was willing to deal with a bit of pain to get ahead.  Although actually, that wasn’t what was on her mind right then, the act had just been automatic after their flirting that day.  “Can you help me move something?  I think I found someone’s safety room, but the door is jammed by several tons of rock.  There might be someone alive in there too.”
With that, Ranma shook his head and was all business.  Unfortunately, for far too many people to count, the area of the city most badly damaged by the Dorma Anim was the middle class section, where a large majority of the citizens of the city lived.  So even two days later, they were still finding all too many bodies among the rubble.  Finding someone alive wasn’t unusual yet, but it was getting there.
He hopped to his feet and actually carried Wendy 2.0 as he did to go faster before they arrived at the rubble she had been excavating.  Sure enough, a large stone column had collapsed from the side of the house into the front of an interior room, small, with enclosed sides and a metal door.
Within seconds of his arrival, Ranma had lifted the rock and rubble aside.  Then he literally tore the damaged door open with one hand, ripping into the steel of it with fingers like claws and then tearing it loose with a squeal of tortured metal to toss aside.
“Damn!” Wendy 2.0 said staring at Ranma in shock for a second.  “How strong are you?”
Ranma shrugged.  As strong as I need to be,” he said simply.
As Edo-Wendy entered the safety room and started to help an elderly couple with a few kids who had to be their grandchildren, Ranma was called away by Juvia, asking him to help her in turn.  The fact that she had somehow changed clothing into bikini top and tight formfitting jeans was not lost on him, and he paused, unable to stop himself from drinking the view in for a second before shaking his head and asking what she needed.
Edo-Juvia smirked at all this, then looked down at her own clothing, before smiling and saying, “This looks like fun.  I think I will get in on it too.”
Soon the beauty pageant atmosphere spread.  Even the two Biscas got in on it, competing to see which Alzack would die of blood loss first, and if the two men could tell them apart.  Luckily for their continued existence, both of them could thankfully, if with a bit of accidental help from Ranma.  Edo-Bisca had a slightly different color lipstick, and she was most decidedly right handed, with a few scars around her thumb on that hand.  On the other hand, Ranma knew that Earth Land Bisca had similar scars on her palms and a beauty mark on her lower spine.
Alzack hadn’t known about the beauty mark.  But when Ranma had said, “Ah, there’s Bisca’s beauty mark,” just barely loud enough for Alzack to hear over the ongoing work and a few soldier’s ribald cheering, he had quickly capitalized.  Although he did have to bow out of the relief efforts along with his alter due to blood loss shortly thereafter.
Eventually, even Mystogan heard about what was going on and came to see, staring with a blush suffusing his features at the girls prancing around in bikini tops or Erza’s sports bra and sports pants, while work was ongoing all around them.  A time or two we saw men hurt themselves unable to split their between the girls and their work but, those moments were few and far between.
“Your majesty, said a junior officer, chuckling and waving him over to join a few men who had obviously been rotated off the work gangs for rest, eating their food.  “I have to say that this impromptu beauty contest someone’s arranged is fantastic, it’s magnificent for morale among both the troops and our civilians.”
“True enough,” said another young man nearby.  He wasn’t a soldier but he had the built body of someone who worked with his hands for a living and he seemed to work well with the soldiers too.  “Although I have to wonder why they’re competing.”
Mystogan shrugged in ignorance, although he could tell that there were actually two or more competitions actually going on here.  One was most decidedly centered around Ranma.  This consisted of Erza, Edo-Wendy and Earth Land’s Juvia.  None of those three seemed to move very far away from Ranma for any length of time and was shooting one another challenging if not outright nasty looks.  But they had, thankfully, not come to blows at least and seemed content to compete for Ranma’s attention if not outright affection.  How they are doing all that and working so well as they are in clearing out rubble and finding people I don’t know, but they seem to be the fastest moving group and it can’t all be because of Ranma.
The rest was led by the local Lucy, whose last name Mystogan had yet to learn, and the Fairy Tail Mage Evergreen, who was a massive hit with the soldiers, her haughty attitude and her sneers somehow turning them on for reasons Mystogan wasn’t willing to contemplate too long.  She was leading the rest of the girls in dressing up which was rather odd since he knew she had made a comment at one point at the end of the fight about hating how her alter dressed like a stripper.  And here she is dressed in what amounts to a bikini basically while ostensibly helping the relief and repair efforts.  Still, women are weird.  Just look at the girls who are interested in Ranma despite the fact he has that curse.  I certainly wouldn’t be willing to put up with that kind of thing from a woman, but they seem happy enough.
Regardless, Mystogan decided that he would make the contest official later on and give out prizes.  Perhaps a prize for the different division, say?  One for the Earth Land mages, one for Fairy Tail, one for the civilians, and one for the few women soldiers, who have gotten into this contest?  Mind you given the looks some of them are getting from their fellows I suppose joining the contest was its own reward for them.  That way, every group would have the chance at a prize, and hopefully, there would be no hard feelings.  Although, to my mind the tossup will be between Erza and Edo-Juvia.
Nearby, Edo-Juvia was wearing a similar bikini to Edo-Lucy, although hers was far more modest, covering her entire chest.  But her leggings had been shifted into a bottom to match coupled with thigh high boots.  A heavy tool belt of all things finished the getup, along with a hard hat, and she looked both somehow professional and very sexy all at once.  She wasn’t showing much in terms of her body in comparison to the Lucys or the woman with the deadly stare whose name Mystogan had yet to learn, but she was certainly leaving an impression.
Just as he thought that, there was a loud moo from nearby.  “MAOOOOOO!  Lucy’s boobs are always magnificent, but two Lucys are four times as amazing!”
Over the heads of several soldiers, Mystogan saw what he recognized as a Celestial Spirits lifting up a giant piece of rubble.  He held it in the air, a weight more than sixteen men would have had trouble lifting, while nearby the two Lucys looked at one another and shook their heads before Lucy sighed went up to the giant spirit, thanking him while Edo-Lucy turned to the men around her shouting, “Are you going to let that overgrown steer out do you boys!?”
There was a loud roar of denial and the men around her took to their work with a renewed will as others started to get into the basement of the building that Taurus had just revealed.  Like the safe room Ranma had helped unearth earlier, there was the chance there might be people inside.
“Steer!?” Taurus mooed, his voice still loud but now rather pained as he slumped, setting the large chunk of rubble to one side.  “Lucy-sama’s twin is very harsh!”
Shaking his head, Mystogan tried to remember why he had come here in the first place, and then smacked his own side of his head for a minute.  “Right, the nobles and Byro.”  He moved over to Ranma, waiting until he was done with his current burden, before tapping him on the shoulder.
He paused as both Ranma and Erza turned toward him.  Her eyes went flat and angry and the hand she’d been using to move a piece of piping clamped down hard enough to warp the metal.
“Erk!” Mystogan hastily backed away, wondering if perhaps he should have brought his staffs.
But Erza didn’t do anything more threatening, instead just looking away and clenching her hands.  “It would be best if I heard your voice before seeing your face in the future, prince Mystogan.”
“What’s your name anyway?  I refuse to believe Mystogan is your given name,” Ranma said, more to give Erza time to regain control than for any real interest.
Twitching, Mystogan looked away, muttering something under his breath.
“I’m sorry what was that?” Ranma asked, sensing something juicy.  Even Erza seemed to be listening in more closely.
“My names Earnest,” Mystogan replied after a few moments silence.
“…yeah, if my nickname could be Ernie I’d try to choose a new name for myself too,” Ranma said trying to bite back his guffaws as Erza’s lips quirked.
Gathering his dignity, Mystogan spoke in a strained down.  “Yes, well, I actually came over to ask you a question, Ranma.  You mentioned that Seilah I believe her name was, could help us question our prisoners?  Would you mind telling me where I could find her?”
“In the nearest bookstore or with Wendy,” Ranma replied quickly.
“You called?” Edo-Wendy asked, pressing into Ranma’s back, her arms draped over his chest as her large breasts pressed into his back.  Holy hell, I know I felt them in female form before, but fuckin’ A, he is so ripped.  Is there even an ounce of fat anywhere on him?
Ironically, her action made the same phrase run through Ranma’s mind, if for slightly different reasons.  Fuckin’ hell, if I don’t get some relief soon I’m going to burst a damn blood vessel.  I either need some meditation time, or, oh, four days under frozen water maybe?
“Aheh, um, not you Wendy, um, my Wendy, the younger one,” Ranma said gulping.
“Oh, why don’t you just call her Wendy the Older?” Erza cracked, smirking at the older, and yes, more voluptuous woman challengingly.  But Erza knew that it was only in the chest area where she lost out to the other woman, and even then only in size.  “It would be true after all.”
“What’d you say!?” Edo-Wendy barked, releasing Ranma and stalking over to Erza, who simply glared right back.
Ranma shuddered and grabbed the king’s elbow.  “Right, you two whatever this is, you both need to sort it out, I am not getting in the middle of shit like this again.  Erza, no crippling her, Wendy 2.0, don’t test her.”  With that, Ranma walked off leaving the two girls to glare at one another, while Juvia rolled her eyes at their antics.
“I think I saw her heading off in that direction a few minutes ago, and thanks for giving me an excuse to get out of there.  Every time I don’t react they try to up the game, and then that kind of thing happens until they calm down, and the cycle starts up again,” Ranma said, still directing Mystogan.
“Poor baby, stuck between at least three beauties vying for your affection,” Mystogan said dryly.  “Forgive me for not weeping.”
“Meh, I’m kind of used to it and I do know sarcasm jackass.  But Wendy Mardene is really pushing it, hell, pushy is the best way to describe her, and I’d rather it was just me and Erza for a bit, but she won’t let up, and I don’t, well, I don’t like hurting people’s feelings,” Ranma mumbled the last word as the slightly older man stared him down.  “Right, okay, when I say it out loud like that it does sound kind of stupid, but I still can’t get over it.”
“Good because it was.  If she’s making you uncomfortable, tell her and hopefully, she’ll back off.  If a woman can tell a man that in the expectation that he will back away, so can a man when faced with an aggressive woman,” Mystogan said, before sighing.  “Just have another girl there to get between you before she gives you that doe-eyed look they can all do.  I’ve run into that a time or two in Earth Land and its attack power is formidable.”
The two of them exchanged a chuckle at that, and Ranma turned away from where Edo-Wendy was glaring at Erza, while Erza had seemingly calmed down now and was looking a little annoyed, nothing more.  “Let’s go.  And if we see any floating books, or people in a semi-mindless state moving away from someplace, we’ll know we’ve found her.”
Mystogan blinked at that description, but then shrugged, and moved off.  After all, he had earlier seen Ranma turn from a woman into a man.  Anything else, he felt was going to be rather blasé.
True to Ranma’s description, he and the newly crowned king found Seilah in amongst a pile of books, as she meticulously read each of their names, setting them into two different piles, one much larger than the other one.  “Hey Seilah!”
She looked up and allowed a smile to flash across her face before she noticed Ranma wasn’t alone.  Her face closed off slightly at that but did not go back to her books just yet.  ‘Yes Ranma, how are you?  Are you and the other humans still helping the locals?  I cannot say I understand the concept of aiding them like this, but then again,” she smiled once more, “If you were not the type to aid your enemies once they showed contrition I would not be here.”
Ranma smiled back at her then nodded her head toward Mystogan.  “This is the new king, he’s on our side unlike the last asshole but he needs some help I thought you might provide.”
“Um, first, can I ask what you’re doing?” Mystogan asked, his curiosity getting the better of them.
Seilah’s eyes flicked to him again, then away, gesturing down at each pile.  “This pile,” she said pointing to the large one “are copies of books I have already found.  This pile are new books she said pointing to a pile of only four.  “I believe that I’m getting to the point of limited return on my search.”
“I see,” Mystogan said slowly.  “And, um, would you be able to pay…”
He trailed off as she looked up at him again, one eyebrow rising.  “Never mind,” he said hastily.  The way the light had glinted off her horns just then had been very off-putting and Ranma’s cut off chuckle next to him wasn’t helping.  “Could I ask you for some help?  Only Ranma said that you have an ability to force someone to answer questions, and other suchlike?”
“I can do so, does this have to do with getting ourselves home?” she asked.  While there were many things to enjoy here, and she had enjoyed meeting two humans at least here, she had rather discovered that she didn’t like the environment.  For some reason it was slowly affecting her skin.  When she touched the skin of her arm she could feel it sort of drying out, which wasn’t a pleasant feeling at all.  Moreover, her body was no longer moving quite right.  Perhaps because I am in essence a magical construct, I therefore suffer in this magicless environment?  It is a somewhat slow process but seems to be building up after more than two days here.
“What would you wish of me?” she asked while the four books she had decided to take with her started to hover in the air, then at her gesture flung themselves up and out of sight.  They would land safely to join the rest of her purloined books in a small out of the way house to the north of the city which was mostly overgrown with trees.  To her mind however, that had simply added to its decor, and she knew there would be no humans there to bother her.  Always a bonus in her opinion.
“Well first, I have a few army generals who are making noises about not wishing to follow me, denying the primacy of my rule in favor of my father.  I got them to come here from their disparate armies, but those armies are still out there, and possibly dangerous.  Second, my father’s ranting is beginning to bother my guards, I can tell that their willingness to follow me is fading fast.  And third is Byro.  If you could force him to give us some information on the anima process, we would be well on our way to figuring out how to send you and the rest of Fairy Tail home,” Mystogan listed quickly.
Seilah nodded, not bothering to correct him about her not being a Fairy Tail mage that would have been a foolish waste of energy and time.  “Very well, let us deal with your king first, and then Byro, and then your generals.”
Ranma smiled approvingly at Seilah, who actually smiled back, causing the king to sigh and wonder what it was about Ranma that acted like some kind of chocolates to women.  Is it the abs, or is it the glutes?  No, it can’t be, I mean yes he’s ripped, but that can’t be all, can it?  I need to add some more sit-ups to my regimen.
The demon woman and Ranma fell into step with Mystogan, moving through the city to where they eventually found Faust under guard of an even dozen of his own soldiers.  He was ranting and raving at them as they walked up, and Seilah nodded.  “I see what you meant.”  With that, she clicked her fingers and glared at the old madman.  “Macro: You Will Be Silent Until I Allow You To Speak.”
Faust’s mouth open and shot several times, but no noise came out, and he glared around him shouting, ranting and raving, waving his hands, but no noise came out no matter what he did.  The guards immediately slumped in relief, thanking her profusely, but Seilah ignored them, turning to look at the young king.  “Byro,” she ordered.
The king flinched a little, wondering if she was going to put a spell on him, but when she simply glared at him, he quickly got moving.
“What’s going to happen to him?” Ranma asked, gesturing over his shoulder at the king.
“Since starting my reign with patricide would be a bad precedent, I will exile him to the Caelic Islands, what would be the Caelum Islands back in Earth Land.  But there aren’t nearly as many of them, and they have never been a separate nation here.  They are prisons, plain and simple.  Luxurious ones in a few cases but still prisons.”
Ranma nodded, wondering if, in Mystogan’s place, he would have taken the plunge and just killed the old madman.  Probably not, he decided.  If I never tried to honestly kill my old man for all the crap he did to me personally, I doubt I could’ve killed him if he was as much an ass and abuser to other people either, so long as it didn’t happen right in front of me anyway.
The mad scientist had been handcuffed, and was also under guard, but he was silent, glaring around him defiantly instead of ranting and raving.  Byro looked up as Mystogan and Seilah approached, sneering at them.  “And here is the false Prince, but what are you supposed to be my dear?  I can’t argue with the body, but those horns, did your mother perhaps lay with a goat at some point?
Seilah’s eyes narrowed, but she ignored his provocations simply pointing a finger at him.  “Macro: You Will Be Silent Until Asked The question.  Macro:  When You Are Asked The Question, You Will Answer It As Honestly And Helpfully As Possible.”  
While she had to break up such complicated orders into chunks like that, nonphysical orders could then be layered one on top of the other.  That had been what Seilah had used to help her create Tartarus’s spy network.
The man snorted and made to say something, but no sound came out, just like with Faust and Natsu on the train.  The demon girl smirked at him now, then looked over at the king.  “Question him,” she ordered, “I wish to leave this realm as soon as possible.”
“That was excellently done,” Mystogan said, while the three of them watched several guards writing down quickly what Byro was saying, as one of the other scientists, who had been the first among them to kneel to him, continue to ask the man questions about the animation process.
Seilah simply shrugged her shoulders, uncaring of the man’s praise, while Mystogan was now looking at her in entirely new light.  She certainly came off as scary, that could not be denied, her other abilities were fantastic.  I wonder if I could coerce her to stay.  All the books she could ever need perhaps?  I could offer servants waiting on her hand and foot, anything and everything.  Having a queen who could use her powers in such a manner, and who furthermore seems to be completely uninterested in politics or anything else but besides reading, could be a major boon.
“Now we have to wonder how to transport the crystal,” the king muttered, listening to some of Byro’s wild ideas on how to reverse the process that had created it.  It turned out that he had indeed considered means of reversing the process, sending something from this world over to the next, although reversing the anima process, which had created the crystal, was another matter entirely.  But they would be able to be transported back for certain.  It was only a matter of time.
“Just let me go and see what me an’ Gildarts can do,” Ranma said with a sigh.  “Seilah, stay with Mystogan for now, I doubt you’ll need me to deal with the generals after all.  Or if ya do, the time for talk’ll be deader than dirt.”  He sighed, looking out toward the city.  “I’ve got a somewhat serious conversation to have myself here.”
Seilah frowned, but nodded, turning cool eyes on Mystogan.  “In that case, let us get this over with.  I have books to be reading.”
Walking back out into the city, Ranma breathed a sigh of relief at spotting Erza working on her own away from Wendy 2.0 and even Juvia, although he saw a bit of blue hair around the corner of a building in the distance.  Walking up to her, Ranma tapped her shoulder, and felt his lips twitch into a smile as she looked up at him.  In her hands, she held a large chunk of the Dorma Anim’s armor, while nearby there was a growing pile of similar pieces large and small.  “What’re you up to?”
“I thought perhaps that this armor might be useful in the future.  If it was able to stand up to the punishment that you were able to deal out, and was part of that odd magical absorption effect, then it could be used to great effect,” Erza replied, shrugging.  “Did you finish what Earnest wanted form you?”
“Hehe, he’s never going to live that down will he?” Ranma joked, shaking his head as he moved around her to grab up another large chunk, tossing it onto the pile.  “Yeah, I just had to introduce him to Seilah, that was all he wanted,” paused before going on hesitantly.  “Um… ya didn’t kill Wendy 2.0 did you?  As much as she comes on strong I don’t think she deserves that.”
“Feh, she’s not strong enough to bother with,” Erza said with a smirk as she turned away, leaning down in turn and picking up what looked like the remnants of one of the Dorma Anim’s foot claws.
“Yeah, in many ways,” Ranma replied, jumping on that with all the speed he’d show an opponent’s opening in a fight.
Erza blinked, hearing something in Ranma’s voice just then.  She straightened up and turned towards Ranma, cocking her head quizzically.  “What do you mean?”
Ranma took a deep breath and then began.  “I mean, that one thing I know I’m attracted to is strength.  Wendy’s okay, she’s decently strong for her guild, but there’s no way she’d be able to look after herself as well as she would have to if she, like you did, came on a mission with me.  If she wanted to travel with me.  I… yeah, she’s sexy, she’s got a body most girls would kill for and most guys would die to touch.  But I’m not most guys, and her attitude its… it’s not for me.”
Reaching forward he took Erza’s unresisting hand pulling Erza towards him until they stood but a foot apart, her hand on  Ranma’s chest over his heart.  “You are.  You’re strong, inside and out.  Ya strive to be the best, something we have in common.  Your attitude, your personality, they both draw me a lot more than Edo-Wendy ever could.  More than Seilah does.  So, so just know, if, well it isn’t like it’s a real competition or nothing, but if it was, I already chose you, okay?”
Once she parsed out what Ranma was saying as well as the double meaning behind his words, Erza had to chuckle.  “Well, thank you for that Ranma.  I am not normally so, so insecure as to start a conflict of that nature, but something about Edo-Wendy’s manner today bothered me.”  She gestured down to what she was wearing with a sigh.  “I even dressed up like this to compete with her, petty as that might be in this instance.”
Erza then stepped forward, erasing the last foot separating the two of them as she leaned into Ranma, her arms around his waist now, flushing as she looked up at him as she leaned up, all timidity falling by the wayside.  “But if I have won, then should I not claim my reward?”
The kiss they shared was like all the others they had shared on their trip together.  It started off slow, then quickly became passionate both of them striving to bring out the best in their ‘opponent’, a conflict that only grew more heated as Ranma opened his mouth and Erza quickly took advantage, her tongue twirling against his own in Ranma’s mouth.  Their arms tightened, and the world around disappeared for a time, coming back only as they parted to breath.
Erza and Ranma smiled at one another and stood back with the redhead commenting, “After we return to Earth Land you owe me a date I think.”
“Mm, yeah, that sounds like fun,” Ranma said with a small smile.  “I’ll think of something special for us to do.”
“Damn, that was hot,” a third voice said introducing on their moment.  Both lovers turned to find Juvia standing nearby, her eyes wide, her face flushed.  She was licking her lips, a sight that caused Ranma’s eyes to track her tongue for a moment before he shuddered and concentrated on the entirety of her face, not that this was much better really.
Before either of them could move, Juvia had crossed the intervening distance, and first hugged Erza, an act that caught both of them by surprise.  Then an instant later, she had leaned up and given Ranma a kiss before stepping back with a smile.  “Juvia knows that she could not have you all to Juvia’s self, but Juvia is intrigued enough to see if only having a portion would be enough.  That kiss is to serve as notice of Juvia’s intent.”
Without another word she turned, leaving Erza spluttering and Ranma silent and gasping.  When she was nearly a yard away Juvia looked over her shoulder and said, “Juvia also saw Edo-Wendy moving in this direction earlier.  If Ranma wishes to avoid conflict, perhaps he and Erza should move on?”
Shaking her head, Erza slowly recovered from the hug, and how good it had felt given the way both women were dressed, to look over at Ranma who was still doing a very good poleaxed impression.  “Ugh, find out that one competitor was never even in the running, and then discover another just as she swoops down on us.  Ugh.  Still I think she has the right idea, so I’ll leave you to talk to Wendy the Older, shall I?”
Ranma groaned, but didn’t argue, and stayed there looking for pieces of the Dorma’s armor when Wendy 2.0 came through the rubble in search of him.  He sighed, feeling an urge to run away, but then steeled himself.  Time to be mean, to be kind.  “Erm, hey Wendy, um, can I talk to you for a second?”
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The rest of that first day on the repair efforts actually passed uneventfully.  The king gave out his prizes for beauty, but Ranma avoided the girls predominantly, spending time with Wendy in the hospital area until all the patients had been seen to and no more were coming in.  Then the next day the two of them and Natsu headed out to meet the king’s scrounging party, the men and women he’d sent to ransack the nearest army bases.
With them and a large group of engineers and magi-techs they headed out to the crystal where Gildarts and his daughter(s) stood on guard.  They discovered that it didn’t have to be Natsu and fire magic to release other mages from the crystal.  Wendy and Ranma both found weapons that they could overload and add their own… well, Natsu called it his scent and neither of the other Dragon slayers could come up with a better term for it, and then use those weapons on the crystal.  However, there weren’t as many air or water weapons as there were fire.
Still, eventually the soldiers sent out to raid their bases did come back with a few, and Wendy and Ranma headed out to the crystal, going out with the team of magi-technicians who were going to try to hook up the repaired float that would float the crystal.  It wasn’t as good as the first one, and it wouldn’t’ be as powerful, but the techs hoped it would work.  They’d had to ransack and redistribute lacrima from two army bases out in the borders for this.  But thanks to Mystogan’s diplomacy – which in this case meant he made the general in charge of those bases into the nation’s second Field Marshal after Panther Lily – and Seilah going with him to meet with them in person, they’d been able to get away with it.
This meant, that they were only able to free a few more members of Fairy Tail, before running out of them.  Still, this allowed them to free a dozen other people, mostly townsfolk but also, the two older Strauss siblings, with Mirajane coming out of it fighting mad, and Elfman roaring, “It’s not manly to teleport someone without his knowledge!”  As he stared around them.
The Edo-Strauss pair stared, while Lisanna and Anna rushing forward to calm down their fellows and bringing them over to their doppelgängers.  The two sets of older Strauss siblings stared at one another, and Elfman said hesitantly pointing at himself.  “You’re supposed to be me?”
“And you’re supposed to be me!?” Edo-Elfman said, staring at him in surprise.  “But you look, you look so, so, manly!”
“Exactly!  How, how can someone who’s supposed to be me look like that?  How can someone with the name Elfman be so unmanly?  And yet,” original Elfman said slowly, staring at his Edo-alternate, “I feel within you the desire to be manlier, is this the case?”
“Yes!  I, I want to be manlier, I want to be able to protect my sisters, to stand up for my Guild!  But I, I’ve just never been able to before.  Nothing seems to work, I, I’m just too timid.”
“I was like that once,” Elfman said with a nod.  “I was once a wallflower like you, but then, I realized that to be manly, to protect my sisters I had to change myself both within and without.  I started by changing my exterior, how I looked, how I dressed.  Then, as I went through the problems that caused, being called a delinquent, fighting to stand on my own two feet, I changed what was inside.  But I think I can distill that learning down into a shorter, less violent whole.  Would you like me to teach you the ways of the manly?” he said holding out a hand, his teeth glinting in the light.
The other Elfman grabbed his hands.  “Yes please!  I would love to be more manly!”
Sweat dropping Lisanna shrugged her shoulders.  “Well, that went a lot better than I expected it could.  Who knew they would bond, rather than Elfman just deny his other self.”
Anna tapped her on the shoulder, not looking away from the tableau she was watching.  “I think that was the easy part.”
Anna turned to look at Mirajane and Edo-Mirajane, stepping back in shock as she saw the two beautiful women pressing their foreheads against one another glaring angrily at one another.  “There’s only room for one big sister around here bitch!”
“Oh my, what mouth you have, hohohohoho,” Edo-Mirajane said with a laugh, stepping back and holding one hand over her mouth as she tittered.  And with an attitude like that, you think you have the right personality to be a big sister?  That’s laughable!  Don’t you know that the big sister has to also be a role model, do you think you could do that?  Or is that too hard an idea to get through that thick skull of yours.”
“Ha!  Shows would you know, being a good role model is all well and good, which I do waaay think I can do that just fine thank you, but protecting our siblings is the main thing.  Doing that, you have to be strong!  And who cares if you show off that strength sometimes.  That just means you’re able to protect them better.  I can do that a lot better than you can, you weak, ballroom debutante!
“What did you call me!”
“Do you want to go!” shouted Edo-Mirajane, her attitude doing a 180.
“Bring it!” Mirajane shouted back, and the two of them charged at one another, fell to the ground, hissing like cats, tugging hair and trying to bite and claw at one another.
“That, that is the most pathetic display of combat I’ve ever seen from Mirajane.  In fact I think I’ll do my best to forget this fight when it’s over, just so my image of my rival isn’t damaged by it,” Erza said shaking her head.  “To think she would lose it so badly after meeting her Edo counterpart.  Although, given how my Edo-self is here, perhaps I shouldn’t talk.”
“Nah, it wasn’t even just meeting one another, it was the whole big sister position,” Ranma said with a laugh and when Erza looked at him, he indicated his ears before shaking his head.  “Still, you wouldn’t get me involved in that for love or money.  How you doing, Wendy?” he asked, rubbing his little sister’s head affectionately.
“I’m okay I think,” she said, shaking her head.  “That was sort of an odd feeling but using the weapon didn’t actually take anything out of me.”  The weapon in question had been a kind of magical crossbow that shot out air bullets rather than regular shafts, and it had taken Wendy holding four of them and overpowering them all to get any kind of reaction from the crystal.  Ranma had done much the same with, amusingly enough, a few support staffs that had been made to create water for army camps rather than fight.
So it I don’t think we’ll be able to get anyone else out of there, not unless we want to wait several days before going back.
Ranma nodded, almost glaring over at Mystogan.  “And you’re certain that Byro said that sending the crystal back through the dimensional gap would reverse the anima process?”
“Positive.  Thanks to Seilah, he can’t lie remember.  But I’ll warn you again, getting the crystal back might be the easy part about this whole process.  And I can’t devote all my nation’s resources to it without making things even worse for the people here,” Mystogan warned.  “We’re going to have to use it to target the continent and drain more magic from it before we can send you all back home.  And we might need the Exceed’s help to do both of that.”
“We understand that.  We don’t like it, but we understand it,” Erza replied drolly.  “But at least we’ve got Mirajane back with us now.  With my own magical power drained as it has been, and us unable to recharge ourselves in this world, she’ll be a major help.”
Mirajane turned from cat fighting with her alter to stare at Erza.  “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?  My rival Erza just said she would rely on me?  That I’m more useful than her?”
“Hah!!  That is decidedly not what I said and you know it!” Erza shot back rolling her eyes.
“Whatever.  Ranma said with a laugh that turned into something far too close to a whimper for his liking.  “But to do all that, we need to get this bad boy back to your castle and to that room of yours.  Ready for this Gildarts?”
“No,” the older mage said with a resigned scowl on his face.  “But, I suppose I won’t be until we actually go back to our own dimension anyway.”
Ranma laughed at that, before moving to one side of the Crystal, while Gildarts took the other.  “Just be ready to rush in with that hover board thing as soon as possible,” he ordered the group of technicians nearby.
They all nodded, watching in something approaching shock as the two mages moved to lift the giant crystal once more.  Having done several assays of it, all of them knew that even now it was easily heavier than anything of equal size could be, even granite or the rocks of the Exceed’s islands, although that last one they were simply hypothesizing on.
Ranma leaned down, closing his eyes for a moment as he concentrated on his ki, grateful that he had regained a lot of it over the past two days and he’d eaten really well that day too.  Mostly at stalls where the womenfolk had joined the beauty contest admittedly, but hey, the food was the thing right?  With his metabolism, he had quickly changed that food into ki, and after two days of simple work and rest, he was about up to maybe two-fifths his full strength.  Hopefully that’ll be enough.
“One,” he said, staring straight ahead into the Crystal “two, three.”  At ‘three’ both of them strained, grunting and heaving, lifting weight if several battleships worth of tonnage between them.  Ranma was honestly amazed that Gildarts could help at all, and fully understood why Cana and Edo-Cana were looking worried for the old man.  Where does he get his strength anyway!? Ranma thought with a grunt as he continued to strengthen his body as much as he possibly could with his ki, even as he felt it start to drain away.  “Get in there now!” he ordered and the technicians hurried forward.
Later, Ranma would learn that Gildarts’ Crash magic heavily impacted his body negatively.  But his body had instead of being crushed by his own magic, hardened to resist the backlash of his magic to a greater and greater extent every time he used his magic.  By this point, his body was harder and tougher than even most Dragon Slayers would ever be able to achieve, which had a corresponding impact to his physical strength too.
The workers hastily raced forward with the float, connecting several large rubber pieces to the side of the Crystal, which then connected into tubes, which went around the crystal connecting each rubber piece.  These quickly began to inflate, rising up around it, powered by several tiny crystals within it.  Finding those crystals had been hard, and the cost had been high, but they had eventually been able to do it.  Now they were just powering it up, as Ranma and Gildarts fought to keep this crystal in the air.
“Come on!  This thing is heavy,” Gildarts grunted.
“We know that, it’ll just be a minute.  We have to get the calibration right, or else will just be doing this all over again, my God the weight of this thing is…”
“You don’t have to tell us about the weight of this thing!” Ranma shouted.  With Gildarts a moment behind them with, “And that better not be a minute kid, or I’ll show you precisely what I can do in a minute with my thumbs to your face!”
Thankfully for both the technicians and Ranma and Gildarts bodies, they finished their calibrations, and slammed the final button, which elevated the hover float around the Crystal, and once they saw their screen was all green, they whistled and backed away.  One of them had actually been underneath the thing, showing big brass ones in Ranma’s opinion, and he now rolled out from underneath it.  “Done, let it go.”
Ranma and Gildarts quickly let go of the Crystal and stepped back, watching as it settled down slightly into its container, then hovered there in the air, and Ranma smiled, “Hell I can’t believe that worked.  I was half afraid we’d have to push the damn thing back.”
“You’ll still have to push it.”  Tech big brass balls, (Ranma’s mental name for him, since they hadn’t been introduced,) cautioned.  “We can keep it in the air, or we can make it move, there’s no way we have enough crystals to do both with that kind of weight.  We’d have to use literally every lacrima in the country to do that, and I doubt we’d even get to the Royal City’s walls.”  Since those walls were a bare quarter mile away, that was saying something.
“That’s fine I guess,” Ranma said waving that off.  “Just give me some food, and an hour or so to digest, and I can provide the locomotion.”
“Did you honestly just say the word locomotion?” Erza said teasingly, leaning against his side and poking him in the cheek.  “Did someone buy a dictionary recently?”
“Oy, I can be smarty-pants too, you know,” Ranma said with a laugh, laying his head against hers.
Shaking his head at their flirting, Gildarts ran a hand over the side of the crystal, his face one of wonder.  “So this thing houses all the remaining mages of Fairy Tail and the rest of the people of Magnolia right?”
Ranma nodded, frowning heavily as he remembered what Mystogan had passed on from Byro about the non-mages that had been caught up in the anima process.  It turned out that simply being born into Earth Land was enough to give someone small bits of magical energy, even if they couldn’t consciously access that magic.  It wasn’t much, and yet, it was enough for them to be dragged into the Crystal.  They would have been among the first to die, according to Byro.
Mystogan had felt the man had looked positively gleeful as he answered that question but hadn’t passed that on.  For now, they still needed the sadistic lolicon scientist.  After they got the anima working, well, Mystogan wasn’t going to shed any tears for the man being the first to be executed during his time as King.
“Fairy Tail, the citizens and everything else magical along with all of the people of Magnolia.  No one seems to know what was left after all that stuff was ripped out of Magnolia though,” Ranma said with a grimace that Gildarts could well understand.
“Huh, um… well I wonder if we’ve been missed,” Gildarts tried to joke, getting deadpan stares from all around and the middle-aged man sighed.  “Yeah, I know.”

OOOOOOO

Clad in a light winter coat, Jenny stared forlornly at the crater that had been left behind when whatever it happened had hit Magnolia, her face blank at the moment, but a furious cauldron of diverse emotions working against one another underneath the mask.  She had come here hoping to not only meet Ranma, but to join Fairy Tail.  But instead, she had found this, the shattered ruined remains of Magnolia, scattered as if some giant hand had come down and crushed the majority of the town, tearing it up and leaving the rest to sort of sprinkle out of the giant’s fingers back to earth.  It was that disturbing and that total in its destruction of what had once been reckoned one of the prettiest towns in Fiore.
So now the former model stood there, fingers clenched, while behind her, the newly arrived Jura and the Princess talked.  Jura had arrived a few hours ago, the soonest he could arrive from Lamia Scale’s guildhall.  The princess had arrived a bare hour ago, with a few others, including the Wizard Saint Warrod.  Since then Hisui had not stopped asking questions of Jenny and the civilians who had started to arrive before they had gotten here.  “And no one saw anything?”
“It was night,” Jenny without turning her head, gesturing with one hand aimlessly towards a few merchants who were huddled around their carts and buggies, her breath misting in the cold air.  “Moreover it was snowing, everyone in their right mind was inside.  No one was coming in or out of the town at the time.  Everyone within, everyone within the town was taken by whatever did this!” she snarled, turning to give both Jura and Hisui a glare.  “Someone or something did this, and I have no freaking clue what they did!  I have no idea who took my friends, no idea who destroyed this town, so please leave me alone!”
Her two listeners stayed silent for a moment, staring at her as one would a dangerous and wounded animal, before Jura coughed delicately.  “Ahem, exactly yes.  While Jenny is a bit more forthright, thanks to her distress then I would be, her comments are largely accurate.  I have not been able to detect anything around here, no foreign magic of a kind that I can detect, no watchers, no nothing.  As far as I can tell, Fairy Tail and most of Magnolia were just taken away somehow.”
“Define ‘taken away’.  You are both using that term, why not just simply annihilated, or blown up.  Something along the lines of Gildarts crash magic going out of control perhaps.  I am not arguing with your understanding, I just want to follow your reasoning,” Hisui said with a frown.
Her father King Toma should really be here, but he was busy in a conference call with the other kings of Ishgar at the moment.  There were moves going on elsewhere in Ishgar that did not bode well for the future, as well, as from Alvarez, and the orcs of the continent were also acting up again on Pergrande’s border.  They do say bad news comes in threes, though I could wish it did not.  And at least the orcs are contained by the Pergrande Army and its new rifles.
The two mages gestured into the damaged area as Jura spoke for them both.  “The way the remaining detritus fell is quite obvious.  Houses, buildings, a few bridges, all of it torn up, torn into the sky then dropped.”
“I did notice something unusual when I was… was going through the rubble.  Two things actually.  One, I didn’t find any bodies,” Jenny said, turning once more to look at the others levelly.  “Not a single body.  And the other strange thing was that I didn’t find a single item that has any magic in it, and I should have from the blacksmith’s place at the very least if not from Fairy Hills of the guildhall.  It’s odd, and I can’t figure out a reason for it.”
Hisui started at that, staring at her.  “All right,” she said slowly “anything else unusual?”
Both mages had seen that.  As good as Hisui was in figuring out what other people were thinking or feeling, she couldn’t hide her own emotions yet, not having developed the poker face necessary for any politician.  Despite that, they both shook their heads, although Jura did add that there didn’t seem to be as much damage to the earth and area around Magnolia nor under it as he would have thought if this was some kind of attack.  “And if it had been something like Gildarts magic going haywire, there wouldn’t be as much left over debris,” he added dryly.  “I’ve had occasion to spar with that mage, and if his magic ever went haywire, there would be a tremendously large crater here, perhaps from here to the coast, rather than just a small city missing.”
Hisui nodded, then looked over at the two or rather three others that were there with them.  Two of them had come at her request from the Magic Council, to give her their opinions about what had occurred here both of them had been silent.  Although they were pouring over various magical devices, and Ultear, the only one on the council Hisui could honestly say she liked, was currently walking between one area and the next, in a line away from Magnolia or where Magnolia should have been, frowning then pacing back again, before shaking her head and nodding at her fellow.
Both of them looked up at her words.  “I’m sorry what did you ask, milady?” Ultear asked politely, while her fellow, a young man named Doranbolt, wheeled his odd contraption around, heading towards where Ultear had indicated.
Once there, he nodded slowly, while Hisui repeated her question, asking if they had noticed anything unusual.  At that, Ultear nodded firmly and gestured Doranbolt to speak.  “Your highness, fellow wizards, there is a very strange discrepancy in the thaumic resonance here.”
“The what,” three out of four voices said as one, while the last voice harrumphed, stamping his feet and looking back at the heretofore silent Porlyusica.  Warrod had moved to her the instant he had arrived and the two of them were now moving through the wreckage left over from, where the city had once been.  Both of them seemed to be somewhere between sad and shocked, with a major helping of angry, in the case of Porlyusica but they hadn’t said much to anyone else.
“The ambient magic of the area,” Doranbolt said with a sigh.  “The term I used is to differentiate between the magic in the ground, and the magic in the air around us.  The magic in the ground is still as high as we would expect it to be around Magnolia, which is itself a magically active area thanks to Fairy Tail beyond even the majority of Ishgar.  The ground soaked up a bit more magic than would otherwise be the case.  But the magic in the air, specifically around Magnolia looks to only be slowly regaining its equilibrium.  Which is strange as the air surrounding that area should have burst into that area, like air into the area thus denuded like new air into a tomb.”
“I believe I understand what you’re saying, but I fail to see how or rather why that would be interesting,” Hisui said after a moment of contemplation.
“I think I get it,” Jenny said pulling at her long blonde locks for a moment.  “Something sucked the magic out, just like it took away all of the magical items, and the magical people.  But it couldn’t figure out who was magical and who wasn’t, so simply everyone within Magnolia was grabbed.  That’s harsh.”
“Actually we all have magical particles within us,” Doranbolt interjected.  “It is just only mages have developed a magical core.”
“So, does that mean that whatever was here was not magical, was some kind of anti-magic attack?  Canceling out the magic, or just draining away like one of Seven’s new vacuum cleaner?” Hisui asked trying to imagine all this in her mind and rather irritated that she couldn’t quite figure it out.  She too was a mage, but she wasn’t a very well trained one just yet.
“We don’t know,” Ultear said slowly shaking her head.  “And frankly your highness, that’s the kind of question that we would only be able to answer once we apprehend whoever was behind it in the first place.”
“Understandable.  But you are certain that someone was behind this, this wasn’t a magical mishap, a natural cause or some kind of random Devil at work?  I want to be very clear on this point.”  Hisui said, frowning heavily.  She had overheard her father mention some kind of magical draining phenomenon, but he hadn’t told her much about it.  And the Magic Council also hadn’t been informed of it just yet, a similar attack not having occurred in Fiore before this.
“Someone was behind it, Your Highness.  This act speaks more of intelligence and aimed firepower than anything else does.  It was an act of malice and forethought rather than chance or random nature of mindless destruction,” Jura replied firmly.
“Agreed,” Jenny said.
She glanced to the Wizard Saint as he continued to move through the wreckage.  Warrod’s showing up was a surprise to everyone, until he mentioned that he had been friends with Makarov for most of their lives.  He had then commented between jokes that no one understood that he had known even before Jenny said that something had gone wrong, having left a kind of tree here which allowed Makarov to communicate with him.  The tree too was gone now though.
“It was a deliberate act of war then.  Someone has declared war on the nations of Ishgar.  They’ve been trying to use this weapon randomly, probably ironing out the bugs or whatever the term would be.  And then they struck at one of our strongest guilds, wiping it off the map.  This cannot go unanswered.”
“That’s nice and all, but to answer it we’d still need a target,” Jenny replied tartly to Hisui’s impassioned words.
“Can I ask Jenny, what you were doing here in the first place?” Jura asked delicately.  “You were first on the scene after all.  Were you coming here to continue your rivalry with Mirajane in some fashion?  I was under the impression that was only in your modeling careers.”
“Not anymore it isn’t,” Jenny said with a sigh.  “As in, my modeling career might well be over.”  She touched the scar on her face going down one cheek, shaking her head.  "Everyone seems to think this little beauty mark of mine is enough reason to dump me like last autumns fashion, which obviously I didn’t take too well after the first few times.”
She looked away at the wreckage, then cocked her head, frowning as Warrod moved away from Porlyusica to the edge of the town.  There he began to drop seeds along the edge and then more as he entered the wreckage of the town.  Wondering what that was about, Jenny made her way over to him though she continued her conversation with Jura as she did, the larger man following after her.  “But if you must know, I wasn’t here to see Mirajane, so much as I was here to join Fairy Tail.  I’ve quit Blue Pegasus, I didn’t like the direction the guild was going.”
“The direction of the Guild,” Jura asked, while nearby Ultear and Doranbolt also took an interest and the Princess paused in her dictation of the notes to her father.  “What do you mean?”
“Master Bob and the rest of the guilds took a vote, and they decided to no longer accept combat missions in the future.  We’re going to concentrate on our host club jobs and other noncombat jobs,” Jenny said shaking her head.  “I can’t say I don’t see the reasoning behind it, but I’ve never seen myself as just a modeling mage you know?  I wouldn’t be S-class if I did.  So I decided to see if I could join Fairy Tail.”
“Why Fairy Tail?” Ultear asked, then grinned slightly forgetting for a moment the tragedy that they were there to decipher the reasoning behind.  “Was it Ranma?”
Jenny looked sheepish, rambling one hand through her hair as she looked away.  “Yes, he’s… interesting.  Interesting because he was the one who helped me become as strong as I am, didn’t go all hormonal male on me, acts more as a friend and a buddy most of the time and yet somehow just grabs my attention whenever I see him.  I dumped my boy toy so that he and I could become more serious together.  I don’t know if we would’ve become an item, or exclusive or anything like that, since I know for a fact that several other girls were after him, but yeah, I was here to look for Ranma too.”
“Then this is a double tragedy for you,” Jura said, patting her shoulder.  “I’m sorry for that.”
“Bah, you humans, always so quick to jump to conclusions,” Porlyusica said, coming out of the wreckage with Warrod beside her.  “There aren’t any bodies here, the blonde human was right about that.  As long as there could be life, there’s hope, or some such drivel.  Until I see that old pervert’s body on the ground in front of me I’ll believe he’s still out there somewhere.”
“Indeed!” Warrod shouted at the top of his lungs.  “And because of that, I think that we need to put this place back in order for their return!”  Behind Warrod, several dozen trees sprouted form among the rubble, rising into large, man-shaped beings, their features blank, but their bodies like trees only with mobile legs.  “Work, work my golems!”
Leaving the confused and shocked younger mages behind, Porlyusica turned and looked at the merchants and others who had been coming to the town.  “Well, what are you all doing!?  Get to work you lazy louts!  Honestly, this is why humans are so annoying!  If you can, go and buy nails and such,” she went on as the merchants scrambled to their feet.  She then tossed a large bag which, when opened, turned out to be full of gems.  “That should be good enough to buy things and such.  Now move!  The one who brings back the most needed materials, no wood mind or stone, gets another bag all to himself”
The merchants all moved, scrambling for their carts and horses.
“Hmmf, greedy humans, pathetic.  But at least it makes them predictable.”  She turned to look at the young woman who had accompanied her.  “Well, you should get to work too.  If you want to join Fairy Tail when they return, you should at least help to make certain they have a home to return to.”
The young woman she had arrived with, a somewhat chubby looking young woman with light purple hair, nodded her head.  “Yes, Mistress.”

OOOOOOO

Back in Edolas, Ranma frowned at Wendy, then over at Carla.  It had been decided that Wendy, would be going with the Exceed.  Or rather, Wendy had just sort of assumed it, and when Carla attempted to talk her out of it, pouted.  Wendy had weapons grade pouts, which she didn’t use often, but when she did, they were devastating.  Carla had caved almost instantly, and Wendy had quickly moved over to help Panther Lily with one of the legions that had been brought in from the relay stations that the king’s messenger service used to relay orders throughout Edolas.  “Man I seriously want to go.  Putting people with egos in their place is sort of a specialty of mine.”
“Hah!  As if I’ll need your help in this case.  And you won’t have to worry about Wendy either.  If anyone so much as harms a hair on her head I’ll tear out their jugulars,” Carla replied.
“That’s my little kitty cat,” Ranma said with a laugh rubbing her head fondly.  He was then forced to leap backward as Carla hissed at him, lashing out with her Neko-ken claws, a flush of anger and embarrassment suffusing her features.
“Besides which, Ranma you’re needed here for the reconstruction efforts,” Wendy said.  “Maybe you can start training Natsu and Gajeel if you’re bored with that stuff,” she added innocently.  “They might find it fun.  I know I did sometimes.”
Carla stared at Wendy in a horror.  “Oh my God it’s worse than I thought, she thought his training was fun!” she mumbled.
“Hush you, I made it fun for her,” Ranma said with a wicked grin.  “Although that is a good idea and I could use a laugh or two, I think I’ve earned it after all that’s happened in this weird world and half a day of pushing that freaking crystal.”
The crystal in question was even now resting halfway between the place it had landed when Ranma and Gildarts had thrown it.  Ranma had spent half the day pushing the damn thing, refusing to let Mirajane help, since her magical reserves might prove to be important in the days to come if they faced further trouble from the army or Edolas’ neighbors even Gildarts hadn’t been able to help.  It was annoying, back-breaking work, draining his ki reserves badly.  Even with the crystal hovering off the ground as it did, the crystal still had mass and weight somehow, which was something the magic-technicians were still puzzling over, even though Byro had predicted it.
Out in the city just then, Gajeel and Natsu happened to be working together to help repair a large guildhall, the bakers guildhall, which was somewhat important given how much food the city needed to eat on a daily basis.  As Ranma finished speaking up in the castle, the two of them shivered, then looked at one another.  “Did you just feel as if someone walked over your grave?”
“Yeah, what the hell was that?”
Natsu scowled.  “It might have something to do with Erza or Mira.  If one of them decided to try and ‘train’ us…”
Gajeel’s eyes widened.  “Do you think we should run away?” he asked seriously.  The Iron Dragon Slayer wasn’t scared of anything and if you even tried to hint he was, he’d beat your ass into the ground.  But even he thought the two strongest women in Ishgar were fucking scary.  The idea of training with them might be interesting, but here?  Without any magic?  Hell, no.
“We’d only die tired,” Natsu mourned, then paused, frowning.  “We could maybe get away if it was Mira, but not Erza.  Still, that didn’t quite feel right for a ‘oh god Erza’s going to kill me’ shudder or even a ‘oh god I’m going to die because Erza doesn’t know what limits are’ shiver.  Weird.”
A moment later, they got their answer, as Ranma clapped a hand down on their shoulders.  “Hey guys!  You remember how you said you wanted to train with me?  Well, you’re in luck.  I’ve decided to start your training now.”
“But, aren’t we supposed to keep helping with the rebuilding and relief effort?” Gajeel said hesitantly, something telling him to run, run far away.
“Oh don’t worry, you’ll still be doing that too.  Rule one of the Ranma style training methodology boys.  Anything can be training.  Now,” he said grabbing them both by the scruff of their necks and hauling them into the air before dumping them in front of the nearby pile of rubble.  “Stand up, and hold your arms out like so.  This first exercise is going to be called ‘how high can you go’?  We’ll then move on to my favorite, Dodge™!”
Carla was still shaking her head several minutes later as the legion carrying Panther Lily and Wendy joined her and Happy in the sky above the Royal City.  “Those poor boys.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about Carla,” Wendy said, frowning at her best friend’s attitude and the fact she had to rely on a legion to fly in this world.  “My Onii-chan’s training is fun!”
“Only with you dear, you have him wrapped around your little pinky,” Carla said dryly.
“Aren’t I supposed to?” Wendy asked, cocking her head quizzically.  “That’s what Mirajane and the others say.”
“True,” Carla said with a nod.  “That is most definitely the correct way of the universe.  But the boys have no such protection.  Nor are they as tough or martial arts minded as Erza.  They are very much in for a bad time of it.”
“I would recommend you both become more serious,” Panther Lily said, staring ahead into the side as he spotted several Exceed flying nearby.  “We just passed through the outer cordon around the Exceed nation of Extalia.”
Happy Wendy and Carla looked in the direction he was indicating and saw indeed several other Exceed flying through the air.  “So where is the capital city of the Exceed then?” Carla asked, while Happy looked over at the distant flyers.  After their run in with a group of their fellow Exceed, much of his curiosity in them had been extinguished, but he still wanted to see more of their people.
“Town actually.  Those outlying boulders have small farmsteads or hamlets on them, but the largest settlement is just a town, near the castle which acts as the real capital building,” Panther Lily said with a shrug.  “Though I left nearly fourteen years ago, I doubt that’s changed in that amount of time.  Not only do our people have less combat power than humans do, we also breed far slower.
With a faint moue of distaste at that last comment Carla nodded and continued to fly forward.
Soon after that, they were landing on the topside of the largest floating rock.  Not only was it the largest Carla noticed, but it was also central to the other flying rocks.  The top of it was dotted with small patches of trees, but the majority was farmland and at the far end of the rock from where they had landed, Carla had caught a glimpse of some large edifice, fronted by what could only be a town.
“I’ll tie down my Legion here and find you in a few minutes if you want to look around the town, before we go to the castle to demand answers,” Panther Lily said to Carla.  “I don’t think you’ll find anything all that interesting though.  Despite our different shapes, Exceed are just people really, short and furry for certain, but mostly normal for all of that.”
Carla nodded, then glanced over at Happy, who was staring out of the copse of trees toward the town, interest plain on his face and she sighed theatrically, then nodded.  “I suppose to curb Happy’s boredom before it begins we probably should going look around a bit.  Let’s go you,” she said, flicking the end of his tail.
He twitched, then laughed and pointed in delight.  “Ha, you’re tails wagging too, you must want to see how the rest of our people live just as much as I do!”  After that, he launched into a cackling sort of laugh.  “Kakakakaka!”
“Hmmpf, a gentlemen shouldn’t mention a lady’s tail,” Carla said huffily, not enjoying being called out like that.
Wendy giggled, then patted the legion companionably on the shoulder, looking over at Panther Lily.  “Can I help?”  Despite looking so fearsome and actually apparently being decent cavalry mounts in a fight, the legions were surprisingly soft and friendly.
With a smile, Panther Lily gestured her to one side of the saddle.  “Certainly, if you could help get out some of the feed bags, and then tie this line down, I’ll get out a carrot.”
Carla and Happy left them to it and walked into town not certain what to expect, with Carla still in her Exceed form at Happy’s insistence.  “We need to be like ninjas,” he said, looking at her as if she had missed the most obvious thing in the world.  “We need to blend in right?  It’s obvious that your human form bothered those soldiers a lot, so why borrow trouble?”
I must be spending far too much time around Ranma if that didn’t occur to me right off the bat, she thought to herself.  Still, is that a bad thing?  Thanks to Ranma, as much as I hate to admit it, I’m a lot stronger than I would otherwise be, both magically and physically, and don’t get me started on the use of the Neko-Ken!  Greatest invention of mankind ever, even if it was possibly designed as a torture device.  Still, using what he has taught me is one thing, letting him influence how I act is entirely another.
So the two Exceed walked into the town, and didn’t get any odd looks, as they looked around them at life going on without any notion of what had been occurring down below.  Here and there were farmers in stalls selling food, two of them with eggs, another one selling various fruit.  Over there were a few carpenters working on a house.  There a blacksmith was clanging away, a merchant over on the corner was selling glass and across from him, another was selling fabric.  All in all, it was a normal scene of a boisterous town on any trade route.  The town itself was quite nice, built on the scale of Exceed of course, with smaller buildings overall, but it still just looked like a regular town.
There were about a hundred or so Exceed insight, Carla estimated.  What was startling to her however, was the sheer variety Exceed seemed to come in.  Here and there, she sought the larger guard variety moving through the town without any armor on, haggling with the hucksters and others.  In different places she saw farmers, their faces all different, one larger, one smaller, the color of their fur was different ranging from black to white and having everything about them was different going from one to another.  She even spotted an older woman who had blue fur like Happy haranguing her husband behind one of the farm stalls.  She had a nice blouse on along with a long skirt and a shawl over her head, but her blue furred face was still visible, as were the light blue dots on her cheeks.
At the look of her, Carla had to do a double take and stare between her and Happy.  What the heck!  Those to have to be related.
The older man next to her had a similar body build to Happy, only he also had white fur, a monobrow that nearly had Carla flinching in horror and what looks like the start of a beard.  He also had somewhat angry look to his eyes as he shouted out his wares at the top of his lungs.  “Kyaahhhh, peaches, plums and apricots, get them fresh here you bastards!  Just don’t think you’ll ever win at haggling with me, aye!”
“Anata (darling) you can’t just shout that last part out,” his wife said.
He was also wearing pants.  In fact, Carla looked around, and smiled widely before she poked Happy in the shoulder.  You’ll note Happy, one overarching aspect of the Exceed around us, yes?”
Happy looked at her, his eyes sparkling before he shook his head.  “No, what?  What aspect?  Oh, I know, they all have fur!”
“They’re all wearing clothes, you idiot,” she said dryly.  “Perhaps you should go over to that stall, that one at the corner there, and see if you could purchase some pants, so we don’t stand out?”  Carla was wearing a rather nice sundress at the moment, one made of Song Silk, which would resize itself to her human form if she decided to transform.
Happy looked around, somewhat shocked to realize that Carla was right, but he didn’t move fast enough for her.  “Perhaps I should rephrase that, that wasn’t a suggestion, that was a demand!  Move!” she barked.
At her bark of command, Happy finally started to move in that direction, shaking his head.  The clothes seller had watched their interactions with a grin, shaking his head.  “From the country out in one of the other floating islands are we?  Unused to the ways of the big town?”
Carla scoffed at the idea of calling this place a city, but Happy just nodded, “How can you will wear clothing when it’s so itchy?”
You get used to it and as your lady friend over there…”
“I am not his lady friend,” Carla growled in affront at the very idea, unable to stop herself.
The man laughed again.  “Well anyway as your friend said earlier it is kind of usual here.  The ladies seem to like it anyway.  Us guys, meh, most of us get by with just pants.”
With a sigh, Happy was outfitted with some clothing, while Carla continued to look around, frowning.  This was what life among the Exceed is like?  I really don’t see anything to be all arrogant about, one way or the other
However, the atmosphere instantly changed of moment later.
“Hey you two, are you having fun looking around?”
Turning, Carla looked in Wendy’s direction, and smiled at seeing the little girl walking next to a short Exceed with black fur and a scar on his face that could only be Panther Lily’s Exceed form.  However, her smile instantly banished when she saw the effect her presence was having on the crowd.
“A human!” shouted more than one voice.  “The exile has brought a human here!
“A human here, you, you, just get out of here?!  How dare a human come here!” shouted one of the stall owners, grabbing up something from his stall.
“Guards, guards!” screamed more than one voice, Aero wings appearing as the Exceed put distance between them and the pouting young girl walking beside Panther Lily.
“Get away from her, she defiles the ground she walks on!”
More than one actually grabbed up vegetables, fruits or other things and started to toss them at Wendy.
Wendy blinked in shock at this, and then reacted in a typical manner from someone who had trained with her Onii-chan for as long as she had: she ducked and dodged items thrown at her, then snapped up some of the fruit out of the air, chomping into an apple happily.  “Yum!” she said as she bit down, before lifting her head and flicking it into the air, then biting at another thing that was coming at her, only to scowl and spit it to one side.  “Tomato!  Blech, I don’t want that.  More apples please!”
That, and the fact she had dodged everything else they had thrown at her seemed to stop people from throwing things, while Panther Lily, who had been about to change into his human form began to laugh.
Down on the ground, Ranma paused as he was in the process of lifting up a piece of wood, looking over at Erza who was busily hammering others into the side of wit with nails.  “I just had a strong urge to fist pump and shout ‘go Wendy’.  I have a feeling,” he went on dryly, “that their discussions with the Exceed are not going so well.”
“Why would you want to cheer then?” Erza asked, as she lifted another similarly lengthy plank of wood into position to let other start hammering it into place.  While she had no magic that had heightened her physical strength, Erza Belserion was a powerfully built woman regardless and she already begun to see some positives from training with Ranma for more than a month on a near daily basis.
“That’s precisely why I’m cheering I think my little sister is channeling my teachings!” Ranma said with a laugh.
“Oh God,” Erza muttered, “Wendy causing a diplomatic incident.  The mind boggles.”
“The mind laughs,” Ranma replied with a grin.
Nor was he the only one on the ground reacting to what was going on up top.  Seilah looked up, her eyes narrowing with such a look of anger that around her the nobles that she had been questioning for the Prince nearly wet themselves.  “I have a sudden urge to commit genocide, I wonder why?”
Up in Extalia, Carla sighed, shaking her head.  “Child, they weren’t trying to feed you, they were trying to chase you away.  Honestly, Ranma’s training really has messed you up in some very strange ways.”
“OH,” Wendy pouted then shrugged before bowing towards the farm stalls where the fruit has come from.  “It was still tasty though, so thank you!”
“Hehehe, you’re quite welcome child,” the older blue furred woman said, while her husband started to guffaw beside her.  Evidently at least some Exceed were not so xenophobic towards humans.
But in the distance, there was a tramp of feet coming towards them.  “Arrest her!  The human over here!” shouted more than one voice as others, emboldened by that noise went back to throwing things, just not food this time.
“Execute her for trespassing!” shouted several more voices, drowning out the few like the married couple who seem to have gone down on Wendy’s side of things.
At that, Carla began to lose her temper.  While she might have initially sought out Wendy in part, because of how central the girl had been in her dreams, the Air Dragon Slayer had become her most precious person in a very short time as they traveled together with Ranma.  There was nothing sexual about that of course, rather Wendy had become something of a little sister to her, someone who had to be taught how to be a lady, given a good role model, and protected.  So when she was threatened or treated poorly, Carla sometimes lost control.
“Excuse me!  How dare you all treat Wendy like that!” she howled, shifting into her human form, as claws of raw magic appeared in her hands.  “I’ll rend you all into shreds!”
Carla’s shout did nothing to stop incoming soldiers, who split into teams of two squads, all of whom were the large guard type, quickly.  Once more, their organization was pretty good, with one squad charging forward to engage Carla and her friends in close combat, while the others stood often shouted two sets of spells.  One of them, a group of five worked together as they shouted Exceed art, energy net.”  This created a web of magical power in the air, which flashed forward towards Carla and the others as they closed.  But they were too slow to matter.
The others worked together to create fireballs, a relatively simple but powerful spell.  Panther Lily, who had also transformed, duked under one, while Carla dodged another then slashed a third into nonexistence with her energy claws.  The two of them moved into the air Panther Lily bouncing up and off the wall of the buildings to either side and Carla using her Aero to get over the charging squad to target the energy net firers.
Wendy on the other hand simply charged forward, sliding underneath or hopping up and over the incoming fireballs with a sign of agility that left the watching Exceed in awe.  Beside her Happy flew, wielding two large fish like flails.  “I might not like fighting, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you hurt me or my friends!”
Then she was in among the group that had been charging forward.  And they suddenly realized the same thing that the group that had tried to fight Ranma had discovered days ago: that being in hand-to-hand combat with a human was not as easy as they thought.  Even with their size, advantage, they were not fast enough, not trained enough, and nowhere near experienced enough for this fight.
Beyond that, being in hand-to-hand combat against Wendy was just not fun for anyone.  With a kick, she laid out one Exceed guard then used the momentum to flip up into the air, her hair flying in an arc as she landed on the head of another.  She wasn’t good at manipulating her weight though and the Exceed below her grunted at the sudden weight bearing down on his head.  She then giggled out to either side, smashing two more flying even as they turned and raised their lances, before flipping up and over into one of the fireball throwing groups that had gotten too close.  “And I’ve never liked it when people pick on my friends!”
Not three minutes after the fight had begun, Carla smashed a fist into the faces of last guard.  She had to hop up slightly into the air to do it given their difference in height, but she still laid him out with ease.  Around her were scattered several other guardsmen, their clothing and armor and weapons all shredded by her claws, including quite a lot of their fur.  But none had yet to die, that was the only concession she was willing to make at this point.
All around her, the townsfolk who had been shouting encouragement and imprecations at the guards and at Wendy and those with her respectively had quickly raced away hiding themselves in their various houses, barring a few like the blue haired woman and her husband who had been running a fruit stall.  He for some reason along with his wife had come down sharply on their side of things.  Now she looked at them, nodding her head cordially.  “Excuse me, but can I ask, why exactly would you be cheering on the invaders in this instance?  While I hate the fact they attacked us, at least the way the rest of your civilian fellows was backing them seemed understandable.
“KYYaaah!!” the man shouted, slamming a hand down on the top of his stall.  “It’s about time someone from the castle gets there comeuppance!  When I think of what happened six years ago I want to give them all a piece of my mind aye!”
“When the Exceed were sent to Earth Land?  What happened back then, can you tell us?” Carla asked eagerly.
The woman shook his head.  She hadn’t been looking away from Happy the entire time the fight it begun, and she’d only begun to cheer when he had taken out to fish, and started to use them like bludgeons against the locals, doing some actual damage with them somehow.  He hadn’t held a candle to the amount of damage that Panther Lily, Carla or Wendy had done, but he had still at least knocked a few of the locals out.
Their discussion was interrupted by the arrival of another three squads of soldiers.  “There they are, apprehend them!  Men!” shouted one who looked like Ichiya for some bizarre reason.
“We just knocked out two squads of you idiots,” Panther Lily said with a laugh.  He’d greatly enjoyed watching Carla and Wendy lay into the locals, and when Happy had joined in, he had nearly hurt himself from laughing too hard.  None of the locals were dead of course, none of them were looking to kill today, although Carla had left more than a few scars.  But he had to question the general intelligence of his race if they insisted on throwing good money after bad with the first two squads so liberally dotting the local landscape.
“You have yet to face me interloper!” that worthy shouted, leading the locals into the attack in one large group.  “Men!!!”  To this, Carla and her friends also started moving forward again in a line towards them, building up speed.
“Enough!” shouted a feminine voice, wringing with imperious command and quite a bit of anger.  “I say it has been enough!”
Everyone turned in the direction of that voice.  Even Carla had to turn, it sounded so angry, and also kind of familiar, she paused in her charge, staring up at a white furred cat that was slightly taller than most, or human looking perhaps.  Yet despite that, Carla could tell that she was still an Exceed and not in human form.  She was dressed in what Carla could only call royal raiment: a long flowing cloak with wide built up shoulders over which fur had been laid and a dress of white with sequins here and there flowing from below the cloak.  Her face was actually quite small in comparison to the rest of the ensemble, but though there was no crown on her head, the woman had such a royal presence, that she could only be the Queen that had been mentioned so often before this.
Yet she glared not at Carla, Wendy or the others, which might’ve set Carla off again if she was honest, but at the soldiers and the people around them.  “I say it has been enough,” she said, her voice lower now.  “This battle, this farce, these lies have gone on far enough!  Will we never stop being our own worst enemies!?”
“If we’re talking enemies,” the white-furred man by the stall shouted “then that means you’re my enemy!  Give me back my egg aye!”
There was a vague growl from a few of the guards, but more than one of those who hadn’t taken part in throwing things at Wendy began to shout in support for the man, “I don’t care about the human being here he shouted at the Queen as she finally alighted on the ground.  “I don’t care about the fact that a human’s here or the fact that it’s defiled our ground or whatever crap the rest of ya were spouting!  I care about the fact that six years ago, you in the palace ordered us to turn over our children in their eggs!  You thought you could use them as assassins!  But they have never returned!  That just means you killed my kid you, you…”
The man was actually tearing up, Yet his wife had never looked away from Happy the entire time they’d been talking.  Her eyes were wide and shining with joy, but her voice seemed to have failed her.
“As assassins, we told you that yes,” the Queen said nodding her head.  “That was another lie.”  That stopped the man short, and there were a few voices raised in shocked query.
But a shout from on high drew their attention and halted the queen’s words for a moment.  “Your Highness!  You cannot, that is part of the secret that has sustained this nation!”  From above four ancient Exceed flew, all of them looking different but all of them also looking panicked.
“Panther Lily can I ask you to shut them up for me?” the Queen asked with a somewhat wicked grin, looking at the giant Exceed for a moment and pointing up at her advisors.
Panther Lily grinned cracking his knuckles “your majesty it would be a pleasure,” he said bowing grandly.
The four older Exceed squawked shouting “guards, guards!”  But while the majority of the guards had obeyed the advisors up to this point, that was before half of them they had gotten an impossibly brutal beatdown from what amounted to a short female Exceed in her human transformation, a slightly taller blue haired human girl, an Exceed who used fish as a weapon, and the exile, Panther Lily.
Those scattered across the town were not in the mood to listen further to the four advisors when the queen had yet to make her opinion known.  And of those in the air, all of them even Nichiya looked to the Queen who shook her head.
The four advisors tried to escape, but Panther Lily simply grabbed each of them in turn, holding two of them under each arm and stuffing their mouths full of their own clothing before landing lightly back on earth.  He looked at the Queen who nodded her thanks, then she looked around the crowd and then to Wendy and Carla, her eyes widening just slightly as she took in Carla’s face.  “You have questions I know miss…”
Carla stared at her, seeing the same resemblance the queen did.  How could she not, she used a mirror every day.  “I, I do” she said, startled to find her voice stuttering there.  She scowled, bearing down on her own voice for a moment and nodded her head sharply.  “I do have questions,” she said in a much more authoritative tone.  “Why were we sent through the portal?  Why do you Exceed seemed to lord over the humans here, when as far as we can tell there is no reason for it!?”
“How dare you!” shouted more than one voice.  “We have magic, they don’t, we can fly, they can’t!” shouted others, their words jumbled but the meaning clear.
“Excuse me,” Wendy said holding up her hand.  “But while I can’t fly right now, and I don’t have magic at in this world, did that really matter moment ago?”  She ducked her head shyly as everyone looked at her, but then began to glare back irritably.  “You through tomatoes at me.  Glare all you want, but you deserved what I gave you,” she said huffily, crossing her arms.
While Happy and Panther Lily both laughed, Carla smiled, patting Wendy’s side gently.  “Ahh, the velvet over the armored fist, I have taught you well.”
Even the Queen was smirking a little at that response, nodding her head.  “So you see our dilemma.  Our people are weak.  We have always been weak, we have never been able to multiply as humans have, and when it comes to warfare well…” she shrugged her shoulders gesturing around.  “Panther Lily, while you might have spent years with the humans you were our strongest warrior for years before that.  Tell me, could you beat their strongest warrior?”
“Are you joking?” Panther Lily said shaking his head.  “Before a few days ago I might have said I could possibly beat her with help.  But now?  Their strongest warrior toyed with me, Faust’s other two human generals, and much of the army for a time.  If he was the type to take things seriously and kill his enemies we’d be mourning thousands of dead down below right now, including me, so I am thankful for that.”
The Queen smiled at him and nodded.  “You see?” she said looking over the crowd and gesturing once more to the slowly recovering guards scattered all around them.  Our ability to fly only protects us so long as the humans didn’t come after us.  That is why we constructed the great lie, thousands of years ago.  That is why we created this area, ripped it out of the ground below, so that we could live apart.  Above yes, but only in geography.  It was only later, when the humans started to domesticate legions that we created the grand lie.  A lie based upon my forebear’s abilities of precognition.”
She explained the great lie to her people and to these outsiders, before adding wryly, “Of course, my own precognition no longer seems to function.  Not since these Earth Land mages came here.”
“That’s actually probably just Ranma,” Carla said in an almost conversational tone of voice.  The queen’s honesty had completely disarmed her anger, although she still was picking out a few people in the audience that she would be looking for later given their comments about Wendy.  No one called her names and got away with it!
“I also have precognition,” she said, turning back to the Queen and staring at her levelly.  But it stopped working beyond vague feelings when I met Ranma.  He’s simply an anomaly I suppose you could say, a ripple in the timestream that simply makes any attempt to see down the stream as it were impossible.  Hard to describe really.”
The Queen shuddered.  “Thank you, but please, never mention the name in front of me again, I really, really don’t want to be attempted to try to have him executed.  Our people couldn’t afford the loss of life of such an undertaking but the migraine your arrival gave me,” she shuddered.  “I’d much rather go through the laying process again without the fun first before I do that.”
Carla blushed hotly at that, looking away and the Queen chuckled.
“Kyyaahahh!!!  That’s fine and all,” shouted the white-furred farmer.  “But what about our kids!  What about our eggs, why did you send them away, aye?”
“That ties into my precognition,” the queen said seriously.  She looked at Carla then over at Happy.  “You two were not the only Exceeds we snuck through the portal when the humans started to fiddle with opening those on purpose.  We sent over a hundred eggs through.  As far as my precognition was able to tell before Ranma arrived however, the majority of them are still alive.  Two of them I’m sorry to say landed in the ocean, but the rest arrived safely.  I have no idea where they are, but I sensed them in the future when those portals opened.”
Carla blinked, shaking her head.  She hadn’t met any other Exceed in her travels, but that honestly didn’t matter much despite how much of the Peninsula they had covered, she actually hadn’t seen all that much actual territory in terms of area.  And, thinking about it, I do recall several places that didn’t seem as unused to talking cats as most.  Perhaps I should’ve wondered about that at the time, but it’s too late to care about it now.
“We sent them through because my precognition spoke of a calamity, a calamity so horrific in scope and power that it would see the end of our people.  We could not see a way through or the cause, although perhaps that was because our own egos, including my own if I am honest, precluded us from looking at the issue in some fashion in a way that might have actually worked.  Despite that, the fact remains that that great calamity would have seen the end us all.  So we sent our young, as many of them as there were in all Extalia at the time, through to the other side, to search out strong protectors and survive.”
“I believe now that the great calamity was caused by Faust.  Indeed, I have long harbored that suspicion, and I wanted to move the instant all of you started to act against him, coming in on your side of things.”  The queen scowled, “But due to my age, my advisors have long held more sway and more power in making policy and decisions than I have.  I’m going to use this,” she said cheerfully now, gesturing around them “to break their power, obviously.”  She looked over at Carla.  “Does, does that answer your questions Miss Carla?” she had asked hesitantly.
“It answers most of my big ones,” Carla said, with a sigh of relief.  Nearby Happy was grinning, thrusting her his double fists into the air happy that his prediction of why they had been sent through the portal had been the accurate one.  “And it raises several more.  A few I would like to ask you in private,” she added, looking at the Queen smiling slightly at the older woman.
The Queen smiled back, nodding her head.  “Of course.  But first, diplomacy,” she said brusquely.  “I gather given the fact that you are using one of the few remaining legions and accompanied by Panther Lily that you are here on the King’s business as well.  What does the young king want from us?””
“A promise not to interfere in his policies and you’re helping to aim the anima portal,” Carla said bluntly.  “Exceed are extremely sensitive to magic, which is why you can use it in this dimension at all.  He needs that to accurately aim the portal, both to send our people back home, and to aim it elsewhere to bring more magic here.”
The Queen blinked.  “I, what?  I would’ve thought that with your return he would have had to promise not to use the anima weapon at all.”
“We don’t want to see your nation thrown into so much turmoil is all that, we just don’t want to deal with you attacking us or our allies.  Miss Erza and Ranma, my teacher in the combat arts and another Dragon Slayer, had the idea of aiming the anima at the main continent, what is shown on the maps of this world as ‘the Haunted Seas.’  It is a place with hundreds, perhaps thousands of still active magical constructs and creation magics.  Turning those spells into magical power for you would be a bonus to our world,” Carla replied.
The Queen blinked again, then slowly nodded.  “Yes, I can see that working I suppose.  And with our people’s help, the anima cannon will be very specifically aimed and controlled.  That, that actually works.  I can agree with that.  Do you have any form you’ll formal documentation or anything of that nature?”
“That will be coming after, this was more both a personal issue for us,” she said gesturing to her Happy and herself, “and a preliminary meeting on the Kings part.  For now,” she said almost cheerful, now that her worst fears had been put to bed, and she was face-to-face with a woman who could only be her mother, “perhaps we could have that private talk?”
The Queen smiled, and gestured Carla forward.  “Certainly, I’ll show you my rooms, we can talk there, and if we are to talk so candidly, you should know that my name is Shagotte.  Will your young charge join us?” she asked looking over at Wendy.  Wendy looked at Carla, who nodded, and Wendy skipped over to them.
Happy made to follow, and Carla coughed delicately, as she heard a faint whimper of protest from the woman who had yet to move her eyes from Happy, or her mouth from around her handkerchief in the past few minutes.  “Happy, why don’t you talk to that nice couple over there who were selling fruit.  I think they have something to say to you.”
“Kayayahh!” shouted the man “Why would I have something to say to someone who uses fish as a weapon, honestly fish!”
“Hey, Happy shouted back don’t knock it till you try it!  It worked well enough here didn’t it!?”
“Thank you,” the woman said, moving forward to take Happy’s hand and pulling him over to the house passed the stall.  “I think, that I can take it from here.”
Carla nodded back and she and Wendy turned back to follow Shagotte toward the castle.

OOOOOOO
Even as one conflict was resolved without further violence, back on Earth Land the drums of war had begun to sound.  A prophet had come to the Faith of the Circle, the people declaimed.  A prophet to lead the world back to balance.
“Why should the mages be allowed to continue to squander the magic that belongs to all?  I say this not in anger, but sadness, for mages are but taught to do so”  “Yet why should they be allowed to ruin the world for their own gain thus ruining the balance through their ignorance?  If they cannot be taught the error of their ways, than their villainy must be stopped in another way.  By the fire and sword would mage-kind be forced to respect the balance!”  That was his message.
The Prophet preached of war, a holy war against mages, and brought with him the tools to do it.  And the Faith of the Circle responded.  They wished to spread their message, and if they could not make people convert via understanding or acceptance of what they saw as the truth, then they would do so through fire and the sword.  And so Midi prepared for war, never knowing they were simply dancing to Mard Geer’s mad tune.
End Chapter
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Chapter 24: Home Again, Kinda

“Avon Calling,” Ranma cackled as he tossed another soldier aside, before slamming his foot into the door in front of him, causing not only the door, but also the area around it to buckle, and then crash to the ground.  The door had been a metal slab, set into the doorway, which had been stone, but neither mattered against Ranma’s strength.
[bookmark: _Hlk22747621]He stepped into the large, yet barren room on the other side of the door, grabbing the spear shafts of the two men to either side of the door who tried to attack him, stepping backwards a single step as the tips shot out lightning.  With him out of the way, these attacks flew through the space he would have otherwise occupied, and the troopers fell victim to their own weapons.  Ranma then pulled their weapons out of their now-spasming hands, twisting around and slamming their butts into two more guards behind him.
“Shocking isn’t it?” he quipped.  Ranma marched further into the room right to in front of a large, imposing desk where he loomed down at the general of this particular base, which had decided to try to rebel against Mystogan’s new government.  “Now, this is what’s going to happen?  You’re going to stop talking about attacking your king, you’re going to stop all this nonsense about revolting, because if you don’t, what I did to your door will be but a preview of what I do to your face.”
He slammed the spears down through the man’s desk, penetrating not only the top of them, but straight down, driving the spear points entirely through the desk and deep into the ground underneath the desk, so that only the final foot of the two spears were sticking out of the top of the desk.  “And you really don’t want that.  Are we clear?”
The man shivered in terror, nodding his head frantically.  Then a smell reached his nose, and not for the first time, Ranma’s enhanced Dragon Slayer senses were a pain in the ass, as he smelled the fact that the man had actually shit himself in fear.  All right, so that is a first for me I’ll admit, making someone actually void their bowels in fear, but it ain’t worth the smell of admission.  Despite that he smiled, reached across and patted the general on the head, before turning around whistling cheerily.
[bookmark: _Hlk22751021]Outside the general’s office, or rather outside the bunker that housed his office, Ranma found Erza, Gajeel and Natsu smashing the last vestiges of resistance from this Army base, by tossing men left and right.  However, they were doing this in a very odd manner.  Erza and Mira – who Ranma couldn’t see from this vantage point - were basically sitting back for the most part and letting Natsu and Gajeel do most of the work.  Of course, the Dragon Slayers didn’t really have a problem with this.
Natsu let out a mad cackle to his work, dodging around one man attempting to cut him in half with his sword, then crashed a fist into another soldier’s chest before turning and grabbing the shoulder of the sword wielder.  He then turned and tossed the man to the side, but the man only flew a few paces before crashing to earth.
“No, no, no!” Erza shouted, causing Natsu to twitch as the redhead marched up to him, grabbing the man he had tossed and pulling the hapless soldier along.  “That is completely wrong, you didn’t put your core muscles into that throw at all, and don’t get me started on how you had your legs!”
She thrust the stunned soldier into Natsu’s arm, and ordered him to try again, actually getting behind him and moving him through the motions of the throw.  “Good.  But you should have used a kick on that other soldier, remember you’ve got four limbs darn it!  In fact, you’re forbidden from using your fists for the next five soldiers.  After you throw this one again.”
“EEEH!!!” a shout came from both Natsu and the soldier answered that, but soon enough the soldier found himself flying through the air to land on top of a pile of other soldiers about two hundred feet away.
“Excellent!  See how much strength you can put into a throw if you really follow through?  Now, next five, kicks, remember,” Erza said sternly.
“Ugh, really?” Natsu groaned.
Erza glared at him, suddenly holding a sword taken from one of the other soldiers.  “No whining, just get to it!”
Chuckling at that sight Ranma hopped up onto the bunker’s roof, looking around him.  The army base was a huge one, with at least a hundred and twenty acres of space.  Ranma estimated, with several other large cleared areas with barracks, cafeterias, training grounds and such separated by small forests, which had probably served as farms, or training areas.  This made the mounds of soldiers piled up here and there even more noticeable.
As he watched, Gajeel tossed his own victim in the opposite direction of Natsu’s current pile, the soldier very slightly smaller pile of groaning humanity.  Nearby Mira watched this approvingly.  “Good toss Gajeel!  Now let’s see your punching skills on these next few soldiers.  I want them laid out with a single jab each, and for you to show me the proper boxing defensive stance.  Come on, chop, chop!”
Gajeel grumbled saying something under his breath, and Mira was suddenly right behind him, grabbing the back of his neck and forcefully turning his head around just a bit too far to be comfortable.  “What was that?”
The Iron Dragon Slayer watched as a trooper leaped out of hiding attacking Mira from behind she swiftly let go of Gajeel, turned, and, after putting her hands up in the defensive stance, smacked the soldier’s sword to one side and then laid the man out with a single punch to the jaw.  She then turned, smiling beatifically at Gajeel.  “There you go, just like that Gajeel, right~~?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.
It would have been cute if it wasn’t for the sort of too-wide smile on her face, and weird look in her eyes.  Gajeel shuddered, but nodded, turning away and rushing towards the nearest band of soldiers, who tried to back away, even retreat entirely as he charged toward them.
“Che,” Mira said, scoffing irritably, then sending a glare towards Erza.  “Honestly, why do they avoid you so much and seem to want to pick on little old me?”
“It’s not my fault my counterpart is apparently the stuff of nightmares for even the soldiers on her own side,” Erza replied mildly, her eyes flashing with good humor.  “Natsu’s still ahead by the way.”
While the soldiers were even at this point willing to fight the Dragon Slayers, they had not tried to fight Erza at all, seemingly terrified of her.  Even though her clothing didn’t match anything Knightwalker would wear her appearance was so like her Edolas counterpart, that all of the soldiers here had screamed in terror at the sight of her with the so-called ‘Usurper’s foreign magic users’.
Despite that, and Erza’s stern lecture to Natsu a second ago, this had proven to be an excellent training exercise for the two younger Dragon Slayers.  Ranma could already see some real style developing in Natsu, and Gajeel’s poise and speed had gone up noticeably under Mira’s instructions, after having first worked with Wendy to break him out of a few bad habits.
Still, the soldiers here could’ve at least put up enough of a fight that I could get some exercise myself, Ranma groused.  Jeez, the most exercise I’ve gotten since the fight with the Dorma Anim is moving that damn Anima Crystal every morning.
Banishing his annoyance with a shake of his head, Ranma waved at the others, having noticed the two Dragon Slayers were no having to hunt down their victims rather than have the soldiers come to them.  “Alright guys and gals, we’re just about done here.  I think they’ve all gotten the message by this point.”
He looked over at the group of ten legions that Wendy was pulling towards the others, smiling as she patted them on the noses as they pumped into her shoulder or licked at her hair.  Something about the going-on-thirteen year old’s smell had apparently just clicked with the weird flying beasts.  The moment they smelled her, they made happy little rumbling noises and became oddly affectionate for their somewhat fierce appearance, which of course Wendy just loved.
These particular legions were heavily laden with different types of magical weapons, every weapon the army base had contained.  As much as Ranma had mouthed the words about being here to stomp on the general’s attempt at rebellion to the man with the weak bowels, the mages and Ranma were also here to confiscate as many magical items as they possibly could.  Thankfully, since this base was on the border with Mistralco (the name of the country that took the place of Mistral, Bosco and Seven in this world), they’d had a lot.
Although of course that meant we had to smash a few bases on the other side of the border just to make certain they wouldn’t’ take advantage of their opposite number’s weakness, but even that was freaking boring!  Man, they don’t even have gunpowder here.  Weird, and I gotta wonder why they haven’t, but without guns or much in the way of magic, they were no threat to us.
Erza’s voice broke into his thoughts, causing Ranma to turn as the redhead walked up to him, a scowl marring her face.  “I hope this is enough.  We really should have anticipated the need to power the anima cannon when we initially tried to get home.”
“Meh, I don’t think so, after all, the idea of deliberately sending something through to Earth Land rather than bringing stuff back was one the locals never thought about.  Particularly while reversing the Anima process, which is the other aspect remember, and without using it as a power source,” Ranma replied with a shrug.  “So long as they are making progress to the first two issues, I suppose we can be their little problem solvers.”
“True, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Erza said, her lips forming into a cute looking pout that made Ranma think about kissing it away for some reason.
Shaking his head to clear it of the inappropriate – and rather out of character – romantic thought, Ranma didn’t reply, instead turning to lead the way over to the legions.  Only two of them were unburdened, and that would do for Erza, Mira and the other two Dragon Slayers, while Ranma would just run back, carrying Wendy on his back.  “Did we find all the weapons?”
Gajeel grunted, tossing one more soldier onto his personal pile of defeated enemies, staring at the short sword the guy had tried to use on him, before tossing it aside, having seen no sign of magic on it.  “I can’t even eat the damn thing, not without my magic helping me,” he grumbled.  Gajeel had attempted to do just that more than once, but while he could eat the metal, he didn’t get any magic from it, nor any nutrition.
[bookmark: _Hlk22752214]“Hah, that’s enough of that Gajeel!  I’m ahead by three and the battles over, you can’t just steal other people’s victims and stuff them on your pile like that.  I won fair and square!” Natsu shouted.
“Ugh, unfair contest,” Mira growled.  “You all started five minutes earlier than Gajeel and me.”
“Sour grapes?” Erza asked, smirking triumphantly.  “I’m the better teacher Mira, just admit it.”
Behind her Natsu shook his head violently, causing Gajeel to laugh.  Erza turned but before violence could occur, Ranma began to chivy everyone into moving.  Wendy clambered up his back, hugging him around the neck, and nuzzling her head against his, while he put his arms around her slim legs.  “Ready?”
“Ready.”
With that, Ranma turned, and bolted out of the base like someone had lit his tail on fire.  Behind him, Erza and the others were still watching his original position as an after image had been left behind for a second, before she shook her head.  “Good grief he really is quite fast isn’t he.”
“It’s not speed, it’s staying power you want,” Gajeel said, shaking his head.
In which case, he’s got both of you beaten there too doesn’t he,” Erza replied dryly, while a part of her mind, the part that really enjoyed reading dirty novels and such, wondered if Gajeel understood how that could’ve been taken, before deciding that he was bitching about the fact that he was so weak without magic.  Well, not in comparison to normal people.  But Ranma is very far from normal, isn’t he?
She giggled as she remembered the day before, when Gajeel had challenged Ranma to a fight just to see where he stood in relation to the Water Dragon Slayer.  But Ranma hadn’t responded as Gajeel had thought he would and that had, eventually, led to today.  But first, Gajeel had to have a lesson in humility…
Flashback:
Ranma blinked, staring incredulously at Gajeel.  “Why do you want to fight me?  That’s like deciding you want to be a mountain climber, and then finding the tallest mountain on the continent and trying to climb it right off the bat.”
“Excuse me!?  Are you calling me weak you pigtailed asshole!?” Gajeel roared angrily.
Ranma rolled his eyes, “Dude, have you even trained in hand-to-hand without using your magic?  Do you have a martial arts style at all?”
“What does all that matter if as long as my speed strength and durability is up to the challenge,” Gajeel said calming down slightly but still angry.
Ranma looked as if he wanted to find something to beat his head against, although since they were in a construction yard he was rather spoiled for choice, while to one side Erza nodded.  “I see, so it isn’t just Natsu who thinks like that.  And also has a selective memory.  Could it be a Dragon Slayer thing?”
“Don’t lump me in with them,” Wendy said with a pout.  “Onii-chan’s trained me my whole life, practically, but I never had that kind of mentality.  And my memory’s good too.”
“That might be because you don’t actually like to fight Wendy,” Mira said from nearby.  She had joined them for this training exercise primarily to get away from her Edo-alternate.  Who among the two of them was the real ‘big sister’ was still a major bone of contention and wasn’t one that was going to end anytime soon.  The fact that neither of the twins Lisa and Anna – and yes they were still being called twins despite everything -wished to take part, and the fact that the two Elfman had disappeared for the past few days, was also bothering the heck out of her.
So Mira desperately wanted something to punch.  And the fact that she still had her magic, whereas Erza had used up the vast majority of her stored magic since her arrival in this world, meant that she could fight Ranma on a far more even footing than Erza could at present.
“Actually,” Ranma said brightly, “that’s a good idea.  How about you fight Wendy first Gajeel, just to get an idea of what kind of danger you’re trying to step up into here.  I mean, even Natsu isn’t trying to challenge me here.”
Natsu pouted, “I would be, if I had my magic!  But since I don’t, yeah, I know you’d kick my ass.”
“Much as I hate to admit it, I know you’d kick my ass too,” Gajeel hastened to say.  “I just want to see where my basic physical ability as an Iron Dragon Slayer stacks up against you when you’re just using your ki, that’s all.  I know I’ll lose, but I want to see how I do it, where I need to improve.”
Pausing, Ranma changed what he was about to say, instead replying in a far more respectful tone, “I can understand that, but without your magic, I don’t think you’re even up to that point.  Sorry Gajeel.  I mean you’re durable as all hell don’t get me wrong, someone like Natsu, Erza or Mira could wail on you for thirty minutes and you’d only start to feel it near the end.  But..”
He looked around, then picked up a steel girder lying nearby, showing no effort in doing so.  Then while holding it above his head squeezed with one hand, again showing no effort at all.  There was the sound of tortured metal as Ranma squeezed the girder leaving first a hand mark.  Then Ranma lifted his other arm and tore the metal girder apart to an even louder scream of tortured metal, showing about as much effort as someone tearing cardboard would have.
“See what I mean.  Erza’s got the skill, Mira’s got the magic, they could hurt you eventually.  But I could just overpower you right off the bat.  Losing can tell you where you need to get better, but not if the loss is so overwhelming.”
Gajeel scowled.  “All right fine, I understand what you’re saying.  Even if it’s freaking humiliating!”
“So does that mean I don’t have to fight?” Wendy said hopefully.  “Good.  I’d much rather train with Ranma-nii.”
Both Gajeel and Natsu stared at her.  They’d had three days of Ranma’s training up to this point, and to call it horribly difficult, was to undersell it in their opinion.  “Who are you and what’ve you done with Wendy!” Natsu said quickly, rushing over to lift her in the air, shaking her as he looked around wildly.  “Warning, we have a pod person, we have a pod person here!”
Wendy huffed, crossing her arms.  “I don’t know why people keep on saying that!  Ranma-nii’s training is fun.  I don’t get why no one else thinks that and I think you’re all being silly.”
“I think it’s because of the difference between buff boys and little girls Wendy.  With the boys, Ranma concentrates on strength training, whereas with you, he concentrated on style and speed training,” Mira said diplomatically, with Erza nodding agreement as her fingers twitched with the urge to force Natsu to unhand the younger girl.  “Two very different kinds of training styles.”
“Oh,” he said blinking.  “That makes sense.”  Then she looked over at her big brother.  “Will I ever get strength training?”
“Beyond the push-ups, sit-ups, and chin-ups you already do?  I’ll probably start you on some strength training in the next year or so,” Ranma said with a nod.  “Don’t worry, these two are my guinea pigs to figure out ways of teaching it better.”
“Say what?!” shouted the two of them.
But Ranma went on blithely, ignoring them.  “However, I still think it would be an interesting idea for Gajeel and Wendy to fight.  “Don’t worry Wendy, you don’t have to hurt him.  In fact, let’s make it first to touch the opposite person’s head will be the winner.”
Gajeel blinked at that, then twitched as Wendy was suddenly out of Natsu’s grip, and in his face, flicking his forehead with a finger.  “I win.”
The girls both laughed, and Wendy chuckled shaking his head.  “That’s not what I meant Wendy and you know it.”  He then smiled, “How about this, make it last about… ten minutes or so, and I’ll give you one of my extra large cookies.”  Despite having grown up quite a bit in many ways since they first started training, Wendy still had a major sweet tooth and could be motivated by such.
Wendy pouted, but nodded and moved across from Gajeel.  “When you’re ready,” she said with a sigh.
Gajeel smirked, cracking his knuckles and getting into a boxers stance, making Ranma’s eyes brow rise in surprise.  “So he does have some actual technique,” he muttered to Erza.
“How much do you want to bet he just saw something like that picture and thought it looked cool?” Erza whispered back with a faint smile.
She liked Gajeel, somewhat.  He was tough as nails (literally) and a surprisingly loyal friend, much like Natsu.  But it was a fact that neither male Dragon Slayer seemed to realize that a person with strength endurance, speed and skill would beat anyone who didn’t have that kind of skill even if they matched up equally in every other way.  They both expected their basic physical abilities or their magic to allow them to overcome their enemies, and I just wasn’t going to happen.  Not at the level that they wanted to reach at least, not at the level where they could possibly fight a dragon on an even footing.
She then turned her attention back to Wendy, who had taken up a stance that Erza had seen Ranma take on occasion.  She blinked, looking at it thoughtfully as Wendy slowly lowered her center of body, one leg outstretched, the other one bent underneath her, with her hands out, one in front of the other, both showing an open palm.  “What is that stance?  You’ve only used it, what, twice maybe against me or Seilah in our spars?”
“Exactly twice yep,” Ranma said with a smile at her, always pleased to see these facets of Erza that showed that she took combat training is hard as he did.
Before he could elaborate Gajeel charged, punching out hard with his right.
Wendy quickly rolled sideways around him.  Then she came up under his guard, before using one arm to grab his own, twisting and tossing Gajeel away.  Then she began to dodge this way and that is he tried to twist and turn.
It did not get any better for Gajeel after that.
“As you can see, it’s a stance that is from a more land-based style than most I use, but unlike the majority of that type it’s also one that heightens mobility and reacting to your opponent’s attacks.  For Wendy it was a decent style to use at first, but she sort of left it behind when she started to take to the aerial style.  Like a duck to water too,” he said proudly, causing Wendy to smile bashfully even as she continued to dodge around Gajeel.
“Have you’ve ever tried to eat her Air magic?” Natsu asked quizzically.
[bookmark: _Hlk22753918]Ranma twitched.  “No I haven’t, for a few reasons, one, I know that’s a bad idea from personal experience, as should you, you crazy pink-haired bastard!” he growled, grabbing the young psycho.  I mean, after his experience from eating the lacrima from the tower why would that even occur to him!?
“Hey, my hair’s salmon colored ya fool!” Natsu said with a shout, throwing a wide punch at Ranma.
Of course, to Ranma it was moving in slow-motion, and he dodged easily, wrapping one arm around Natsu’s and pulling him in, locking him into a half nelson with ease.
“Hey, guess what, they’ve already got a color for that, it’s called pink,” Ranma replied drolly, tightening his hold until Natsu, helpless in his grip, started to turn blue.
Ranma only released him when Gajeel shouted, “Dammit, fight me for real,” causing Ranma to wince as he turned his attention toward the spar.  Damn, that line sounds familiar.  Where… meh, I’m sure it will come to me.  Probably wasn’t important anyway.
“No,” Wendy said calmly, which was one area she had mastered far faster than Ranma had.  After a few years of his training, Wendy stopped reacting to taunts at all, whereas Ranma knew he had been a victim of that far more often than he cared to remember.  “I’m not fighting you, I’m sparring with you.  There’s a difference.”
Hearing that Gajeel had lost his temper, and was now trying to chase after Wendy, while she continued to dodge around, tapping his arms chest and legs, but staying away from his head, as Ranma had asked her to.  Eventually Gajeel, without his magic adding to his endurance, started to tire.  When she saw the studded Dragon Slayer starting to huff and puff, Wendy hopped up, tapped his arms to either side as he tried to grab her, then flashed one hand into his forehead.  This caused a noticeable bonging noise as if she just smacked a bell.
She blinked as she flipped over him, looking back at Gajeel quizzically.  “Wow, you really are made of metal but why did your head sound so hollow?”
Gajeel groaned as he was metaphorically stabbed in the chest by that one, and everyone around them began to laugh.  Damn!  I could have put Natsu beating me down to luck and me already being tired.  But that little girl beat me!  I wish I could convince myself it was because I don’t have my magic, but she doesn’t have her magic either!  He scowled as he stared hard at Wendy.  Fuck, what kind of training could a little girl have gotten to be stronger than me at her age?!
Wendy however ignored them, hopping up happily towards Ranma.  “Special cookie, please,” she said with a smile, holding out her hand.
“Rule number six of Anything Goes Big Brothering,” Ranma said pulling out a gigantic cookie as big as his two hands put together while Mira and Erza continued to laugh, although for a different reason now.  “It’s all about motivation.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22755525]As Wendy happily chomped down on her cookie, Ranma turned to Gajeel, pushing Natsu forward to join him.  “Okay, I’ve seen enough of your fighting abilities without magic now, to have an idea of what styles suit the two of you.  So from now on, we’re going to switch off, one day strength and physical abilities training then the next style and form training.”
He pointed at Natsu.  “Natsu, you have a wild, extremely mobile kind of attack, you love moving around and trying to come at your enemies from different directions.  You also like to grapple, so I have three styles you should learn: Wing Chun, Kudo and maybe Sambo, we’ll see.  First though I’m going to work with you, a single kata from each to see, which you have more of a connection to.”
As Natsu grinned, going starry-eyed at the list of styles, Erza and Mira exchanged a glance.  “Are those actual styles?”
“Perhaps,” Erza replied to Mira’s question.  “I wouldn’t doubt Ranma.  I might be better than him with weapons, but without them he has far more tricks up his belt than I do.”  This was the honest truth after all.  Ranma hadn’t devoted himself to weapons combat as she had, which gave her an advantage there.  She was also extremely well-trained with every weapon in her repertoire, although few of the styles she used had their own actual names like the list Ranma had just flung out.
“Gajeel, you don’t move so much in a fight, you rely on your strength and durability.  So for you, Muay Thai for certain, Hung Ga, and Kempo.  We’ll start off with stances from Hung Ga, since that’s the only one I’m not certain’ll be compatible with your mindset.”
Ranma was true to his word and forced the two Dragon Slayers into some very basic looking moves and stances, which he and Erza, after weeks training with him, called Katas, while he, Erza and Mira took turns practicing their own styles or correcting the two Dragon Slayers.  Gajeel took to it seriously enough, but Natsu would whine occasionally, forcing Erza or Mira to glare at him.
This continued for several hours until a runner from the king arrived with news of the rebellion and a request that Ranma and the other Dragon Slayers help diffuse things.  When he heard that, Natsu whopped breaking out of his current kata and throwing his arms in the air.  “All right, time to actually punch something!”
“GEHEHEHE, while I’m not as bad as flamebrain, I have to admit this was kind of boring.  The chance to fight somebody for real, people who won’t just jump around and avoid me, will be fun.”
“Hmm… I’d rather leave you here to keep working on those stances but… well, I suppose that this is time for another bit of Anything Goes Training,” Ranma said with a grin.  “How about we organize a little contest between you two.  With the help of my lovely assistants of course…”
End Flashback
That had led directly to the match between the two Dragon Slayers, which Natsu, for all his complaints, had won.  They had only gotten a point – added a body to a pile – after Mira or Erza was satisfied about the style of their attacks.  It would have been a tossup, which had annoyed the soldiers more: how little their own weapons and abilities mattered, or the fact they were very obviously being used as training dummies.
Gajeel noticed Erza looking at him with a sly smirk on her face and growled, “What?”
“Oh nothing, just thinking about how pride really does come before a fall at times,” Erza replied with a chuckle, although that hadn’t actually been where her thoughts had taken her at the end.  Rather she was thinking about Ranma and Wendy, but for a moment she put those thoughts on hold, swinging herself up into the saddle in front of Mira.  “Now come on, let’s get going.”
Looking down from her seat on the legion a few minutes later, Erza’s thoughts returned to that topic as she saw Ranma racing across the ground below them.  He might not really realize it, and I don’t think even Wendy does, but he is very much more of a father to Wendy than her big brother.  Oh she says big brother, but the way he acts towards her, that is pure father.  And damn if it isn’t attractive.  Even Erza who felt she was about ten years at least from wanting to become a mother felt that.
At a small sigh from behind her, Erza turned her head lightly to look up behind her to Mirajane, who was also looking down, a half whimsical, half irritated expression on her face.  “Second thoughts about giving up?” she asked, curious rather than teasing.  While she most emphatically didn’t want Mira added into this boondoggle that continued to develop around Ranma, she knew regret when she saw it.
“Kind of,” Mira said with a sigh.  “But kind of not.  Ranma’s said it often enough hasn’t he; he doesn’t want to settle down.  And, even Wendy has acknowledged that his inability to say no to girls is a bit of an issue.”
“And you wouldn’t want to share,” Erza said with a nod.
“And I sure as fuck would not want to share,” Mira replied tartly, cursing harshly, something she rarely did these days, and even then only to add emphasis rather than simply shock those around her as she had when she was younger.  Then Mira stared at the back of her old rival’s head thoughtfully.  “What about you?  Are you all right with the whole sharing thing?”
“Considering it isn’t set in stone just yet, I haven’t actually made a decision on that,” Erza stated, before she saw her friend/rivals eyes narrowing out of the corner of her eyes.  Having a serious discussion while not able to face one another like this was somewhat aggravating, but she would make do.  “All right, so I sort of did make that decision when it was myself and Bisca.  The two of us new one another, we both understood and respected one another and had been friends long before we ran into Ranma and developed feelings towards him, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to do that.  Not with Jenny, and not with Juvia, let along Seilah.”
Erza’s lips twisted into a scowl.  “I like Juvia, she’s pleasant, intelligent, serious about her mage craft, she’s even begun to be serious about her overall fighting skills, which is something I am very pleased to see in any woman as you well know,” Mira nodded sharply at that, since both of them felt there needed to be more women among the S-class mages.  The fact there wasn’t a female Wizard Saint irritated the heck out of both of them.  “And yet, there is a vast difference between respecting and even liking another woman and sharing a man with her.”
“And he’s not tried to sit her down and explained that he’s not interested in her?”
“No,” Erza said dryly, “I don’t think he could with a straight face.  Edo-Wendy came on so strongly, that she scared him off almost, and only half of that I think was because she was so flirtatious.  Looking back on it, I think it was also because she looked for conflict with myself once she knew Ranma and I were in a relationship.  Juvia has not done that.  Indeed, she’s… well…” Erza blushed.  “Um, yes.  And um, not to put too fine a point on it, but she is a just as attractive as Edo-Wendy and not nearly as aggressive with it either.”
Mira’s eyes widened and she pulled back from Erza, putting as much distance between them as the saddle allowed.  “So wait, you don’t only accept the fact that Ranma turns into a woman, you.. like it?  I mean, you like women?”
Erza shrugged.  “A bit.  It’s, it’s interesting that’s all I’m going to say on that topic.”
That made Mira shake her head in shock.  Beyond the one time with Jenny when they were both drunk, Mirajane had never in her life looked at another girl as attractive in that manner.  She could intellectually see that other women were physically beautiful, but there was a big difference between that and realizing that they were sexually attracted.  That had been just as big a part of her decision to not pursue Ranma as his desire not to settle down.  “That’s well… heh, um… was there more to our…”
“No,” Erza said bluntly.  “You are not my type, you were never my type, you will never be my type so rest assured.”
“Hurtful, very hurtful,” Mira replied with a mock pout on her face, while inside she was breathing a sigh of relief.  “That’s good.  I’d have hated to admit that the old fogeys in the guild were right all those years about our rivalry being based on unresolved issues there.”
Erza grumbled, then turned her head, to look forward again.  “That was never the case.  You were just a freaking skank who needed a good beat down.  Now, let’s just leave this topic shall we?  Before we both say things we shouldn’t say to one another when we cannot resort to violence.”
Mira grinned at the back of her head, shaking her head at the amount of teasing she could get out of this in the future before turning to look ahead as well.

OOOOOOO

Back in the Royal City, work proceeded apace to return the Earth Land mages to their home dimension, as Shagotte, Carla and five other Exceed looked down at the viewing bowl.  The other five were holding their hands out, muttering incantations under their breath.
For Exceed, using magic was almost as easy as breathing.  Even their farmers and common folk could use what they called cantrips.  But to really manipulate magic in larger spells or enchantments took both experience, a certain amount of imagination, and spoken words.  This was a viewing spell, the same kind of spell that the Exceed guards used to share what they were seeing with the Queen and her advisors.  It didn’t have a set entrance points like that spell, but it didn’t have to, so long as you weren’t attempting to see anything specific, at least at first.
Nearby there was a map and several large books of, oddly enough, tourist spots, where two scientists were looking from the pictures within to the viewing bowl.  the long seeing spell was trying to ‘see’ a specific area in this world, before they could switch perspective into the next once the Anima portal opened into Earth Land.  It was proven to be somewhat difficult, but within the Exceed’s abilities.
“I still say that simply flying one of the floating islands over to the target area would make this far simpler,” said another Exceed nearby, tugging at his new lab coat irritably.
His fellow scientist, a human in this case, shook his head.  ‘We’ve been over this Joral.  Do you have any idea how many diplomatic maneuvers it would take to get that done without you all seeming to be a prelude to some kind of aerial invasion force?  And that implies they would even talk to our newly made King and your Queen at all rather than just try to attack.  Trust me, that is not going to happen.”
“I suppose with the way you humans go on and on about your borders and separate nations and ethnicities and such that makes sense,” the Exceed teased back.  “But it’s also quite irritating.”
“Truer words were never spoken,” said more than one human, laughing quietly and Shagotte smiled.
Another Exceed scowled, shushing them as she tried to concentrate on the spell in front of them.  “Will you all shut up!  This is difficult enough without you chattering in our ears.”
The Exceed called Joral was about to blow up at her, but the human he’d been talking to retreated bowing his head in apology.  “Sorry Miss.”
The Exceed scientist nodded, then gestured with her thumbs and fingers, controlling the magic of the viewing spear, first widening it, then narrowing the beam as it were on the other side as she looked at the landmark she was supposed to be looking for.  Several second later her fellow scientists around her hissed in delight.  “We did it!”
The Exceed around the viewing bowl held the spell for several minutes, panning around the area while more marked out latitude and longitude, then began to run through a series of mathematical equations that neither Shagotte nor Carla could follow.  A few seconds later, the Exceed female in charge of the viewing spell nodded to her fellows.  “Stage one is complete, release the spell.”
As it had been intended, the spell hung in the air, beginning to twist this way and that as one of the others looked at the image from different angles.  “We really did it,” he said at last.  That is most definitely the Conference Monument.  We can reach into the continent with this spell ladies and gentlemen!”
The conference monument was a giant spire of metal and stone signifying the peace talks, which had ended a war between a series of savage nomad human tribes and the more civilized lands in the peninsula.  Those nomads dominated a large portion of the continent beyond that monument as the ancient wild magics did in Earth Land.  No one knew what lay beyond them, although the nomads had never again attempted to assault into civilized lands.
The female Exceed looked over at the human scientists, who smiling at them in challenge.  “Now we just need to merge the two abilities.”
For the most part the human scientists didn’t reply, instead continuing to go over notes that Byro had given them as well as the ever-evolving mathematical equations.  Gyro of course was nowhere to be seen.  Even under the spell Seilah had laid on him, he was not going to be trusted with anything this important.  This had of course slowed things down, almost as much as the need to figure out how to power the anima portal without using the giant Anima crystal.  To say nothing about the issue of getting the crystal back into the castle and then up to the Anima Room, something Ranma had been forced to do practically on his own.
“You see,” Carla said triumphantly, looking over at her mother, or as others knew her, Queen Shagotte.  “Humans and Exceed can create marvels together!”
That thought, that she had a mother, was still somewhat new to her, but not exactly unwelcome for all of that.  The two of them had gotten to know one another over the past three days, spending as much time together as they possibly could, with Wendy added into the mix more often than not.  Carla couldn’t say that she had approved of her mother at first.  Hearing about how much she had been basically a figurehead to her advisors, how she had not truly ruled, had infuriated Carla.  She had given her mother several stern talking to about not letting others push her around in the future that first evening as they sat in her tiny solar and took tea together.“So let me get this straight,” Carla had said, her hands twitching, her tail flicking like an angry metronome.  “You are the queen correct?  Yet you, who publicly was the pillar of this, this… shadow scheme, could not do anything?  Because your advisors had more clout with the guard officers, because they controlled your schedule, and the castle’s servants.  Because everyone in your government in a position of authority had worked with them for longer than you’ve been alive?”
When her mother attempted to interrupt, Carla rode over her words, her eyes flashing with barely restrained fury.  “And it never occurred to you to, I don’t know, give out orders directly to the troops rather than through their officers!?  Good God woman, all you had to do was appeal to the public, most of whom thought you this infallible demigod!  Make up a prediction that points to a disaster in the making being created by them and remove the old fools!”
Shagotte’s lips had twitched somewhere between a smirk and a scowl but she couldn’t meet her daughter’s eyes for a moment, “Would you believe it never occurred to me that I could?  Or that I could do a better job than them?”  She seemed to rally then, turning back to Carla, “Realize that before you all came through, all my long term visions ended in an apocalypse.  It made for a very, woeful existence.”
Visibly counting to ten, Carla had slowly exhaled.  “And how many of those visions showed a future in which you and the rest of the Exceed were, oh I don’t know, proactive in trying to stop it, perhaps with the help of a few humans!?  You too, mother, let your beliefs on humanity be swayed by this great lie you all perpetrated!”
“Perhaps I did,” Shagotte said sadly.  “And perhaps because of that and the fact I was not really taught to lead, I fell into the habit of just letting my advisors make all the decisions with only token protest.”
“There is a very big difference between reigning and ruling mother,” Carla said, calmer now.  “Now that you’ve stepped forward as you have, you will have to rule, rather than let others lead as you reign.  You do understand that don’t you?”
[bookmark: _Hlk22801420]After that somewhat rough start Carla and her mother had gotten along quite well, thanks mostly to her mother’s actions after Carla and the others had arrived.  Their arrival had been apparently the start of the having been forced to deal with what Shagotte had called ‘mind-altering migraines’ during their first conversation.  “Like an earthquake they hit the landscape of my mind, leaving it changed afterward, reshaped but still there.  That, and your friends showing how horribly weak our people are without actually grinding it in, well, that was enough for me to grab the real reign of power.  And you were quite correct my dear, I have no desire to relinquish them.”
Now as they continued to watch the scientists work Shagotte said, “Well, I will admit they are getting along quite well, but scientists, no matter the race, are an odd group.  Thus, they are too small and rarified a body to serve as a sample set to show if humans and Exceed can get along in closer proximity.  Although,” Shagotte chuckled, “The human’s gifts of those lab coats tailored to fit my fellow Exceed was a marvelous touch.”
“Now we just need to wait for the Dragon Slayers and those two Earth Land females to come back with enough magic to power it,” the Queen said with a shake of her head.  “That one male, Ranma?  His powers even here are more than a bit frightening.  And that is with him exhausted every day after spending the mornings moving the Anima Crystal.”
This was indeed how Ranma had spent each morning for the past three days.  It was the one bottleneck that no one had figured out a means of getting around: moving the crystal.  They could keep powering the hover device at a quarter power and have enough energy to get it to the castle with breaks in between to swap out lacrima batteries.  But that still left the crystal having seventy-five percent of its weight.  It thankfully didn’t drag, but even so, there was nowhere near enough horses or oxen to pull that monstrous mass.
That left Ranma and Lucy’s Spirits to do everything.  Only Ranma had the brute strength necessary to push the Crystal for any length of time.  Even Gildarts could only help him get it started, he lacked the endurance to help for longer than twenty minutes pushing the thing, something the large S-class mage had been very angry about.  And making the damn thing hover had proven to be costly in and of itself.  In essence, Edolas’ military was basically beggaring itself in terms of magic in order to move it.
Lucy however had been able to help in various ways.  First, she used Ares and her clouds to hold the crystal up at night so it couldn’t sink into the ground.  Then she used Taurus and the others to help push it, switching them out as they got tired.  Even Virgo had been able to help, working with Cancer to create a series of metal gantries and insanely tough ropes to get it up through the tunnel it had taken down back up to the Anima Room.  It now rested to one side of the ditch in the ground waiting, and Lucy had won a lot of respect for how versatile her magic had proven, as well as how she worked alongside her Spirits as best she could.
Now, if this gamble worked, that is if they were able to not only pinpoint specific places in the continent, and target the Anima cannon through to those places – which, was more than fifteen times as far from the furthest they’d ever reached before, let alone an aimed attack, they would be able to get magic out in that manner.  With the magic they absorbed if such an attempt worked, they could then send the Earth Land mages home, and still have access to a source of magic.  One that would continue to keep on giving as long as they were careful where they aimed it.
That had proven enough of an impetus for the human scientists.  The agreement reached between their Queen and the new King of Edolas about the Exceed and their future was enough for the Exceed to help.
And, Carla reflected looking around at the Exceed scientists perhaps more than a bit of their own interest as well.  It was evident that the difficulty of the project had enticed the Exceed scientists to a tremendous degree.  And she was also amused to note how the human and Exceed scientists had begun interact, as her mother had said.  After the second day, the Exceed scientists had begun to wear the same kind of white lab coats as the human scientists wore, all of them presents from their human fellows.  “And is it just me, or are many of the humans sporting magical viewing glasses like the Exceed scientists all wear as monocles?”
“Indeed they are,” Shagotte replied, with an amused lip quirk.  “Regardless of whether or not we Exceed will open our borders entirely to humans, I believe the scientists at least will continue their interaction.  Much, alas, like Panther Lily.”
Carla frowned, turning fully to her mother.  “Why is that a bad thing?”
“It isn’t per se.  It helps having an Exceed be as prominent as a general for the new King.  But I would prefer to have him as my new head of the Royal Guard given how many of their officers I’ve replaced.  That and,” Shagotte suddenly smirked, somehow making her face look both regal and lewd at the same time.  “I can think of numerous…personal duties for him.  I mean, have you seen that man’s muscles?  And his ability to retain his human form with no apparent effort implies he has truly godlike levels of staying power.”
“GAH!” Carla groaned, backing away and looking at her mother in horror.  “Wh, mother!  That is so highly inappropriate and wrong!”
“Oh hush, I only spoke loudly enough for you to hear, so there’s no issue of propriety.  And while I might be middle-aged, that hardly means I don’t have a libido,” Shagotte said, shaking her head.  “It’s been a long seven years since your father passed on, it’s time for me to move on.”
Calming down slightly, Carla nodded.  They hadn’t talked much about her father, the man had apparently been far older than Shagotte and had been chosen in order to heighten the chances of Carla receiving the power of prophecy.  “I suppose not.  It’s just strange to think about that’s all.”
“I can see how it would be, no child likes to think of their parents having a love life.”  Shagotte paused, then asked, not for the first time, “Are you sure you will go with them, back to Earth Land?”
“Yes,” Carla replied firmly.  “I have been watching over Wendy, combating her ‘brother’s’ influence, not to mention Seilah and her growing influence on her.  Ugh, of all the female role models she could bond with she chooses a demoness with all the empathy of a teaspoon!  I even have a few other friends.  The point is, I grew up over there, and beyond you and perhaps Panther Lily as an acquaintance, I have no connection to this world or the Exceed.  My life is there.  I’m sorry mother, but that is just the way it is going to be”
“Well, regardless, I will miss you.  I have enjoyed getting to know the young woman my daughter has grown into,” Shagotte said with a sad smile.
As the two of them searched around for something else to talk about in an effort to leave their current topic, the door to the lab room opened and Ranma marched in, followed by the rest of the Dragon Slayers, Erza and Mira.  “Well, that’s one asshole general defanged,” Ranma quipped, dropping the large amount of stuff he had been dragging along into the ditch followed by the others.
Overall, they had taken something like four thousand weapons and other magical items from the army camp whose general had been attempting to organize a military uprising against Earnest nee Mystogan.  Now weaponless, he would find that hard going, even if his unit wasn’t needed at the moment to match Mistralco’s troops on the other side of the border.
“Excellent,” said one of the scientists moving over to the items, staring at them through his Exceed-made glasses to look at the magic each of them contained.  He and several others quickly sorted through them in order to figure out which were strong enough to be drained and which of them didn’t have enough magic left to matter.  Those weapons would go on out to the Army regulars that had pledged support to the new King Mystogan, giving him a bit of an edge against any other military force in the kingdom.  That meant once the Earth Land mages left, he probably wouldn’t lose his throne to a military coup.  With Seilah’s continued health, and his rising popularity among the commoners, it meant that his rule was about as solid as it was going to get until he produced magic for the people, which he would hopefully be able to start doing soon after the Earth Land mages were sent home.
Ranma watched the sorting process for a bit, wondering if he should grab a weapon or two for his ki weapons space, something he had started to use again in this world, mostly for bits of the Dorma Anim armor Erza had collected.  At the same time, Natsu looked around, and spotted Carla.  “Hey Carla, where’s my little blue buddy?”
“He is with his little blue family,” Carla replied dryly.  “Where he always is.”
“Right, Natsu said with a nod.  “I’m going to go see them, send a messenger if this thing works, I cannot wait to get back to where we have magic again!
“Will do,” Ranma said with a nod.
The Queen chuckled shaking his head her head.  “Who would’ve thought that after only a few days, that pink haired young human would be so at home with heading up to our land.”
“Actually that doesn’t surprise me as much as his being good at farming,” Carla replied to her mother.  “Natsu is the kind of personality, where if you don’t instantly dislike him intensely, he will eventually grow on you.  On the other hand, his being good at farming, that I did not see coming.”
“That’s because you haven’t been to his house,” Erza said with a smile.  “It might be a rundown ramshackle hut, but the flowers, plants and even trees around it are all well cared for.”
Shaking his head at that, Ranma asked, “So how goes the experiments?  I’m getting bored, and I’d like to head home sometime soon, you know?  Training mages in hand-to-hand is all well and good, but if they can’t spar back at full power it’s boring as heck!”
“Will excuse me for being boring,” Erza huffed.
This was followed by Mira’s even angrier retort of “Hey ass, it’s not my fault I have to conserve my magic!  When we get back home I’ll show you boring!”
“You know I don’t mean it like that,” Ranma said rolling his eyes.  “But even you two aren’t exactly a challenge without your magic.”
The two girls grumbled but didn’t argue the point knowing they’d lose anyway.
[bookmark: _Hlk22802946]“In answer to your question Ranma,” Carla began shaking her head at his attitude, “we are nearly to the point where we can experiment with reaching through to the continent of Earth Land to gather more magic.  How much magic we’ll be able to get out of that, as well as if the calculations on magical expenditure is accurate, will only be seen when we actually attempt it.  At this range, all of their calculations about the cannon’s energy use and their ability to aim are in severe question, hence the Exceed needing to be involved in the first place.”
It had been Byro who had come up with nearly every device that made up the Anima cannon.  Under Seilah’s Macro, he had answered every question put to him as clearly and well as anyone could ask.  Yet even so, without the Exceed, aiming the anima cannon at the range they were talking about would have been a pipe dream at best.  And reaching that far was also well outside the realm the Anima cannon had been used in before.
“So long as the experiment is moving in the right direction I suppose that’s fine, but you only have a limited amount of magic.  I’d suggest getting it right the first time.  Unless you expect us to start wars with your enemies in order to bring in magic for you.”  From his tone, no one could tell if Ranma was serious about that suggestion, and the scientists to a man decided not to go there, worried about what this most combative of Dragon Slayers, would be willing to do to go back to his own dimension.
“Is there anything more we can do to help?” Mira asked.
“Let us use some of the magic from the giant crystal?” the scientists asked jokingly.  “That was a joke,” he added hastily, raising his hands as all of the mages looked at him angrily.  Those were their friends the man was talking about after all.
After a final glare, Ranma waved the man away, leaning against the wall and watching as the scientists began to work.
One after another, a weapon was added to the growing pile, as more than half of the weapons Ranma and his group had brought back were deemed strong enough to be used.  Finally two of the Exceed nodded, looking over at a scientist, who was also looking down at a clipboard.  The three of them conversed for a few moments, exchanging mathematical formulae that went right over Ranma’s head by several miles, before the man nodded.  “I think we can do it,” he said simply.  “We have a bit of a cushion, too just in case.”
“Then power that bad boy up and let’s see if we can go home!” Mira cheered, thrusting her arm into the air.
A few more magical calculations later, and one of the Exceed scientist and one of the human scientists began to work a series of controls, soon, a new image appeared in the scrying bowl, as the three statues of the Anima weapon began to glow, pulsing with light from their feet up to their hands, and then out into the air between them.
The weapons below started to fizzle, or simply darken, decomposing as Ranma watched.  There the glow expanded into a triangle shape, which rapidly began to fill in with an image.  Ten the image swiftly changed as the Exceed began to pilot it towards some kind of target that they could sense.  “Found it!”
To Ranma, it looked as if they had found a monstrous, kilometers wide briar patch.  But instead of briars, this thing was spawning… “Orcs,” Ranma muttered, staring at it and nodding.  “That’s one of their, I guess you could call it a spawning pool or something like that.”
“Extraordinary,” one of the human scientists muttered, staring at the image.  “Just extraordinary, your world has enough ambient magic to keep something like that sustaining itself?”
“That and a whole lot more,” Ranma said with a nod.  “I’ve got it on good authority that the orcs are just the most active left over magic within the continent, not the largest or most dangerous.”
“There’s another one nearby, it feels necromantic in methodology,” one of the Exceed muttered, shaking her head.  “And powerful, massively so.  Almost as much as the original reading you showed us about the Earth Land mages.”
“But this one’s right here one,” of the other human scientists said sharply, from where he was watching a few gages set into the side of the ziggurat leading up to the area between the sculptures.  “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush and all that.  Do it!”
“He’s right.  You can explore later, in a controlled setting.  Right now, you need the magic to send us home.  Do it,” Erza ordered.
At that command from the frighteningly familiar redhead, two of the other scientists began to work the Anima control.  Under their direction, the mist of the anima transformation cannon spread out to encompass the entire briar patch.  From this side of the dimensional gates, the image was perfectly clear, but Ranma well remembered what it looked like on the other side of this thing.  He could imagine the orcs looking around in confusion with their barely sentient brains trying to comprehend what was going on.
Then there was a sound like something sticky going plop, a loud “GLORRP!” sound, and the entire briar patch was pulled up and into the air, leaving behind its roots but everything above the ground was torn up into the air, orcs, patch and magic.  The briar patch was then instantly pulled through the dimensional gates, and its image disappeared.  There were a few tense seconds while the brightness of the Anima cannon grew and grew in the room, before it was suddenly replaced by a Crystal, about as wide as a house and as tall as Gildarts, appeared, slamming down into the trough where the weapons had once been.
“Excellent!  That represents at least three times as much magic as we put into the cannon!  A few more successful uses like this, and we will have enough magic to send the Earth Land mages home.  And after that, the magic scattered around the interior of the continent will be ours for the taking.”
Mystogan had come in at some point during the time when the scientists were sifting through the weapons, remaining silent as he observed everything that was going on.  Now he spoke up, drawing every eye in the place to him, even Shagotte.  “Well done ladies and gentlemen.  Very well done indeed!”  He looked over at Ranma others, “I think, I can now say with certainty that we can send you home.”

OOOOOOO

Of course, to the mages of Fairy Tail and the members of the local Fairy Tail Guild, that meant one thing: it was time to have a going away party.  The farewell party the local Fairy Tail mages threw for their fellows was raucous, boisterous, and completely overwhelmed everyone with the noise and everything else.
Ranma, the Dragon Slayers and Erza above all were the centers of attention, if in very different manners.  Gajeel and Natsu were eating up the attention for now, while their alters sat nearby laughing.  Natsu was balancing several dozen plates on his nose as Happy danced on top of them singing raucously.  “I’m just a poor cat, from a poor family, spare me this life from this monstrosity.  Easy come easy go will you let me go!?”
Where he got the lyrics from no one knew, but it was actually a catchy tune especially with Gajeel Nearby working his guitar, actually performing a decent riff on it.  Many of the Fairy Tail members were cheering him on in astonishment as his alter flushed, having his secret passion outed like this.  However, nearby Bisca and Alzack waited with baited breath to knock him out the instant he started singing.
Erza was attempting to just have a nice strawberry cake at a table in the corner, however that was not to be.  Every time she lifted a piece of cake to her lips, someone would come over and ask a question of her.  Most of them were of the refrain of, “So, wait, you really are the Earth Land version of Knightwalker?”  She was soon thoroughly tired of such questions and it was only her good manners that kept her from lashing out.
Yet she still had it easier than Ranma.  “God damn it you bastards, stop throwing water at me!” he roared, ducking under a table and rolling between Levy and Edo-Levy who were sitting and chatting like sisters, laughing about something their teams had apparently both done at one point.  “Yes, I can sing in my female form, no I sure as hell won’t be singing for you!”
[bookmark: _Hlk22803576]“Oh come on Ranma,” shouted Macao with a laugh as he joined in, with Edo-Jet and Edo-Laki for some reason leading the charge.  “You’ve got a great voice!  You weren’t shy about using it in the Fairy Parade, remember?  Why can’t you sing for us now?”
“No means no!  And the only one doing singing will be the bastard who gets me with the water!” Ranma said kicking off the ground as he came out of his roll, leaping into the air and bouncing off the ceiling.  “I was going into my period when I was last in my female body you fuckers, and if you think you’ve seen horror, you ain’t seen anything like me when it’s my time of the month!”
That caused the more intelligent members of the group chasing him to pause and wonder if they really wanted to do this.  Unfortunately most were already well into their cups, and didn’t understand the problem, simply enjoying their game.
Watching this from the sidelines Lucy shook her head.  “Morons.”  She looked over to where Cana was sitting with Edo-Cana and Gildarts.  The family drama looked to be playing itself out without further intervention on her part though.
[bookmark: _Hlk22804166]“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” Gildarts asked.  “Trust me, I’m an S-class mage and though I dress like this, I’m actually kind of wealthy,” he said laughing as he understated things tremendously while gesturing down to the rags he was wearing.  He was in fact insanely wealthy by an individual’s standards, having been an S-class mage for longer than Cana had been a part of Fairy Tail.
While she knew this, it didn’t stop Cana from poking fun at him.  “Ehh!?  You mean you dress like that on purpose?  That’s sad Pops.  I thought you dressed that way because it was all you could afford after paying for the damages you caused with your Crash Magic just walkin’ through towns.”
“Ouch!” Gildarts quipped with a laugh, although it was true.  Sometimes he just forgot to rein in his magic when he was walking around, which always caused trouble in town and cities.  But paying for those damages had yet to make a real dent on his savings.
“Anyway, the point is I could easily you know buy you an apartment or even rent out a room at Fairy Hills if you wanted me to.  That is, if you wanted me to.  I don’t want to be one of those overbearing daddies or anything like that.  But well, I do feel a bit of responsibility towards you, you know, and I’d really like it you came with us,” Gildarts said, looking to one Cana then the next.
Edo-Cana giggled, while Cana rolled her eyes slapping her father’s shoulder.  “Oh come on Pops, were both grown women, we don’t need you to look after us like that.”
“Indeed.  Thank you for the offer, but I am quite satisfied with my place in my own world’s Fairy Tail.  Besides, without me, all of them would be forced to eat that horrible food that Edo-Levy and Edo-Lucy can agree on, hamburgers.  Ugh, it’s so greasy!”
“Hey, just because you don’t make anything but deserts and tiny petty forks is no reason to make fun of the deliciousness that is the hamburger!” Edo-Lucy shouted from nearby, pointing at Edo-Cana dramatically.
“They are called petit fours you Neanderthal,” Edo-Cana retorted, turning her nose up at Edo-Lucy, who scowled drunkenly at her shaking her fist, before Edo-Cana turned back to Gildarts.  “So while I’m very thankful for the offer, I feel that my place is here.  Besides, wouldn’t having two daughters around rather than just the one be a little strange?”
Cana nodded her head rapidly, while her father simply shrugged.  “Considering that this is the first time I met my own daughter, not really?  I mean, one or two, why would it matter at this point?”
“That’s because your weird dad, trust me very weird.”  Her father huffed at her, but Cana didn’t back down.  “And by the way, if you think I’m living with you think again!  I like my room in Fairy Hills.  If I was going to move in with anyone it’d be my Lucy since I have no desire to see you with your own ‘girlfriends’ she said making air quotes around the last word.
Edo-Cana covered up her mouth with one hand as she gasped before her eyes narrowed.  “That’s right, you said he moved on from mother, but he’s been able to avoid the issue up until now.  Father, how could you!?”
At that, the large S-class mage began to babble excuses, trying to make the two brunettes realize that while his relationship with their mother had been an important part of his life, he was allowed to move on.  It had been eighteen years since Cornelia’s death after all.  At the same elsewhere in the hall, another drama was playing out.
Edo-Mirajane shook her head sadly as she hugged Edo-Elfman’s arm, both of them staring at her Anna.  When he had shown up that morning with the other Elfman she had been astonished to see him in jeans and the same kind of black jacket his alter wore.  Edo-Elfman’s hair wasn’t spiked thankfully, Edo-Mira would have hated it if her little brother became a delinquent.  But thankfully, he seemed to have toughened up without going that far.  “Are you sure we can’t convince you to stay?”
“I’m sorry sis,” Anna said smiling at her sadly, tears in her own eyes as she clasped Edo-Mira’s hand with both of her own.  “But, well I’ve made a life over there.  My twin, our boyfriend Natsu, the Fairy Tail guild over there as a whole.  If it was just Guild versus Guild I’d probably stay, but not with Natsu and our relationship thrown into the mix.  I mean being together with you these past few weeks was really nice, but, well, my life’s over there now.”
Elfman growled, staring over the heads of the two Strauss twins, looking over to Elfman who nodded firmly from his place on the other side of the table.  The two of them excused themselves from the Strauss gathering, and went in search of Natsu, cracking their knuckles.
As the two ‘original’ Strauss twins tried to comfort Edo-Mirajane, Mira looked on, looking a little sad at her alter’s expense.  She’d wanted to beat the girl, but this felt more like Anna was just handing her the win on the side as it were.  And frankly, she didn’t like seeing herself cry like that.  It was utterly humiliating.
Elsewhere in the guild, the two Elfman found Natsu, where he was now trying to get his own alter to take a swig of ale while Dragion was stuttering and trying to pull out of his grip.  “You!  Defiler of little sisters!”
At that, Ranma blinked and looked up, looking around from where he had finally been able to sit down next to Erza and Carla.  “WHAT?”
Thankfully for Natsu’s continued existence, Wendy was sitting at a nearby table in Seilah’s lap watching the antics of the guild with grins on her face.  Seilah was simply reading, ignoring everything else.  But if you looked at her closely, you could see her eyes flicking up every so often, tracking a few peoples’ movements.
“Oh, wait, false alarm,” Ranma muttered, shaking his head and going back to talking with Carla and Erza.
Natsu had dodged the two Elfman’s’ attacks, ducking under one then redirecting the other before nearly getting his head kicked in by Elfman.  Then he yelped as Edo-Elfman made a grab for him.  A punch from the original Elfman sent him sprawling and he stared at the Take Over: Beast Arm he had summoned.  Damn that actually hurt!  “So you get stronger or something when talking about your sister!?” he asked with a yelp as a foot came down where his head had been a moment ago.
“A man always gets stronger when protecting those he loves!  You will pay for darkening my sister with you perverse lusts!” Elfman roared, as his alter charged forward.
“Hey!” Natsu shouted as he dodged away.  “If anything, they defiled me!”
At that, everything in the area stopped, as Anna and Lisanna turned to stare at Natsu in shock, bright blushes on her their faces.
“I mean, isn’t that what it means, when they come on really strong something?” Natsu asked, cocking his head quizzically, “‘cause they were the ones that you know flirted with me and convinced me to try this whole relationship thing, and they were the first to also…”
“Natsu stop talking!” his girlfriends both shouted in unison, their blushes now approaching radioactive.
But too late.  Both Miras grinned at them, as half a dozen other girls from both guilds appeared around the table, leaning in.  “Oooh, do tell sisters dear.”
Ignoring that the two Elfman roared out as one, “Liar!” and attacked.  Edo Elf-man went on, shouting out “To prove my manliness, I will give you such a beat down you won’t ever look at Anna again!”
Ranma scratched his nose as he stared at the fight.  “Meh that was a little too wordy on the second Elfman’s part, I would give it possibly a three out of five if I’m generous.”
“I thought we were using the 10 point scale,” Erza said, holding up a six of her own.  “While I’ll give him points for making the connection to his meme word, it was indeed far too wordy.”
“I won’t give either of them any points for ever using the word ‘manly’,” Carla huffed irritably.  “Not since they tried to use it on me once.”
“Elfman’s used it on me practically once a day for years,” Erza said with a sigh.  “I think I’ve become inured to it.”
The fight soon spiraled to drag in several Fairy Tail mages and local Guild members including both Grays.  Their response to it though showed why they were sitting at opposite ends of the guild.  “Are you alright my friend, don’t worry, just keep talking to them, I’m sure you’ll get through eventually!  Right, Juvia dear?”
“Don’t involve me in this you over-dressed ball of dough,” Edo-Juvia barked, moving away with Juvia.  Both of them looked a little inebriated, giggling to one another as they went, shooting glances at Ranma, Edo-Elfman and several other men as they went.
“Dammit Natsu, can’t you solve your own problems without involving the rest of us!” the original Gray shouted standing up and grabbing at a chair to use as a makeshift weapon.
“I don’t wanna hear that from you stripper!” Natsu shouted back, ducking under a blow from one Elfman and wrapping his arm around the arm that had just been thrust at him, twisting and hurling him into Gajeel.
“Gah!” Gajeel grunted, as he was smashed off of the table he had been sitting on, strumming his guitar to smash into the ground, his guitar underneath his considerable weight.  Pushing himself off the ground, he stared down at the ruined instrument, then to one side at Edo-Elfman who was sprawled to one side of him.
That worthy blinked, then asked slowly “Would it help if a man said he was sorry?”
Standing up Gajeel cracked his neck and then his knuckles, his brown eyes flaring with fury.  “No, no it wouldn’t.”
Erza sighed, eating the last of her strawberry cake and shaking her head.  “Such goings-on, it ruins the atmosphere.  This is delicious by the way, Edo-Cana, one of the best I’ve ever tasted.”
“Thank you,” Edo-Cana said with a smile from her table nearby.  “It has to do with the hint of vanilla I add to the strawberry before baking them into the cake I think.  Gives it that little bit more flavor.”
“You’re not going to join in?” Wendy asked looking over at her brother quizzically as she leaned back against Seilah’s chest.
Ranma shrugged.  “Meh, not really.  The two Elfman are just getting out their anger at Natsu, and as a big brother myself I can fully understand where they’re coming from.  I’ve been designing torture methods to use of the first boy who shows interest in you.”
“Onii-chan!” Wendy huffed, then giggled as Ranma pulled her into a hug, rubbing his head against the top of hers.
“No, no men for you!” Ranma near whined, rubbing his cheek against the top of her head.
Seilah looked up at that, one eyebrow rising in sudden interest.  “What about women then?”
Both Ranma and Wendy blushed scarlet at that, and Erza chuckled shaking her head.  She didn’t honestly think the demon woman was serious – not yet at any rate - but it certainly shut the two siblings up.
Elsewhere in the room, Edo-Cana had excused herself, exiting the room.  Edo-Wendy followed her, heading into the kitchen.  Seilah watched them go for a moment, then slowly stood up, moving in their direction.  Wendy looked at her quizzically, and she said, “I have to go to the bathroom, and I believe I will take this opportunity to also look over my books, to make certain all of them are packed away properly.”
At that Wendy nodded, and might have joined her if not for Carla offering her a glass of juice at the moment.  She took it happily, then went back to watching the fight with Ranma, making comments about this or that combatant.  “Ooh, that was a nasty blow from Gray to the back of Natsu’s head, but he better watch out because… yep, he was out of position to guard himself from Gajeel.”
“Ooh, but Gajeel’s just slapped aside Edo-Levy to get to Gray!  That’s a three for one sale there, with her teammates coming in on her side of the fight,” Wendy rejoined.
Even Erza got into it, licking the last of the strawberry cake off her fingers.  “Hah, I have to wonder if they will stick together though.  If the three of them do, they could dominate the fight, but with Edo-Levy calling in Edo-Gajeel to join the fight I don’t see it lasting, up, there they go, both sets of Droy and Jet are going after Edo Gajeel now, leaving Edo-Levy alone.  Pity.”
Elsewhere in the treelike Guild building, Edo-Cana sighed as she opened the doorway to her room, shaking her head sadly.  It would be a wrench to see her father leave tomorrow, and Cana felt that she might not actually go to the leaving ceremony at all, she had after all already said her farewells.  And I don’t like crying in public.  It is rather unbecoming of a lady.
She gasped as Seilah moved out of the darkness of her room and was about to say something when Seilah’s pointed at her, her eyes flashing with magic.  “Macro: Go To Sleep.”  As she fell, Seilah caught her, smiling faintly.  One down, one to go.
The next day, Ranma and the rest of the Fairy Tail mages gathered in the Anima room to one side of the giant crystal, which had been flipped down into the indent in the floor.  Gildarts held in his hand a signed apology to the Kings and people of Earth Land from Mystogan, which he would hand over to Toma E. Fiore.  He was speaking now to earnest himself to one side while Erza and Mira were chivvying everyone else into the indent as directed by the scientists.  In several places local FT members were talking quietly to their alters, crying of laughing or just shaking hands.
Wendy was looking around for her friend Seilah then started to giggle as she saw her leading several dozen large crates into the room.  “Hehehe, do you think you have enough books Seilah-san?”
“Not at all,” Seilah said firmly.  “You can never have enough books.  They and food are the only things interesting about most humans after all.”
“Well, that’s progress for her,” Ranma muttered to Juvia, who was standing beside him, as an aside.  “Before, she would’ve said that most human stories are boring, and that the only way to make them interesting was to put them in books, and even then only barely.”
She merely giggled, and moved closer, while watching Wendy move to Seilah’s side, smiling up at the demon girl and taking her hand while nearby Juvia saw Carla scowling at the display.  “Hmm, Juvia wonders why Carla is scowling so.”
“Meh, she thinks Seilah’s a bad influence.  And if Wendy were a few years older, I’d probably agree with her, for different reasons admittedly.  As it is, nah,” Ranma replied, while looking around quizzically.  “I would’ve thought that Wendy 2.0 would make one last embarrassing play for me, and where’s Edo-Cana anyway?”
Cana and Gildarts looked around for her Edo-alternate quizzically.  “Hey that’s right, where’s Miss Prude gone off to?”
Edo-Lucy however shook her head.  “Don’t bother.  She’d no doubt be crying her eyes out, and Edo-Cana hates crying in public.”  The blonde then mimicked Edo-Cana’s voice for a moment “it is so gauche, a true lady just does not show that much emotion in public.  I mean didn’t she apologize for running up to you during the fight?”
“I suppose she did yeah.  I still would’ve liked to say one final farewell to her,” Gildarts said sadly.
Cana on the other hand shrugged.  While the two of them had got along okay, there was something very weird about her alter that just threw her.  How could there be a Cana that didn’t like a good drink after all?
Gildarts’ attention was soon pulled back to Mystogan, who had begun to give a speech of some kind.  “My friends, I cannot thank you enough what you have done for my country, steering us away from not only my own ignorance, but my father’s horrifyingly dangerous policies.  You have helped me forge a closer tie to the Exceed, and between them and our own scientists, we will see a revolution in magi-technology.  Furthermore, our discovery of the magic in the continent will allow us and our country to flourish.  We might even be able to market magic, to other countries.  But now is the time to send you home and I wish to send with you some gifts.”
At his gesture several guards moved forward, handing out magical weapons to the Fairy Tail mages.  Ranma, Erza, and the others who had fought in the battle against Faust got two each, mostly paired with their alignment in the Dragon Slayer’s case, with Erza being given a new version of the Ten Commandments spear, an amazing gift.  Ranma had also been given a Water Blade, one with several different water based enchantments.
As the gift-giving was going on, the Queen and Carla pulled out of their hug, as Happy did with his own parents.  He had spent every hour of the six days since first meeting with their fellow Exceed with them at their ranch, but his place was with Natsu, Anna and Lisanna.  They had their own little family, and what kind of son would he be if he just ran off like that?
While his mother cried, and his father seemed to be angry.  “Kyaah, why don’t you just get out of here you ungrateful brat!”
But, Happy knew the man didn’t mean it.  “I’ll miss you too Tou-san, aye sir!”
“Graah, just, just get out of here, brat…” the older Exceed said in a much lower town, looking away and sniffing suspiciously.
Soon the gift giving was done however, and the king raised his hand.  “Farewell friends!”
At his gesture, the scientists started to work the Anima device.  Soon the statues began to glow filling the room with light.
The light flared and flared some more, and then the crystal too was glowing, before it and the men and women of Fairy Tail around it found themselves in the air, moving up towards the image of a distant winter sky over a very familiar landscape which hovered between the outstretched hands of the statue.  The only one who wasn’t hovering there on her own was Anna, who didn’t have an internal source of magic for the spell to latch onto.  But her two lovers grabbed her as they Rose into the air, carrying her with them as Natsu shouted in her ear, “You think after going through all that with your brothers last night I’m going to go and leave you behind?  Hell no!”
Anna grinned and hugged him back, feeling Lisanna behind her.  “Thank you,” she whispered, before freeing one arm and waving down at her original set of siblings.  “By Elf-nii, Mira-nee, I love you!”
Their return shouts were drowned out a second later by a blast of noise that mingled a crack of stone with the boom of thunder and the sound of someone scrapping nails against a chalkboard.  The light pulsed, blazing like a mini sun and when Ranma and the other Dragon Slayers had opened their eyes and pulled their hands off their ears, they found themselves in the air over Magnolia.
Because of course, just because the teleportation between the two dimensions had been made to work in reverse didn’t mean it worked perfectly.  The vast majority of the Guild, those who had still trapped in the Crystal did in fact appear where they had been: scattered around the town, or clumped into the guildhall for the majority.
The people who did run into issues were those who had been taken out of the Anima Crystal, or like the Dragon Slayers, had never been inside it in the first place.  They landed outside the city, in a series of heaps.  Seilah and her books appeared in one giant heap to one side nearest the cathedral, the devil girl buried under the crates of books.  She groaned, irritably, but could already feel the magic around her slowly seeping into her being.  Good, having dry skin and feeling so weak was getting irritating.
She heard muffled noises among her boxes, but ignored it for the moment, as she pushed her way out, then turned, and using her curse levitated the crates into the air causing them to follow her.  As she did, the muffled noises got worse, accompanied by a slight rattling noise.  “Be still, I will let you out soon enough,” she muttered, thinking about how to best get her crates and herself through the town without meeting anyone along the way.
Given the fact, she could see several dozen people within view now, charging out of their houses into the snow and staring around in shock that was going to be difficult.  “Hmm… and the town appears… different in some ways.”  Shrugging off that concern as unimportant Seilah turned her attention back to hiding for now, finding a way to Ranma’s apartment where she could decant her books could wait for a moment.
On another side of the town Ranma, Erza and Wendy, who had moved towards her brother as the light started up, all landed relatively unscathed.  Wendy even had time to do a small flip, landing on her feet and flinging her arms to either side, shouting, “Tada!”
Ranma pouted, reaching over to flick her nose.  “Hmmpf, fine, you were able to nail that landing better’n me, but only because you’re short!”  Ranma had only been able to land on his feet without any fanfare.
“I prefer the word petite I think,” she said smiling over at Carla who had also been able to do a bit of a flip before landing.  She had even, somehow, kept her skirt in place, a trick Wendy had yet to learn.
Carla however was looking over in surprise and Panther Lily, who had shrunk down to normal Exceed size.  “What, where in the heck did you come from?  And happened to you, and why are you even with us?”
“Come to think of it, yeah.  I thought you were going to stay behind to be Earnest’s Field Marshal,” Ranma said, also staring down at the small Exceed in surprise.  He looked about as large as Happy, but he was black and white furred, with small, almost bearlike ears.  His scar was present though, and his pants had shrunk down with him too, putting him a step above Happy, who still hadn’t gotten the idea of wearing pants just yet.  “And I second that first question.  Where the heck were you hiding dude?”
“Heh um, I was hiding behind your Elfman, he was actually quite helpful, so long as I agreed to train him in fighting with a sword, said something about it being a manly pursuit.  And as to why I’m here, “I’ve never been all that happy about being a leader, let alone of whole armies.  Mystogan knew that, he was just using me to take the spot so he didn’t have to give it so someone he didn’t trust.  But he and Shagotte started talking about loaning me out to retrain her guards,” Panther Lily shuddered, his tiny body shivering like someone had just dumped him in ice.  “But I heard about her real plans for me!  Did you know your mother…”
“I knew about my mother’s designs on you, yes let’s not talk about it please,” Carla said looking pained.  “I’ve only had a little under a week to get used to the fact that I have a mother the first place, the fact that she has a libido is going to take me much longer.”
“Yes well, I’d prefer not to get involved with her.  She’s pretty enough and everything else but him she’s about half again my own age!” Panther Lily said looking away.
“Really, you have aged poorly then, at least in your other form,” Erza said dryly reaching down to pat him on the head, causing the small exceed to bat her hand away with a tiny yet angry paw.  “But why are you so small now?”
Panther Lily scowled, looking down at himself.  “I have no idea.  I certainly wasn’t expecting to, to look like a normal Exceed like this when I decided to come with you and see what the magic of this world was like.  Hmm… it could be something in the air perhaps?  But I can feel my other form within me, so perhaps I will be able to change into it at need.”
“Well look on the bright side, you’re much cuter in this form,” Wendy said, moving over to pull the little Exceed up into a hug.
“That’s actually a mark against it considering that warriors shouldn’t be cute.  And can you please put me down,” Panther Lily stuttered.  “This is so embarrassing!”
Ranma laughed, then turned as he felt someone nearby moving.
From out of the outskirts of the town, came three people.  The one in the lead, outpacing the others by a wide margin, was Jenny, her blonde hair flying in the breeze behind her.  Next was a man Ranma had never met before who looked as if his mother had relations with a tree, his face gnarled and ribbed like an ancient oak.  Next to him strode Porlyusica.
While the two oldsters looked as if they were trying to take the sudden return of Ranma and the others in stride, Jenny was doing no such thing.  She raced forward, hurling herself through the air and glomping onto him in a hug that would have Shampoo green with envy, somehow sending both of them crashing to the earth.  Before he could say anything, or even put his arms around her, Jenny was kissing him, hard.
The kiss was long thorough, and very stimulating, so much so that Ranma’s arms went around her and he slowly moaned into her mouth.  He was then astonished when her tongue began to duel with his in his mouth and she started to slowly move against him.
At that point Erza and Mira finally got over there blushing stupor, and reached down pulling them apart.  Mira got her old rival in a full nelson shaking her head as she pulled Jenny off Ranma.  “Damn girl!  What kind of dry spell have you been going through to latch onto him like that!?”
“Indeed, it was most unbecoming to act like that in public!” Erza said, pouting now, instead of simply snarling like Mira was.  I thought he and Jenny weren’t all that serious.  That appears to be in error.
Jenny looked down at Ranma from where she was being held off the ground by Mira, grinning at him.  “I missed you!”
“I can tell,” Ranma said, breathing in deeply.  That kiss had strained even his lungs, given the surprise of it.  “But can I ask, not to say that I’m equally happy to see you or anything,” he hastened to explain, “but I mean what are you doing here?  Were you called in to look for clues for our disappearance or something?”
[bookmark: _Hlk22807735]“Your disappearances were noticed almost immediately,” the old man said, “Fairy Tail’s presence was like the sound of the thousands of a mating frog’s heard in the swam.  To hear that sound silenced was disturbing in the extreme.”  As Ranma and his companions boggled at the odd joke, he went on, oscillating from serious to funny without any warning Ranma could see.  Your return was something only myself and Porly-chan still believed in after so many days.  Jenny-chan was keeping us company…and giving me some delicious eye candy!  Mmm, Jenny flavored candy…”
She twitched, looking up at Mira.  “You can let me go now, I’m not going to kiss Ranma again.  Not in public anyway.  Once I get him alone is a different story.  But I might want to hurt him.  He’s a pervert!  For all that he’s a freaking tree.”  She sighed, gesturing, “I suppose I should introduce him.  Warrod, the Wizard Saint everybody.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22807758]While the others all looked surprised, shocked or in awe, Ranma just nodded.  “Please to make your acquaintance Broccoli Man.”
“Wah?” Warrod muttered, frowning.  “Broccoli Man?”
“What else am I supposed to call a tree-man?” Ranma asked with a laugh.  “Besides have you seen the top of your head dude?  It was either broccoli or celery, and you don’t look like you’d taste good, so broccoli.”
“Treebeard?” Erza asked while Warrod mock-whined about being very tasty for some reason.
“Meh, he looks a little too perverse ta be given a name that cool,” Ranma argued back, a smirk on his face before he looked back at the town.  “Huh, y’know, I thought that the Anima cannon would have destroyed everything.”
“HMmpf, you have me to thank for that although you don’t sound very grateful,” Warrod muttered.  “So what if I like to look at the ladies, what’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing’s wrong with that, so long as you only look,” Ranma replied shaking his head while Erza and the others thanked the man for his efforts.  When they finished Ranma continued to speak turning half away from the weird Wizard Saint and Porlyusica as he looked around them his voice trailing off into a mutter.  “Has anything happened here in terms of our leaving?  Because let me tell ya, whatever you’re thinking happened, the truth is even weirder.  Where’s Gildarts, he’s the one that’s got that formal apology thing.”
“No, nothing’s happened, after all we had no idea of who to blame for this, whatever it was that made all you humans disappear.  Can you tell us what happened?” the pink haired healer asked, visibly raining in her impulses to scowl and rage at the humans in front of her for making her worry about them, or getting into whatever trouble they had been in.
“Before we get into that, I think we need to make certain that everyone’s here, and that everyone is alive,” Ranma said grimly.  When Erza nodded at those ominous words, Jenny and the two older mages all became serious, nodding in turn as they moved into the town, Ranma hopping up onto the roofs followed by Erza and Jenny then Mira, as they spread out over the town.  They watched as more and more civilians came out of their various houses, something that made them all breath sighs of relief but none of them would rest easy until they made certain that all their members of Fairy Tail were accounted for.
In the center of the recreated town of Magnolia was the Fairy Tail guildhall re-created by Warrod’s efforts.  Yet despite those efforts, the Guildhall was currently missing a roof.  The reason for this missing roof was simple.  Cana and her father had landed on top of the room and had smashed through it into the center of a mass of very confused people.
What just happened?” Makarov said, then looked up at the ceiling.  “And you’re paying for that Gildarts!  Damn it, why can’t you control you’re Crash Magic?!”
“Hey Old Man that wasn’t even my crash magic this time!  Just us falling from a height.  If that kind of thing can break your roof, you might want to find a new contractor,” Gildarts shot back, hugging his daughter to them.  “Are you all right Cana?”
Cana pushed out of his arms shaking her head.  “I thought you said you weren’t going to be an overbearing father!  I’m a grown woman Dad, I can look after myself.  And I might not be a combat junkie like Natsu who you treat likes he’s my brother from another mother, but I am still tough!”
The door banged open, and Natsu, Lisanna, Anna and Gajeel stood there, looking in.  Natsu whooped, as Gajeel laughed in his manner.  “Gehehe, I told you they’d be fine.”
“Oh like you weren’t worried?” Anna said, grinning and entering the building throwing her arms up jubilantly.  Hey everyone!  How are you all doing?  Any ill effects?”
“Ill effects from what?” Makarov asked instantly, while others shouted out that they were starving, had headaches or other things of that nature.
The twins instantly started to move to the bar, hopping over it and moving into the kitchens, and Makarov turned to glare at Natsu, Gildarts and Gajeel.  “There is something strange going on here, I feel as if a good portion of my magic had been drained away!  I would rather like an answer to my question.  Now.”
Gildarts chuckled.  “Well, I wasn’t involved from the beginning, but Natsu and Gajeel were.  Ask them.”
“Oh come on, what’s it matter what happe…” Natsu trailed off as he stared up at the Titan fist now hovering, waiting to squish him like a bug.  He stared from it to Makarov’s glaring visage, gulped and decided to explain.  “Um, well, it’s like this old man.  We all got hit by this weird weapon thing which turned you all into a giant magic crystal and…”
Elsewhere, Natsu’s girlfriends had stopped in the doorway of the kitchen and were now staring around, frowning.  “Um, what is… I… is it just me or is everything just a bit… off?”
“Not just you sister dear,” Lisanna agreed with her twin, cocking her head to one side.  “And did you notice that some of the damage and such that’s been done to the guilds outside was repaired too?  Or, well it was before Gildarts did a Gildarts.”
Anna laughed at that, nodding, looking around and frowning.  “It’s like someone tried to recreate the guild but didn’t have any idea of how we’d changed stuff around in here since we took over all the cooking duties.”
“Hmm…” With twin shrugs the girls started to whip up some food for those who were hungry.  “Could someone really have done that?”
“Could be?  Ranma did say he figured everything would be destroyed with all the magic stuff basically pulled out and stuff.”
Moments later they reentered the main hall, where Natsu had just started to explain things, with Gajeel
The door banged open again, and Ranma stood there, looking inside, with Wendy on top of his shoulder, and Carla on top of hers.  Ranma laughed, looking around and slapping hands with Macao and the others behind him.  “They’re all here!” he reported.
“Heck yeah!” Mira shouted, pushing in and looking around happily.  “Ahh, there’s no place like home.”
All the guild members behind her, even Erza, cheered at that, but Makarov was still looking confused, glaring around him.  “Ranma!  Why do I think this trouble has to do with you, huh?  And can you explain what’s been going on here, Gildarts is refusing to say anything and Natsu’s explanation sounds like a fairytale thought up by a child who’s been dropped on his head too often.”
“Hey!” Natsu shouted, then pointed at the laughing Gajeel.  “Why not ask him then huh?”
“That might work, but if ya want a more detailed explanation than these all can give, you’ll have to wait for a bit,” Ranma said, holding out a hand to Gildarts, who smiled and slapped the formal apology into his hand.  Why Mystogan had given it to Gildarts was still an irritant, but Ranma hadn’t argued about it at the time.  The thing would arrive at the same destination whatever happened.  “And while you’re doing that, ya should thank Warrod for giving you all a home to come back to.”
“Me, I got a job to do.  Where can I buy a messenger bird?” he asked looking over at the others Mira told him, and Ranma nodded and left the Guild saying “Get the explanation from your own guys, I’m going to have to give it once already and to a much more demanding audience.”
Makarov glared at his back, before turning to look at Gildarts but the Crash Mage just laughed looking around at the others.  “Well I wasn’t involved from the first, so maybe my daughter Cana should tell you.”
“Ugh, really Pops?” Cana began, before she was interrupted by a shout from the rest of the Guild
“Father?!”
Then there was a pause as everyone stared between them, stared between the glass in Gildarts’ hand, and the giant keg that Cana had somehow pulled out from somewhere.  “Yeah I can see that,” said one of them, nodding his head.
“Yep me too,” said another.
“Come to think about it, there is a distinct family resemblance,” said a third.
Cana growled, tossing her keg aside, and cracking her knuckles.  “You want to say that again!?  How the hell do I look like this ugly middle-aged man?!”
Gildarts winced, holding his chest as the words dealt in the physical pain.
While a despairing Makarov turned back to get a straight answer out of Gildarts and the others, the rest of those who had taken part in the Edolas adventure had turned to other things.
“So why are you here?” Mira asked, looking at Jenny somewhat crossly.  Jenny had been remarkably quiet while they’d searched out the rest of the Fairy Tail members who had been scattered throughout the town.  Beyond following Ranma around and shooting glares at Mira and Erza anyway.  “If you’re here to continue our rivalry…”
“No, nothing like that,” Jenny said with a little smile on her face leaning back in the booth she had appropriated as she listened in on Cana’s explanation to Makarov.  Yet at the same time, her eyes trailed Ranma as he exited the hall, heading outside somewhere.  “None of that” she repeated, looking up at Mira.  “Though we might continue our rivalry in a different battlefield if you’re interested in Ranma.”
Mira sighed.  I was afraid of that.  How is Erza going to react to another girl throwing her hat into the ring for Ranma?  Ugh, I am more and more glad I got out of that contest before it got too serious.  “I was, I’m not any longer.  So you’re here for him then?”
“Mmhmm, that and other reasons.  By the way Master Makarov,” she called out, interrupting the tale of the Dragon Slayers in Edolas.  When she had Makarov’s attention, she held up her hand, pointing to her forearm.  “Would you mind getting the Guild Mark out for me?”
“Your switching guilds?!” Makarov asked surprise and delight.  He was of course ecstatic to have another hotty around the place especially one as drop-dead sexy as Jenny was.  “What does Master Bob think about this?  I presume he gave you permission?”
While it wasn’t compulsory, getting your Guild Master’s permission to switch guilds was necessary to switch guilds within three months of leaving your last one.  This was meant to stop poaching, and worked to a certain extent.
“Yeah he gave permission,” Jenny said with a sigh.  “Blue Pegasus is moving in a direction I didn’t want to go in.  The guild collectively decided to no longer take combat missions of any kind, and… let’s just say the modeling business is far shallower and short-term than even I thought it was.”
She looked around at the boys, and stood up, sauntering towards Makarov before she pirouetted, sliding her hands up her sides, and into her hair coquettishly, as she asked in a purring tone of voice, “Honestly, does this little mark on my face take away from my beauty that much?”
Every man in the Guild, even Natsu and Gajeel, shouted “hell no!” at that.  Indeed, many of them looked as if they were about to pant like a pack of dogs.  Makarov had hearts in his eyes as he leaped over the bar, grabbing the Guild Mark from its resting place and then hopping over to her.  “No, no, not at all my dear!  You’re more than welcome here!”
“Aw, you’re so sweet, thank you Master,” Jenny said, leaning down and letting the diminutive old man make the mark on her shoulder.  As the magical tattoo appeared there, she gave him a kiss on the cheek, which sent him into a swoon.
As Jenny returned to her booth Mira shook her head, “That was mean.  And you know it doesn’t take you away from your beauty Jenny.”
Jenny’s lips twisted into a sneer.  “Apparently it does in the modelling business.  You were the bad ass sexy beauty, your sister Anna has the girl next-door market sown up, and I was supposed to be the penultimate high-class sexy beauty.  This mark on my face made most of the people I had modeling gigs with back out of our deals.  And the few that still took me on said that their sales were nowhere near as much as they had hoped and blamed me for it.”
Sliding into the booth across from Jenny, Erza ignored the modelling talk to confront the real issue here.  “
“If you’re here for Ranma, you might have just transferred your rivalry from Mira to me.  He and I have to something of an understanding of late, but if you try to push me out, I won’t react with words.”
Jenny looked at her, then held out a hand above her head.  “Anna, beer please,” she ordered.
A second later a tankard of ale sailed through the room into her hand with unerring accuracy.  “Hey, why can’t you do that for me?” Cana mock-whined as she saw that.
“Because I can’t throw a whole keg like that, and Jenny said the magic work!” Anna retorted.  “Besides, it was a onetime thing.  Watch.”
She hurled a stein of beer towards Gildarts who grinned and held up a hand only for Natsu to leap up and grab it out of the air.  “Hah, thanks Anna!”
“See?” Anna said, before Gildarts shouted at Natsu for taking his beer, starting another one of the guild’s brawls.  Although thankfully there didn’t seem to be anyone who was willing to bring magic into the brawl.
Meanwhile Jenny handed the beer over to Erza, then pulled out her own bottle of wine from a small pack on her back.  “I think we need to have a talk.  But let me say this:  I’m not interested in drama.  I’m not gonna try to take him away from you or anything like that.  Besides, I think if I tried, Ranma would be the first to react negatively, no offense.”  She took a pull from her wine bottle before thumping it down between them, her lips twitching into a positively salacious smile.  “But I do by God want me some wild horse!  It’s just, there’s just something about him.  I mean, have you seen him dance yet?”
“Dance?” Erza said blinking.  “No, I’ve seen them do martial arts kata though.”  She paused, her face becoming slightly flush as she thought back to all the times she had seen Ranma perform some of his more intricate kata.  “There is indeed something… compelling about the way he moves.”
“Exactly and that butt of his!” Jenny said with a dreamy sigh.  “And those eyes…”
Erza spluttered, rearing back and looking around wildly with a blush on her face and Jenny sighed, before ordering her peremptorily.  “Drink.  This kind of conversation is better with a few drinks in us, trust me.  What’s the phrase, from the fruit of the vine comes truth, or something?”
“I’ve never understood that phrase, but I suppose if you want to, we can do so.  I’ll warn you while I’m no Cana, I definitely have a decent amount of tolerance for drinks.”
“We’ll see about that.”  Jenny poured and then drained another cup of her own wine, then watched as Erza drained her mug before filling it from her bottle.  “So, what first attracted you to Ranma?  It can’t have been the whole damsel in distress thing, you’re the gallant knight, not the princess.”
At first the conversation was about romance in general, with Jenny explaining some of her own mistakes and Erza admitting she’d never had a relationship before Ranma.  She’d had a crush, maybe two if she included her teen years when she first got into dirty novels, but that was all.  Jenny had several relationships, though none had been real full relationships, with both her and the guy knowing it wasn’t going to go anywhere, and she had always sort of pined after Ranma since first meeting him.  Now though, she wanted to see if there could be something more there, something serious, if not exclusive considering the girls who were interested in Ranma.  “Not that I’ve got a problem with that at this point I know I’m coming in on the back foot.”
After several more drinks during which Erza explained how she and Ranma had started to first flirt then more on their journey to find the spirit of Belserion.  Jenny then began to pull out of Erza a bit more about her fantasies than Erza might have been comfortable with.
Her leading questions from that point on included but were not limited to, “Huh, so you shared a sleeping bag with him hmm?  I bet that probably caused a few issues.  Did you ever try out the whole ‘best way to keep warm is body heat’ thing?  I mean, he’d be right there?” or “So you actually like his female form?  I do too, if only because I bet he, she’d be great to play dress up with.  Although, there is the whole twin thing.  Oooh how was that for you, making out with a girl who looks like you could be related?”
After each question Erza would find herself drinking more, the drink shifting from Jenny’s wine to a bottle of brandy and then Jenny actually making them a pitcher of something she called a Sangria.  It was fruity and very tasty but didn’t seem to have a kick to it until it was too late, and Erza was wobbling in her chair, with Mira taking picture nearby but otherwise leaving her rival to make her own bed, trying to outdrink a model like Jenny.
The final blow came with a single question.  Jenny had shifted over to Erza’s side of the booth and now had an arm over her shoulder.  This had allowed them to continue their conversation in whispers, but that hadn’t lessened her words impact, nor did her closeness to Erza, who had during the and finally, “Hah I get it now, we both want the same thing: a nice strong man to not rescue us, but to stand beside us, right?”
“Yes!” Erza slurred.  “Friends, thick and thin, stand beside me, no need ta, ta chivvy ‘em, ta, ta control ‘em, just stand beside, equals, maybe even a, a bits strang, stronger,” she added, then looked around as if she’d been caught cursing aloud.  “Maybe.”
“Hmm… strong enough to, to take you to hand?” Jenny whispered.  Erza’s suddenly stiff posture told Jenny that her guess was spot on.  Smirking at that and staring down where Erza’s thighs had begun to rhythmically work together, Jenny went for the kill.  “While you can also lord it over another girl?  Tell me dear Erza, would you like that, to mistress to everyone else, but being taken in hand by Ranma, perhaps even a bit of spank play?”  That did it, and steam started to come out of Erza’s ears before she faltered, slumping against Jenny.
Jenny sighed, and put an arm around the redhead, whispering, “Well that works for me too I think.  We’ll have to see.”  She slowly dragged Erza out of the booth, then, nodding to a thoroughly amused Ranma, left the hall, heading toward Fairy Hills.
She was soon joined by Juvia, who had been helping Anna and Lisanna with the guild while also answering questions from Makarov and the others about what had happened in Edolas.  The blue-haired girl glared almost challengingly at Jenny, who just smirked, rolling her eyes.  “If I’m not going to compete with Erza, I’m certainly not going to compete with you.  Now come on, let’s get the good ‘mistress’ here back to her room.”
Juvia shook her head.  “Juvia thinks that Erza is going to feel it in the morning and be most mortified if she remembers anything.”
“Maybe, but some truths I think will stay with her.”  Jenny smirked, and Juvia began to blush hotly at something she saw in the blonde’s expression.  “You might want to prepare yourself if so…”
Later, after putting a now drunken Erza to bed, Juvia quickly retired to her own room, a rosy blush still on her cheeks as she couldn’t stop her mind from going through the implications of that statement.  Jenny on the other hand headed out the door, searching for Ranma.

OOOOOOO

“How big a threat is Midi anyway?” asked King Toma, looking around at his fellow kings as they counseled one another via their magical relay system at the behest of San Jiao Shi, Minstrel’s King.  “I regret to say that I don’t know anything whatsoever about them.  I mean I know their country exists, and was historically once part of Minstrel, but then again so was Desierto, and Bellum, so…” he shrugged.
All the other kings, even the elderly king of Pergrande, Vicotronious, looked to the King of Minstrel who sighed, nodding his head as he stroked his long, immaculately cared for beard.  “That is true.  Midi was lost to Minstrel more recently then Desierto of course, or Bellum.  We lost those in wars, before Desierto was in fact a desert.  But for all of that, those lost without much fanfare.”
In contrast, Midi’s history is tumultuous to say the least.  The area now known as Midi is as you know a separate valley, ensconced in the nigh-impassable Siren’s Fangs bogs.  The area was dominated for centuries by a large clan of mages, hundreds strong.  Yet to call them as bad as bad can be would be underselling it.  From what little we know today they make most modern day dark guilds look like children playing with toys.  Murder, rape, lording it over other individuals, killing every other mage in the valley that didn’t bow to them or join their family.  It was nasty, a very nasty time.”
San Jiao shook his head.  “But they were so strong, that the Minstrel Emperors at the time couldn’t deal with them, or the defensive advantage the Siren’s Fangs give Midi.  Those bogs make any assault into Midi very difficult.  Deep, wide, impossible to drain with only a few known and extremely well-guarded routes through them.  If you’re not done in by the bogs, you’ll die by starvation as everything within is poisoned.  There’s no way through them except for those two trade routes that lead out a through a series of smaller passages, which only the Midians know about.”
“At any rate, going back to their history.  The family was eventually overthrown by the non-mages,” he smiled wintrily working his fingers through his beard in a nervous tic.  “Those non-mages were led by someone whose name has not come down to us in history but who has simply become known as the First Prophet.  I am uncertain and most non-Midian historians are extremely cynical about why he decided to couch his message with religion.  But whatever the reasons, his chosen message soon spread.”
San Jiao looked at Toma and Meredrain in particular for a moment, before looking at the king of Caelum, who was not only a mage of one of the more magically inclined countries, but also a mage himself.  “The message itself is simple: Magic is meant for everyone, not just those who are born with it, and it should be used sparingly, so that it is still there for future generations.  Those future generations are a very important part to this circle of Midi.”
“Let me guess, there’s something about spreading the word and propagating abundantly in there,” Rose said, with an angry scowl.  “There’s always something like that in old religions.  Right next to how women are the source of all sin and other drivel!”
“Ahem, um, setting Rose’s point aside, magic is a renewable resource, both in terms of the overall magi-sphere of the world, and in any particular mage.  A mage can waste his power, can become weak over time but will always regain his magic unless something occurs that cuts him off from his magical core or damages it in some way,” Toma said shaking his head.  “How can they think it isn’t?  Every scientific examination that has been done as far going back as far as I know has shown that magic is a renewable resource.  The magic in the ionosphere comes down, builds up in the magical crust of the earth and then rejoins it in a cycle or circle.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22808515]“A circle that the people of Midi believe that mages interrupt, hence the name of their faith, the Faith of the Circle.  As for why they believe it, you underestimate the blindness of the true believers mentality,” San Jiao sighed.  “Really, when you get right down to it, it was a rallying cry of the oppressed to band together, and to defeat the mages that were lording it over them.  After that thought, it was taken much too far, with the religious overtones added to it.  At any rate, the Circle took over, rebuilt Midi from the near ruin it had fallen into during the battle with the ruling mages.  Then they started to killed mages who wouldn’t accept their brand and called themselves a separate nation making it stick with little outcry from the rest of Minstrel.”
“Brand?” Rose asked, her head flying backwards in surprise.  “What brand?  Are we talking about slavery?  Have we allowed another nation built on slavery to exist, as my own Bosco once was?”
“No, at least not precisely,” the King of Minstrel replied with a wince.  Since Rose’s own nation had been built on the slave trade and in particular their work in the salt mines, he knew this was not going to go over well.
Rose leaned forward, glaring at him now.  “So what is it then?”
San Jiao held up a hand placatingly.  “I don’t know what it looks like, or how it works.”  At that caveat, the others simply nodded, gesturing him to go on.  “Well, apparently what it does is it shares that mages magic with the nearest believers.  All of them have the mark on them somewhere, a circle mark, allowing them to use the magic of that mage.”
“Where the hells that come from?!” Toma asked sharply, looking over the King of seven.  “Magic transference like that is not entirely unknown, but what you’re talking about is a tattoo of some kind, a rune perhaps?”
[bookmark: _Hlk22809104]“And used on such a scale…” Meredrain said before glaring at San Jiao and spouting out rapid-fire questions, his tone demanding.  As king of Seven, the foremost nation the creation and research of magical items, he was intensely interested in this idea, especially since he was in fact not a mage himself.  “What does it look like?  Is it blood-based, lacrima-based?”
“Can it work on ancient magics?  Or could it possibly be an ancient magic itself?  Is there any after-effects of the mage or the user of the magic thus transferred?” Toma cut in with his own questions.
He was interrupted in turn by Meredrain.  “But wait, where do they get the power to create the spells.  If the mage’s own magic is drained every time someone else uses his or her magic, they will be drained in relatively short order.  And even if you wait for them to recover, repeatedly being drain to the point of magical exhaustion like that will take a physical toll on the mage.”
“You are talking about things well beyond my own mediocre understanding of magic,” San Jiao replied tartly.  “And I’ll remind you gentlemen that I’m here asking for help, not to be called on the carpet.”
Rose, Vicotronious and the other kings taking part in the discussion glared Meredrain and Toma into submission, but it was still quite easy to see that their interest had been awoken by this.
“So, they share out the magic like that, and what, that makes it all better, the mages no longer seen as stealing?” the king of Stella asked sardonically.
“Oh no, the mage in question is still believed to be a thief, but a repentant one who is returning as much of his magic as he can to the circle in the face of the Faith’s followers,” San Jiao replied, shaking his head.  It was evident his fellows kings were still underestimating how the Circle’s faith drove everything.
“The circle of the faith, not the circle of magical renewal or whatever you want to call it,” Rose replied dryly.  “Ah, I detect the heady whiff of sophistry, with an added sprinkle of jealousy and fanaticism.”
The King of Pergrande interrupted then.  He was getting on in years now, easily the oldest king still reigning, with the king of Joya and the King of Caelum being the next nearest in age.  His hair was entirely white, his eyes deep set in a now-gaunt face, making him look like an aged, thin bird of prey.  “We are getting off-topic.  You asked us for help, and while this background of the circle is interesting, what has actually been going on?”
“Historically, the Midians have never been the type to proselytize; instead they wanted to be left alone,” San Jiao sighed, leaning his head into his steepled hands.  “That’s changed with the coming of a new prophet.  He is preaching conversion by the sword.  And since then, they’ve begun to march into Minstrel.  They overcame what little border patrols I had stationed there.  After all, we were at peace, why should I have worried about them?”
“At the same time, their navy has boiled out of their few protected inlets, although I’m not so worried about their Navy.  Certainly they have a lot of ships, more than any of my advisors or so I thought.  But Minstrel has the second strongest navy in Ishgar, and we’re experienced in naval warfare.  Whereas they are only experienced in terms of taking on homegrown river bandits.  No, it’s the Army marching out of the passages through the bogs that worry me,” he concluded shaking his head.  “That army is dangerous, extremely dangerous.  My reports indicate that they have some kind of new kind of artillery, new weapons, and of course, they have the magic of their captured mages.  Altogether it makes for a potent force.”
The King of Seven frowned, then locked gazes with Toma receiving a nod in turn after, which he looked around at the other Kings, his face grim.  “I believe I have an idea actually on that score.  We know that Tartarus, the dark guild built around Demons, had at least one demon that could control minds.  They, and the rest of the Balam Alliance, had created spy networks which we have only begun to unravel in the past two months.”
Toma took up the tale, not hinting at the fact that unlike Meredrain he knew that the mind controlling demon in question had switched sides, providing them, through Ranma, with a great deal of the information he had used to roll back Tartarus’s information network in his own country.  He had then begun to use that as a starting point whenever he could to ‘leak’ further information to his other kings, never hinting that Seilah was not only still alive, but under the care of the very Ranger who had helped defeat her, her fellow demons and the Oración Seis.
“However, we know that those apparatuses are still in place elsewhere.  And from our investigations, we’ve discovered a LOT of information on Tartarus.  Including the fact they have at least one demon among them who can create… let’s call them flesh golems,” he smiled a wintry little smile that looked odd on his habitually cheery face.  “We haven’t run into any human-type ones, but from what we know, they are sometimes used as foot soldiers by the rest of the guild.  But, who is to say they couldn’t somehow put one of their own in place and manipulate the Faith of the Circle.”
“Set up a false prophet, use their magics to make the crowds more susceptible to his message, then add in the religious overtones and you get a recipe for disaster,” the king of Iceberg, Conrad, said scowling as he spoke up for the first time.  “How bad is it going to be, really?”
[bookmark: _Hlk22809550]San Jiao winced then, looking away, his face seeming to age as they watched.  “They are converting as they go as well.  Either you agree to take the circle mark and join their army, or you die.  The only saving has been that they don’t harm women or children, and what little I have heard from the front says that rapes or other horrors were also dealt with swiftly the instant they were found.  That is small comfort for them killing every man who refuses to join them and sequestering the women as they have though.  It is as if their entire nation to simply toss their humanity away.”
The others looked at him in horror, and Rose spoke quietly, shaking his head.  “That, that’s barbarous!”
“All of which lends more credence to it being Tartarus,” Meredrain said, his voice subdued.  “One thing we have found all along since our investigation into their activities began is that every demon of Tartarus disdains and loathes humanity.  Using humans to kill humans that would just be delicious irony to them.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22810199]Toma stayed silent, wondering.  Certainly the demons could pull of a false Prophet, given time.  But that kind of total social change?  Without Seilah’s mind control helping them along?  This kind of widespread change should have been impossible to pull off unless…
His eyes widened suddenly as he remembered something he had almost ignored at the time.  Her report did mention that one of the most powerful demons had the ability to resurrect the dead.  I discounted it at the time, believing it of limited utility since she said the undead would not last long without a driving need to come back in such a state.  Yet tie that into a religious message of some kind, and perhaps you could see this kind of broad societal change.  Damn it, we just don’t have enough information on the resources Tartarus can call on.  Seilah was able to tell us about the demons themselves, but not their logistics.  And that of course also leaves the mystery of these Circle tattoos to be solved.
“You realize that marching our armies to your aid is not going to happen quickly or easily.  Moving armies like that takes time logistics and forward planning even through friendly territory,” Vicotronious said, shaking his head.  “It would be months, possibly as much as half a year before our forces could get there in enough numbers to make a difference.  Our teleport spheres are not nearly ready for testing on that kind of scale.”
“I realize that, and I honestly don’t want help like that.  My own army is mobilizing, and once I bring enough forces together I think I can stop them militarily,” the former rebel general replied with a small, dry smirk before going on more seriously.  “However, what I need is the Wizard Saints to combat them until that time and to perhaps offset any Dark Guild aid they might have.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22810493]“You want us as a group to ask them to intervene?  I doubt God Serena will be willing to do so.  The others, Wolfheim, Draculos and Jura, certainly will be willing to answer the call.  They are the most willing to work with others,” Toma said thoughtfully coming back to the current conversation.  “I know them a bit better than most of you, so I can say with certainty the others are not nearly as receptive to voices of authority,” he said dryly.
[bookmark: _Hlk22810799]“Hah, but I know God Serena,” Vicotronious said, a smirk appearing on his aged face.  “I can get him to participate as well, trust me.  It’s all in how you ask for help.  Or rather, how you prick his pride.  I will mention this to him, then say, we are asking three other Wizard Saints to take part believing that three is better than one, even when he is the one, and he will be there, eager to show that he is more effective than Wolfheim, Draculos and Jura combined.  I’d pity the more Midians if their actions hadn’t proven them unworthy of it.”
“Thank you,” the King of Minstrel said, relieved.  “Honestly, without Wizard Saint level magic turning the tide I don’t know if I will have the time I need to gather enough forces to meet this threat before I find them camped out around my own capital.”
The King of Toma nodded, then blinked as the scepter in front of him began beeping incessantly at him.  “Excuse me, I have an incoming call from a Ranger of some kind.  Hmm…I didn’t even know any Rangers were active in Fiore at the moment.  Rather odd that.”
He blinked, then stared at Ranma’s face came into view.  “Ranma?!  You’re alive!?”
“Hah, you shouldn’t count me down unless you see my dead corpse!” Ranma said with a laugh.  “I hope you’re… all… somewhere relatively comfortable your Majesty,” Ranma said, slowing as Toma connected his pendant into the larger council magics, letting the other royals see him and see their astonished faces.  “Because what I have tell you is one heck of a story.”
The royals all listened intently as Ranma began to describe what had occurred to Magnolia, shaking their heads at parts of the tale: specifically an evil Erza, a concept that had Toma twitching as if he had just had a trouser accident.  The Dorma Anim too caused many of them to grimace in shock.  It sounded simply fantastical, far too fantastical to be believed.  And yet, this was one of their Rangers telling them about it.  And one thing every King (and the one Queen) knew was that regardless of how they became so, a Ranger did not lie.
“And you believe this new King, this Mystogan Earnest fellow, will be able to keep command of his nation?  From what you’ve told me, he’s certainly willing to try, but are you certain he will succeed?” the Pergrandian king asked.
“Who knows?” Ranma said with a sigh.  “I’m not going to guess on that one Your Majesty.  But, I think he’s got the willpower.  He’s got the Exceed backing him for what it’s worth and he’s the only one with magical weapons over there now.  So long as he doesn’t trust the wrong people, I’d wager he can keep that crown on his head.”
“And you’ve already sent me this formal letter of apology?” Toma asked.
“I did,” Ranma said with a nod.
The king of Caelum scowled.  “My nation lost people, entire families died on that ship!  And you’re telling me they were drained dry like, like they were mosquitoes, and then you just want me to accept this blanket apology?”
Ranma winced but nodded.  “That’s about the size of it.  Well, that, and our return.  And um, there’s the fact you can’t really get at them or vice-versa ya know, Luke.”
After a fulminating moment, Luke nodded grimly.  “I am displeased by this,” I will agree to the apology because of that last point.  We can indeed not get at one another easily and only on their terms.  But I will demand recompense, as well as a copy of that apology.”
“If we are able to ever open up more permanent lines of communication, then we will do so,” Toma said firmly.  “I firmly agree with the fact that they need to pay some kind of price for this.”
He then smiled at Ranma.  Since the man had made mention of someone with them using mind magics to pave the way for this Earnest fellow’s ascension, Toma knew that Seilah at least had not returned to her former guild.  That was good, although it raised more questions about what was going on in Midi than it answered.
But like any good king, Toma was an expert on keeping multiple balls in the air at a time, so was able to shift to the next topic easily.  “I’ll be looking forward to your full report on this issue Ranma, but for now, alas we have other issues do deal with that your unique abilities would not aid us in.  Are you still planning to spend winter in Magnolia?”
“Yep.  But no worries, I’ll be back on the road traveling Ishgar and looking for trouble again come spring,” Ranma replied with a grin.
“Ah, but I might have some trouble to throw you at before that if we are lucky.  Until then Ranma, give my regards to Fairy Tail and the mages with you.  I will be contacting Makarov and Gildarts at some point in the future to give me their impressions as well.  Until next time,” Toma said, then dismissed Ranma.
There was a moment of introspection as the kings all looked at one another, then Rose chuckled.  “Well, another dimension?  Not exactly the strangest thing I’ve ever heard of, especially given the source.”
“Truly,” Toma replied, then looked around at the other kings.  “But we were talking about Midi and possibly Dark Mage involvement in their recent actions?  Since this incident seems to have come to a close, and we lack the ability to do anything about it at this point, I suggest we go back to that discussion.”
“Agreed, but why don’t we have Ranma listen into this conversation.  Just because it’s winter in Fiore is no reason to let our most combat capable Ranger take an extended vacation,” the king of Joya said, shaking his head.
“Because this isn’t a simple issue, because he did just get finished another mission?  Because as good as he is, Ranma’s not as strong as a Wizard Saint?  And finally, whatever happens against the Circle, in particular their army, there will be survivors on both sides that will survive and be able to tell their stories about what happened.  If we use Ranma for this, we would lose his ability to act as a Ranger.”  Jiang Shi said with a shrug of his thin shoulders.  “We have Wizard Saints for just this kind of event, I say we use them.”
“Indeed, I think using Ranma in a combat role for this issue would be a mistake.  Perhaps later we might consider sending him in as a spy, which Ranma is oddly very good at despite his various abilities,” Toma replied.  “For now, I can get in contact with Draculos quickly, and God Serena is in Seven at present I believe, although that might have changed, so if you want to try to trick him into showing up I suggest…”

OOOOOOO

Back in his room, Ranma pulled his finger away from the emerald lacrima portion of his Ranger broch before rubbing at his throat.  Damn, talking that long without rest, definitely bothers the hell out of my throat.  He blinked.  Weird, I can blast out breath attacks as a Dragon Slayer, yet my throat still hurts after talking so long?  Magic is freaking bizarre.
He sighed, leaning back and staring at the ceiling of his apartment, knowing that Wendy wouldn’t be back tonight.  She and Carla were over in Fairy Hills with Levy and a few of the others finishing their aborted sleepover.  And thinking about bizarre things, what the heck am I going to do about Jenny, Erza and Juvia?  Heck, what’m I going to do about Seilah?  Damn it, I had to talk to Wendy 2.0 about this, but there I could honestly say I wasn’t interested in her… beyond staring at her bits anyway.  I’m a guy damn it I can think that kind of thing so long as I don’t actually act on it.  And while I did enjoy looking at her bits quite a bit, her personality was waaaay too much.
He blinked as the door to his and Wendy’s apartment opened and Jenny walked in.  Surprisingly, the thought ‘speak of the devil’ was not Ranma’s first though on watching Jenny sashays in.  No, the first thought that came to Ranma’s head, and indeed the one he voiced, was, “I could’ve sworn I’d locked that behind me.”
“You did,” the blonde mage said blandly, smirking at him.  “I’m an S-class mage darling.  If I didn’t know how to pick a lock, I be a piss poor one.”
“How does that make any sense?” Ranma asked quizzically.
“Infiltration and subterfuge missions come along that call for S-class mages too you know,” Jenny said, moving over slinking over really, until she was sitting across from him on the sofa.  There was space between them, but she was still looking at him like a lioness about to pounce on a particularly juicy looking impala, so the space between them really wasn’t as helpful to Ranma’s state of mind as should have been.
“So, um, what can I do for you?” Ranma asked, looking at her quizzically.
“A lot,” Jenny said with a tight grin.  “But I suppose I should tell you what I told Erza earlier.”  She explained about how she was exchanging guilds, how she didn’t like the direction Blue Pegasus was taking, and how she had wanted to continue to become stronger as an S-class, which she wouldn’t have been able to in her former guild.
[bookmark: _Hlk22811016]“That means training, that means working out with you like Natsu and Gajeel on actual combat styles said they were doing, working on meditation and just as importantly sharing ideas like we did when we first met.  And more than anything else, it means that I want to stay here.”  Her smile widened and her pink tongue flicked out, licking her lips before she went on, “Which means you and I can see where, well, where we can go.”
Ranma blushed.  “Jenny, you have to understand, I mean me and Erza…”
“I’ve spoken to Erza already.  She wasn’t happy, but she agreed that rather than fighting it out between us, or forcing you to choose, we could just share for a bit.  Like you, her and Bisca did on that trip you took.  Don’t I deserve a chance to get the same kind of attention from you Ranma?”
At that reply Ranma scowled, shaking his head and grabbed his courage with both hands before replying.  “It’s not about deserving Jenny.  You certainly deserve it, but are you sure that…  I mean I like you.  You’re bright, funny, and any man with eyes could tell you that you’re drop-dead gorgeous, but are you really saying that I’m good enough for you?  That you, you’d be happy sharing me?  Are you sure I’m worth that?”
“Why settle for second best, why settle for the rest, when you can have the best!” Jenny said, pushing off her side of the sofa and moving across it, her breasts swinging as she almost crawled on all fours towards Ranma.  “And in many ways Ranma, you’re the best catch I could ask for.  You’re strong, funny, not an unrepentant pervert or flirt, and you have a sense of fun and adventure that I really like.  Plus you don’t want to rush me down the aisle, try to control me, or remake me in the image you want me to be like all too many boyfriends do.  So yeah, I think I’d love to see where we can take this attraction between us.  Even if we don’t build something to last out of it like you and Erza might, then at least I’ll have had a hell of a ride…”
With that last word she reached forward, stroking one hand from Ranma’s hard abs downward as she leaned in.  Ranma returned her kiss for a moment, but then the scent of wine started to register, and he slowly pulled away, holding her at arm’s length.  “O, okay Jenny, I’ll agree to that, but, I’ll see you when you’re sober.
Jenny pouted, but pulled back, slipping to her feet.  “Hah, shows what you know, I’m perfectly sober!  Watch!”  With that she tried to do jumping jacks, which would normally have been a sight to make even the heartiest of men go weak at the knees.  But instead of finishing her first jump, Jenny nearly fell sideways, her balance failing her.  While she’d been able to converse and even hold a conversation, Jenny was indeed quite drunk after her earlier time with Erza.
Ranma caught her before she could fall and pulled her back against his chest, smirking.  “Hah, see?”
“Grr, fine, you damn tease!  But don’t think you’ll be able to use that excuse the next time,” Jenny said, before getting to her feet slowly and moving toward the door, making certain to sway her hips a bit as she walked.  Although this too nearly had her tipping over a few times.
Ranma’s continued to smile as she walked out the door, then leaned back, kneading his forehead.  “So, that means three of them I’m interested in, and another who I’m not, but who is definitely interested in me.  What the hell is wrong with my life!?”  He then looked down at his waist where a certain appendage had reared up to make its own opinion on things plain.  “No one asked you!  Don’t make me break out the ice, dude.  It’ll hurt you a lot more than it does me.”
With a sigh, Ranma decided to do some meditation on this whole relationship issue.  But not ten minutes later, he was interrupted once more.  Although this time at least it was the sound of the doorbell instead of someone picking his lock that got his attention.

OOOOOOO

While the party above them continued apace, Makarov had excused himself, meeting up with Warrod and Porlyusica outside the guildhall.  From there they entered the Guildhall from another entrance, a secret one that you couldn’t even see unless you had the Guild Mark on you somewhere, and wouldn’t be able to open without the chapter Masters permission.  They stayed silent as they entered, heading down the stairs, where they entered a somewhat large underground cavern of some kind.
In the center of this cavern was a giant crystal, which bore some resemblance to the Anima Crystal that the Fairy Tail Guild had apparently been a part of until recently.  Within it, a shadowy form could be seen, short, but with long hair, floating in the center of the crystal.  If you approached it, you would be able to see that this form had blonde hair, and petite, almost elfin features.  From this crystal several hundred small roots shot up and into the roof, and away through the surrounding ground to, if one could but see it, create a lattice of roots underneath the rebuilt town.
While Makarov examined the crystal closely, Porlyusica just stared at the woman inside the crystal.  At the same time, Warrod moved around the room, holding his hand to junctions created where roots merged around the chamber.  A moment later, the roots started to disintegrate in his hands.  “All done,” he reported, smirking over at Makarov.  “See, my roots, short or long, don’t go wrong, destroying things I don’t order them to.  They simply took magic from Fairy Heart in order to power my reconstruction of the town.”
This was the key to the moving Golems and how Warrod had rebuilt the interior of the buildings in Magnolia as much as he could.  With access to Fairy Heart, a limitless source of magic, Warrod had called up a memory of the town – in the form of a certain spirit - and then recreated it via that memory.  Each building had then gotten its own golem to repair what could not be grown via his plant-based magic, again following the memory of what the town should be like.
“I knew that before we came down, but I sometimes just want to come down and look at it.  And whenever I do, feel awed by what my predecessors did here, and in so feeling, I feel once more the wonder of magic itself,” Makarov murmured, staring into the crystal, with something approaching adoration on his face, “and still there is no change in the amount of magic contained within Fairy Heart.”
Porlyusica huffed irritably, turning away.  She didn’t like Fairy Heart.  She didn’t like the reasons behind its creation, or the fact it was hidden like this.  She didn’t like that Mavis Vermillion was kept in suspended animation within.  But that last point went back to her negative impression of humanity as a whole, something she brought up now.  “And the Kings still don’t know about it do they?  Nor the Magic Council?  You know they would attempt to confiscate it.”
“No they do not know,” Makarov said sharply.  “And they won’t as long as I am Guild Master.  I have no wish to see Mavis Vermillion being turned into a weapon of war, that was not why fairy heart was created.”
“I have to wonder though, was Fairy Heart why fairy Tail was targeted by this Anima weapon?” Warrod muttered.  “Natsu and Gajeel said they were targeting large concentrations of magic.  Could they have discovered its presence with their advanced magi-tech?”
“We’ll ask Ranma about what attracted them to us at some point I suppose, he’ll know more than my brats.  Right now, I’m just thankful that were all still alive,” Makarov said shaking his head.  “Now come on, I have to get back to the party before they know I’m missing.”
Warrod was the last to leave, and as he did so, he turned to the crystal and winked at it before turning away, heading up the stairs after Makarov.
As they left, a spirit appeared in the air in front of the crystal.  The appearance of this spirit matched that of the young girl, within the crystal, which was only natural.  For this Mavis Vermillion, Fairy Tail’s first master.  Or rather, it was her Thought Projection, which the still-living Mavis could Project either into the guild or to other Fairy Tail properties.  Wherever the Fairy mark was, she could appear.
“Hehehe, who knew that oh-so serious and calm Warrod would become such a comedian later in life.  Still, I’m glad our work to rebuild the town worked out,” the spirit said to itself.  “And it was rather fun helping him do so.  Still, I do wonder about this Ranma fellow they mentioned.  And this other dimension.  Ooh… I’d love to stick around and play pranks, But…
For a moment the pixie-like expression on her face faltered, becoming deadly serious before she shook off her dark mood.  “Pranks will just have to wait I suppose.  Oohh, but just wait until the next S-class exams, Warrod and I are going to have such fun.”
As he took a stein of beer from Mira, Makarov nearly dropped it as a shiver went down his spine.

OOOOOOO

At the same time that Jenny and Erza began to drink, Cana and Gildarts had left the Fairy Tail Guildhall, in order to go out and buy some repair stuff so that Gildarts could repair the roof that their entrance had destroyed.  Makarov had ordered them to do so saying, “Maybe paying for the damages you brats cause to the guildhall as well as on jobs will make you all realize that you need to control yourselves even Here!”  The fact he’d been saying it while threatening to squash Natsu and several of the others had made the comment all the more pointed.
Neither of them were pleased by this since they knew that this time it really hadn’t been Gildarts’ fault but they knew it had to be done.  As they were moving through the town, both of them were happy that none of those, who had been stuck in the Anim Crystal remembered anything of their time within, including the moment they had been sucked up.  That wasn’t to say that the townsfolk didn’t realize something had happened though.  Warrod’s magic had helped to rebuild the town to an amazing degree, but he hadn’t gotten all the details right.
“…Daughter mine, did the cathedral always have a tree growing out of its bell tower?” Gildarts asked, staring at the scene in front of them.  The few nuns and the priest from the church were now milling around it, staring up at the tree, while numerous other townsfolk did the same.
“Nope,” Cana said popping the ‘P’ as she spoke, shaking her head.  “I don’t think that Warrod guy the others mentioned was all that particular about the fiddly bits.”
“YOU!  You and your guild are behind this!  Is this supposed to be some kind of prank, well I won’t stand for it!” shouted an elderly man from a side street, marching up to the two Fairy Tail mages.  He was waving a placard in the air as if it was a flag, a massive frown on his wrinkled features.
“Um, what exactly are we supposed to have done?” Gildarts asked, thinking desperately through the number of things he had in fact done, breathing a sigh of relief as he remembered that he hadn’t actually destroyed anything since his return to Magnolia.
“My home, all my things, they’ve been rearranged!  Just slightly, but I know, I know someone was in my house!  They moved even my precious Tiddle’s home, it’s no longer there and neither is Tiddles herself!  I want my pet returned right now!” the elderly man shouted, poking Cana in her breast with his cane.
A surge of Crash magic splintered the man’s cane into tiny squares, which fell to the ground as Gildarts smirked.  Not back for more than a few hours and our magic’s returning.  Good.  “I’d like you to remain civil when talking to my daughter old man.  As for your cat, I’ve no idea where it is.  In case it’s not gotten through yet, we were all caught up in a magical phenomenon.”
“That’s right, you should be thankful you’re alive and not quibble about how things in your house have been moved around,” Cana said, rubbing her chest irritably.  Ouch, that actually hurt, bloody old man.  On the other hand, I can get Lucy to massage it later…
That thought cheered her up tremendously and she reached forward, grabbing the placard out of the old man’s hand, reading quickly.  “’To the owner of this house, apologies for any mistakes within.  Your town has been rebuilt by his Greatness, the Wizard Saint Warrod the Great’…” she shook her head.  “Is it some kind of natural law that old members of Fairy Tail have issues?”
“Probably,” Gildarts replied with a sigh.  He looked around noting that there seemed to be a lot of people around, and raised his voice.  “Alright, I’m sure you all have questions, but for the most part, we don’t know all the facts ourselves!  So if you want to ask questions about where stuff is or why your house is different, direct those questions to Warrod!”
Few would, Gildarts knew.  The treelike Wizard Saint was, while not formal, was also not very approachable, using his odd sense of humor and antics to scare people away just as Porlyusica did with her continued complaints about hating humans.  Yep, Cana’s on to something about all the old guard being weird.
Shaking that though off he went on.  “IF you have questions about what happened to us, please wait a few days before asking Master Makarov some questions about it.  I’m afraid nearly all of us were just as caught up in the magical phenomenon in question and have little idea of what happened.”  That would hopefully give Makarov the Magic Council and the king time to come up with a story to tell the general populace.
What that would be, and how it would jive with what the rest of the guild were being told, he didn’t know, but he thought the truth would probably be the only way to go.  But in a controlled way instead of letting rumor and hearsay do their devious work.
Gildarts’ words seemed to get most of the crowd to calm down and stop shouting at one another for answers none of them could supply, and started to disperse.  Most of them seemed to think that their houses were actually in better repair now, but a few were angry still, with the old man’s mutter rising above the rest with a plaintive, “But Tiddles is a dog!” behind the large Crash Mage and his daughter as they left.
Moving through the streets the two of them noticed Macao and a few others doing the same thing, causing Gildarts to breathe a sigh of relief.  It looked as if Makarov was now aware of the problem and moving to address it in some fashion.
About a block before they reached the woodcrafter’s community, Cana stopped, staring into the dark of an alleyway at a large group of floating crates over which a patch of dark blue hair marked by horns could be seen, “Is that Seilah?”
“Huh… you know, from my limited interactions with the demon girl I didn’t expect her to be so good at sneaking around, especially while lugging those crates of books,” Her father mused.  “Still, I suppose it’s a good thing she knows she has to keep out of the way.”
“Bah, I’d bet she could just use her powers to stop them from noticing her if she was willing to leave the books behind…” Cana frowned.  “In fact, this way I think she looks like a crook who has trying to get away with the goods.”
Gildarts looked at her, his face scrunched up in displeasure as he asked, “Do I want to know why you know how that would look?”
“Probably not,” his daughter replied with a grin.  “After all, I was a lone orphan, I didn’t have any parents around to look after me, I had to come up with all my own bad habits.
“That hurts, that really hurts,” Gildarts replied, shaking his head.
“Still, let’s go find out what’s up with her.  The two of them moved through the streets towards where the woman was leading several dozen floating crates.  “Hey Seilah,” Cana said weaving through the crates to walk beside the girl as she moved deeper into an alleyway.  “What are you up to?  I don’t think that Ranma would like to have that many books and his apartment you know.”
Seilah blinked, twitching, and turning in the direction as Gildarts moved through the crates with much more difficulty.  “Oh, it’s you two.  What do you want?”
Cana twitched but she had gotten used to the devil woman’s sometimes abrupt manner before this.  “We were wondering what you’re doing?  And I repeat, I very much doubt that Ranma would like to have that many books in his apartment.”
Looking as if the idea of Ranma rejecting her plans had never occurred to her, Seilah looked between Cana and the crates, frowning.  Why ever not?  They’re books.”
“Yes but not everyone likes books as much as you.”
That too looked as if it was an entirely new concept to the demon girl, and Cana sighed shaking her head.  “Anyway, I can show you a warehouse where you can store them for now.  It’s past closing time at the Bank of Ishgar so…”
At that point Cana paused as a series of noises was heard from one of the crates, *rustle*, *Thump* sound.  “What was that?”
“What was what?” Seilah asked,
“That sound, something like a bumping noise.  Or muffled yell,” Cana replied, scowling.
Seilah blinked, looking around in the most artful manner possible for someone who had horns and could never in anyone’s wildest imaginings look innocent.  “I didn’t hear anything.”
“She’s lying,” Gildarts said, flaring his magic around one finger and pointing it at one of the crates.  The crate disintegrated, and out dropped Edo-Wendy and Gildarts’ eyes widened in shock, slapping a hand to his nose to prevent blood loss as he took in the extremely endowed blue-haired woman tied up shibari-style.  This was not helped by the loud muffled whimper she let loose as she landed on her rear under where her crate had been, writhing there, showing that the ropes were tied into knots in some very interesting places.  “Wh-what the heck?!”
“Oh no,” Cana muttered, looking around, a wild supposition coming to her.  “She flipped out one of her own cards, and sliced into the side of another crate, opening it up easily, to stare down into the muffled gag face of Edo-Cana.  “Oh no.”
Gildarts turned and stared at his other self’s daughter, then turned back to Seilah, itching to rearrange her face.  But Cana reached out, touching his arm.  “Come on, they aren’t harmed let’s just get them untied and get to Ranma’s.  Seilah’s his problem really.”
Luckily, Edo-Cana had not been subjected to shibari Seilah style, or else Cana knew Gildarts would not have been restrained regardless of the fact they were in an oh-so breakable town or the fact that Seilah was indeed Ranma’s charge.  As it was he just nodded, trying to rein in his anger and rising magical power while Cana gently reached down to pull at the ropes binding Edo-Wendy.  She moaned, and Cana flushed, backing away quickly.  “Um, how do we get those off her.”  I’ve already had one lecture from Lucy about flirting with other girls, that was enough thank you so much.
“There’s a trick to it,” Seilah said, squatting down beside the other blue haired woman, who’s eyes were slowly starting to flutter open from what might have been one massive orgasm caused be the ropes.  At least, it should have been if I did the knots up right.  “You learn some of the most interesting things in books.”
Edo-Cana rolled her eyes at that as Cana helped her to her feet, but she didn’t look to be much worse for wear, which calmed Gildarts down further.  “I would agree with that sentiment in other circumstances Seilah, but as I find myself rather far from home thanks to you, I will not be doing so.”  She then smiled at Gildarts, “Although I suppose there are positives to this as well.”
At that, the last bit of Gildarts anger evaporated and he nodded, his magical aura disappearing around him.  “Right, let’s get a move on to Ranma’s then.”
A few minutes later, the two alter Edolas natives, Cana and Gildarts were in Ranma’s room, as Ranma sat in his sofa, his head in his hands.  “Are you telling me that you kidnapped two members of Edolas’ Fairy Tail guild?!”
“I had good reasons,” Seilah said shrugging.  “Both of them have skills that I require and other interests here that may make their stays in this new dimension comfortable.  I believe that they and their friends will be okay with this… eventually.”
“You kidnapped them!” Ranma shouted, lowering his hands to glare at her.  “How is that ‘okay’?”
“I left notes,” she said simply.
“Notes?” Edo-Cana asked, “Exactly what did these notes entail?”
“I left a note for each of you saying that you had decided to come with us, and were hiding among the Fairy Tail mages.”
“Really,” Ranma said dryly, first looking Edo-Cana from her feet, to the top of her head then Edo-Wendy, who grinned, and thrust out her chest even more than normal as he did the same to her.  Cana reached out absentmindedly and grabbed a chunk of her father’s waist and twisted until he winced, causing him to blush and look away, while Edo-Cana flushed and twiddled her fingers staring everywhere but at Ranma.  While she found Ranma’s female body and curse entirely unnerving, he was quite handsome, and those blue eyes of his were somewhat devastating.  “And you’re thinking no one noticed them missing?”
“We were not stopped,” Seilah said with a shrug.  “We weren’t stopped because both of them had reasons not to be at the ceremony, Edo-Cana’s decision to not come with her alternate-father, and Edo-Wendy’s irritation with seeing you leave.”
“The moment those notes are found though people will start to question things.”
“And then what?” Seilah asked bluntly.  “The only thing that can cross the dimensions as far as we know, is that weapon of theirs.  They can’t simply send someone across, they’d have to take someone from here to there, and with the Kings the way they are no doubt responding to our return, doing so would be a very bad idea even in this circumstance.  Besides which, the king will have to prioritize where to invest their magic, and I doubt just checking to make certain Edo Cana and Wendy came with us of their own volition will be in his list of priorities.”
“That might be true, it’s irritating that she has a point,” Ranma muttered, leaning back and shaking his head.  “Alright, I’ll bite I suppose.  Why did you kidnap them in the first place?”
Seilah smiled, and gently touched Edo-Cana’s shoulder.  “This one makes the most magnificent cakes and other kinds of desserts that I have ever tasted.  And considering that I have gone around practically all of Ishgar in search of food that is saying something.  This one,” she said gesturing to Edo-Wendy “makes excellent food, tea and drinks, including some quite tasty fruit drinks.”
“Both alcoholic and non,” Edo-Wendy said, smiling in an amused sort of way.  She had leaned back, crossed her arms under her large chest and was staring almost challengingly at Ranma now.
She had gotten over her irritation at kidnapped quite quickly Ranma reflected, a little too quickly for his state of mind.  It might’ve been for her own reasons, but she seemed perfectly happy to be here.  “Are you kidding me right now?” Ranma asked looking at her seriously.
“Mmh?  What are you talking about?” she asked, cocking her head to one side coquettishly.
“I am not interested!  I told you that before.  I have girlfriends already, two at least with one more in the wings.  That’s more than any sane man would want, and your continued attempts to flirt with me were so over-the-top, they bothered the heck out of me!”
“But none of those relationships are exclusive, and I’ve seen you check me out.  Okay I’ll admit that I might’ve come on too strong, but I can change that.  And before you ask if I’m serious about tossing away my life and Fairy Tail over for a chance to get with you, I’m not doing this just for you,” Edo-Wendy replied to Ranma’s near-rant still smiling.  “The magic of this world is freaking fascinating!  So I’m not just here to flirt with you, that’s just an awesome bonus.  I want to see this world, I want to see the magic here, and whatever Mystogan might think, it’s going to be a while before life back home moves to anything like what it could possibly be here.”
Ranma sighed, then shrugged.  “It ain’t my place to tell you what to do with your life, just don’t expect me to encourage your interest in me.  I’ve already got three girls that are interested me, and who I’m interested in, and then there’s this one,” he added, gesturing towards Seilah.  “Who I need to sit down and have a talk with after this.”
That made Seilah scowl, wondering why that sounded so ominous, but Edo-Wendy just shrugged.
Ranma sighed again before looking over at Edo-Cana.  “What about you?  Are you happy to be here?”
The exceptionally lady-like version of Cana shrugged, looked at her father and Cana, then back to Seilah.  “Tell me more about these plans that involve myself and Wendy’s cooking skills please.  I will decide whether or not they are interesting, and from that decision make my decision on whether or not to stay here.”
Seilah nodded eagerly.  “You’ll note how many books I have.  That is but a tithe of my total amount.  I have something along the lines two thousand books at any given moment.”  Ranma blinked and opened his mouth ask where the heck she kept them, but she anticipated that question and replied, “I usually keep them in an account box at the Bank of Ishgar.  As you know, that bank is well known for the way it keeps its clientele’s information secret.”
That caused Ranma to groan, but nod.  At least he knew the bank had already been investigate by the government of Seven and Fiore too.  Still, I gotta wonder how far along they are on figuring out the bank’s teleportation scheme?
“I have a plan, to buy a café of some kind, and then make it into a book café where people can come read, find books and find good food at the same time.  They can buy books or trade in books for other books.  I believe it will be a hit surely making enough money for its own upkeep.”
“And in so doing, keep you in the two most important things to your life,” Ranma said dryly, “food and books.  You’ve spoken about this idea before, but I didn’t think you would be able to share your books with strangers.”
“So long as they treat my books with care I would be fine with doing so.  Otherwise you are correct, this is as much for my own pleasure as it is for anything else,” Seilah replied without a hint of shame or shyness about it.  “I am a demon, we are supposed, at least according to human books, to be at home with our baser desires, and mine are based upon books learning and other such.”
“I can understand that, but I’m not certain if that kind of business would make money,” Ranma began.  “The price of keeping it in stock, of both books and food would be harsh, especially with you eating the profits.”
“On the contrary,” Edo-Cana said thoughtfully.  “I believe it could, so long as we can get a good enough deal on bringing in new books, and upon resources for the food.”
“I can do that,” Seilah said eagerly, pleased to see the two women agreeing to her idea.  The fact they honestly had few other choices available to them was not lost on her, but again, where a human might feel guilt, Seilah only felt satisfaction at a plan well-executed.
“Without using your magic?” Ranma asked.
She paused, then asked hesitantly, “Would threats without magic count?”
“No,” everyone but Ranma said, and he stared in betrayal at Gildarts who shrugged his shoulders.  “The procurement business is almost a crime racket as it is sometimes, threatening someone to get a fair deal is pretty normal so long as you’re subtle about it.”
“Subtle,” Ranma said staring at Seilah not even looking back at Gildarts as he spoke to the Crash Mage, “do you think this one can be subtle?”
“Regardless, I think it rather sounds like fun,” Edo-Cana said.  “It will allow me to do what I like most too, create cakes and other desserts, and to experiment with them.  In fact, I have one recipe I think we could use as a showcase starter.  Once we have the café of course.  I call it a cherry chocolate and vanilla rum cake.”
“Heh, and actually if we’re talking books, then I’d suggest coming up with a signature sandwich.  That way the customers have a hand free so they can keep reading,” Edo-Wendy said, nodding her head eagerly.
Ranma sighed, shaking his head.  “I’m not going to win this am I?”
“No, you’re not.  Oh, thanks for being so irritated on our behalf, but when you get right down to it, despite missing our friends, this sounds like a fun way to move on, what with the guild back home being amalgamated into the rest of the nation and not being on the run any longer,” Edo-Wendy said.
“In that case, I suppose I’ll give you my blessing for this plan Seilah, but we will be having that discussion I warned you,” Ranma warned.  “Right now take these two over to Fairy Hills and tell that lot what happened.  And I say this with feeling, better you than me.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22814136]“And I’Il put a down payment on the café once you find a site for it,” Gildarts said firmly.  “You can pay me back in installments if you think you have to, but I think this idea sounds interesting too.”
[bookmark: _Hlk22666656]The two Edolas natives started to chatter to one another excitedly to one another, standing up and moving toward the door with Seilah following to direct them to their destination.  As they left, Cana looked at Ranma sympathetically.  “Good luck Ranma, I think you’re going to need it for this conversation.”
“Yep, pretty much,” Ranma replied with yet another sigh to add to the number he’d already exhaled that day.
About half an hour later, Seilah returned and she entered the apartment quickly, moving to sit across from Ranma almost in the same manner Jenny had.  But where Jenny had looked at Ranma almost hungrily, she was simply staring at them, waiting.  “You had something you wanted to say to me?”
“Yes I did,” Ranma replied.  He rubbed a hand over his face, then steeled himself, and decided to just blurted out and get it over with, After all, it worked for Wendy to pull Wendy 2.0 why couldn’t it work here?  “Look, I know that you are attracted to me okay, and while you’re sexy as all get out, I just can’t see us being in a relationship.  There are just some things about you that drive me crazy, and not in a good way.  You’re too focused on book reading, you don’t want to get stronger which is a major thing for me.  And when we were on the road, you didn’t seem to enjoy it as much as I would want someone who I have a relationship with to.”
To that Ranma could’ve added that she was a little too arrogant, a little too unfeeling, far too egotistic, and seemed to have a problem with most humans even now.  But he didn’t for one reason.  Because despite all of that, she and Wendy got along extremely well, in fact, Ranma thought that Wendy might actually be closer to Seilah then to even Mira or Erza.  Not as much as she was to Carla of course, but even so, that was a surprising achievement considering how different the healing girl and demon girl were mentally.  He didn’t want to ruin that, so he simply commented on the things that really had a major  impact on whether or not he could see them in a relationship, even one that was so ephemeral as the relationships he currently had with Erza and Jenny, and Juvia too, though that one at least hadn’t gone anywhere just yet.
Through this, Sarah had remained silent, simply staring at Ranma.  Then she shook her head, “I have never understood why humans seem to equate physical attraction and closeness to mental and emotional closeness.  While I cannot deny the fact that I would like some emotional closeness with other people, I’ve found of late that our friendship has been enough, coupled with the friendship Wendy has felt towards me and vice versa.  So, while I might have envisioned myself and you in a relationship, if only to see if I truly could see myself in a physical relationship with someone who turned into a man.  It is hardly world shattering to be told that you do not see that as a possibility, unless of course you are willing to enter into a purely sexual relationship?”
Ranma blushed, coughed, shook his head and stammered out a no to that, and Sarah simply shrugged, stood up and moved towards the room that held the magical tent.  Strangely enough, the magical tent and much of the other magical items in Magnolia had also been returned with the people.  Ranma had been surprised by that, and even more by the fact that no one had turned up missing at all.  That meant the chunk of magic that had been broken off the Crystal and used in Edolas had not cost any lives.
Not that Ranma was thinking about it now, as he stared at Sarah’s walking away.  The twitch of her hips and is most particularly her rear was just as enticing as Jenny’s had been earlier.  “In that case I suppose, it’s your loss as the saying goes and it does open up other possibilities for me.”
Ranma could barely hear, straining against all of his hormones with the same amount of effort he had put into lifting the Crystal, clenching his eyes closed tightly.  It was only as the door to that room closed, that he opened them again, to stare at the closed door, his brows knitted together.  “But where am I supposed to sleep?”
The next day, found Ranma sleeping on the couch, his head lolling off the side as he snored uproariously, one leg thrown over the side of the sofa, the other one draped to the floor.  His eyes opened instantly however at the sound of tinkling glass, as a large boulder about the size of his forearm was hurled through the windows like an American football.
Narrowing his eyes, he stood up quickly, moved to the offending object and picked it up before heading out onto the large balcony.  As he did, he heard Natsu’s voice shouting for him, “What do you want, soon to be dead man?”
Ignoring the anger in Ranma’s voice and being woken like this, Natsu just grinned up at him, showing all of his pointed teeth as Gajeel stood next to him also smirking up and Ranma, “Hey Ranma, the sun is up, come out and play!  We’re back home, we’ve got our magic, let’s get some sparring done!”
Ranma’s eyes narrowed as he stared down at the other two Dragon slayers, then he smirked slowly, evilly.  “Have you ever heard the term beware what you wish for kid?  Ranma asked, before leaping down towards them.  Because if so, you’re about to get a real-life example of why it’s true.”
End Chapter
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